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      Marriage and Trouble features an animal rescue organization. None of the animals in this book, not even Trouble (who lives up to his name!), are harmed. However, there is discussion of animal hoarding situations and shelters where animals who are considered unadoptable are euthanized.

      As always, my personal guarantee stands: no animals will ever be harmed or die in any of my romance novels. However, if you’re sensitive to this topic, please read with caution.

      Please also be aware of the following additional content warnings: diabetes, discussion of sexual harassment and assault in a character’s backstory, death of loved ones in characters’ backstories, and a car accident (though everyone turns out okay).

      

      I love animals, and to honor the real pets in my life and the fictional pets in this novel, I’ll be donating 10% of Marriage and Trouble’s profits to Atlanta Humane Society. If you want to help, you might consider donating time or money to your local animal welfare organization or shelter or one of these organizations:

      
        
          	
        American Humane Society
      

      	
        San Francisco Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals
      

      	
        Atlanta Humane Society
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            RESPECTFUL THIRST

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Marriage is a fine institution, but I'm not ready for an institution.” ― Mae West

      

      

      
        
        JUSTINE

      

      

      If a hot guy cycles through your neighborhood, you go outside to ogle—no, respectfully admire—him.

      Look, I don’t make the rules. When you’re a single-by-choice lawyer working sixty hours a week, you take pleasure where you can. And one of the few joys in my life happened every Saturday between two twenty-five and two thirty—two thirty-two if I was lucky and there was a car he had to wait for. This meant at two twenty, I slapped my laptop shut.

      My eyeballs felt ready to bleed after scanning the privilege log for the Vanderpool case since eight this morning. I deserved a respite. I rolled back my Herman Miller chair, the same one I had in my office across the Oakland Bay Bridge, and stood, stretching my back. At forty-three, I really needed to take more breaks from hunching at my computer.

      I grabbed my lipstick and dabbed it on in the bathroom. I spent three seconds more to run my fingers through my short blond hair. As I slipped on my slides by the front door, I caught sight of my grandmother’s sneakers.

      Remorse was a sharp stab to my gut as I remembered telling her I was too busy to take her to the craft store. But the shop was open until six on Saturdays, and besides, she wasn’t even crafty. I’d take her after I watched my guilty pleasure’s muscular calves pedal away.

      I shouted, “I’m going to check the mail, Gramma,” and slipped out my front door. I jogged down my front steps, then slowed to a more dignified pace befitting an established attorney and homeowner in one of the nicest neighborhoods in Berkeley.

      “Hey, Justine.” In an irritating complication, my neighbor, Heather, met me at our twin mailboxes. She opened her arms for the awkward, perfunctory hug of bisexual exes everywhere. I stepped in, and her black scrubs crinkled against my threadbare Stanford Law T-shirt.

      “Are you on your way to work?” I asked, hopeful, as I waited a second before gently disengaging.

      “Just got home. And Hamilton’s not back from golf yet.”

      Shit. I’d never get rid of her. I glanced at my watch. Two twenty-three.

      “Were you working?” she asked with a sympathetic pout.

      “Always.” My slight grimace meant yes, and I’d like to get back to it.

      “Still gunning for that promotion.” It wasn’t a question.

      My smile was slightly more genuine this time. The case I was working was my best chance yet for my name to come up when the partners discussed who’d fill the empty Family Law Practice Group chair position. “Always.”

      “Hamilton says you won’t get it while you’re single.”

      “Oof. He didn’t actually say that?”

      “He did.” Despite the tired lines around her eyes, she stood straighter and puffed out her chest in a decent impersonation of her husband, who was one of my bosses. “Family law firm…family values…blah blah blah.” She crossed her arms. “And we all know how you feel about marriage.”

      After three years together and another two as neighbors after our breakup, she knew exactly where to punch for maximum pain. “You know I⁠—”

      “Whoa. Who’s that?” She looked past me.

      Dammit, I’d almost missed him. I whirled to face the street that bordered my corner lot. I spotted the familiar blue bicycle, the strong legs that pumped the pedals, the muscular forearms that gripped the handlebars, and the thick dark hair that flew back in the wind.

      All my irritation washed away as I regarded the beautiful man. It wasn’t creepy that gawking at a hot stranger was the high point of my weekends, was it? It was a respectful thirst. I’d never touch him or even speak to him.

      But I could dream. “My boyfriend,” I sighed.

      He turned his head and lifted his hand in a wave. He’d never done that before. White teeth flashed as he smiled. My heart thudded as I glanced at Heather. Was he waving at me or at her? With guys, it was usually her. She was more femme with her long, dark hair and petite frame. My cropped, blond hair and athletic frame didn’t usually reel in the men.

      Then something else caught my eye. A matte blue BMW turned onto our street and crawled toward us. I thought I had the only one in the neighborhood. Irritation prickled under my skin. I’d special-ordered that paint to stand out. And now I had a copycat.

      When I made out the license plate, my stomach plummeted. That wasn’t a twinning neighbor. It was my car. And my grandmother was behind the wheel. She must have realized she was caught because her eyes widened and then she accelerated just as the still waving cyclist ignored the stop sign.

      The scene seemed to unfold in slow motion. My car and the bicycle were juxtaposed for a moment. They collided with a clang like a church bell. The bike and the man flipped and separated. The bike skittered off into the street, and the man landed with a bone-crunching thud, a low bounce that tossed him onto his side, and a skid into the grassy curb. My car screeched to a stop.

      The street went silent.

      There was a flash of black—Heather’s scrubs as she ran toward the man in the street. My Gucci slides weren’t made for running, but I took off as fast as I could toward my car. When I reached it, I flung open the driver’s-side door. “Gramma! Are you okay?”

      Her face was white under her shock of garish magenta hair, but she was buckled in, and the airbag hadn’t deployed. As far as I could tell, there wasn’t a scratch on her. Her voice shook when she said, “I hit the wrong pedal. Is he alive?”

      My stomach clenched. I reached across her to press the button to turn off the car. “I’ll go check.”

      I ran to where Heather bent over the man. He’d rolled onto his back, his arms and legs out straight and, hopefully, unbroken, but blood was smeared across his tan forearms, and more welled from a scrape on his chin. “Is he okay?” I asked, then I winced. Of course he wasn’t okay. He was bleeding because my grandmother had hit him with my very solid German car. “Should I call 911?”

      “No 911,” the man murmured without opening his eyes.

      Thank god he was conscious. “Should we listen to him? He might have a head injury.”

      Heather considered for a second. “I’m going to get my kit,” she said. “Keep him still but turn him on his side if he vomits.”

      Once, when we were dating, a child had started choking at a nearby table in the restaurant. Before I even understood what was going on, Heather had barked out a series of orders to the closest server and the kid’s parents, then performed the Heimlich maneuver on him. A chunk of carrot hit the floor, and in a few minutes, the kid was fine. I’d been in awe of her cool-headed control of the situation. I’d never seen her at work, but I imagined that was what happened every day when she walked into the hospital emergency room: she flipped a switch, and she was no longer fun, slightly goofy Heather. Instead, she was capable Dr. Huang.

      As she jogged away, I kneeled by the man’s side. I shifted until I cast a shadow over his face on the uncharacteristically sunny January day. As many Saturdays as I’d watched him cycle past my house, I’d never seen him up close, and it was unsettling to see the man’s formerly fuzzy features sharpen. He had an angular face with high cheekbones and a clean-shaven, sharp jaw, but his mouth was soft, crowned by a well-defined Cupid’s bow. His unlined skin was pale. Sweat beaded his forehead.

      His hair was almost black, straight, and long enough to fan out on the grass. It was definitely too long for anyone working at my law firm. Gently, I brushed a few strands out of his eyes. “God, you’re pretty.”

      I winced. What a silly thing to say. I’d meant to ask him if he was okay, if there was anything I could do for him, if I could give him mouth-to-mouth. No! Not that. Respectful thirst, remember?

      His long eyelashes fluttered, and his eyes blinked open. They were deep brown, I thought, or maybe his pupils were dilated. Did that mean he had a concussion? I wished I’d listened more closely to Heather talk about her work. His glassy gaze fixed on me, and a vague smile teased at his soft lips. “Marry me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            I PROPOSE TO AN ANGEL

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Barney, male terrier mix

        Photo: A small, scruffy gray dog with hair hanging in his eyes.

        Caption: I’LL FALL FOR YOU IF...you’re looking for a project boyfriend. Barney is a fixer-upper. He needs a bath, a haircut, and some confidence. He’s looking for someone who likes (giving) long baths and is willing to overlook his grunge aesthetic to find the diamond under, let’s face it, a ton of wiry hair.

      

      

      
        
        PAX

      

      

      Being dead wasn’t so bad.

      A golden-haired angel with cool hands caressed my skin. Her halo blinded me so I couldn’t see the details of her face, but I knew she was beautiful. I meant to ask her what I was supposed to do, now that I was dead, and why my body hurt so much, but language seemed to work differently in heaven. So what came out was, “Marry me.”

      As a celestial being, she didn’t seem to mind. She must deal with mortals confused by the transition from life to death all the time. The only sign she heard me was that her hand stilled. I nudged my cheek into her palm like one of the kittens at the shelter. My cheekbone was the only part of me that wasn’t on fire, likely because of the contact it made with her cool angelic fingertips. A rasping gasp came from behind her. I could vaguely make out a pink-haired figure. Had I somehow ended up in anime heaven? I hoped it had subtitles.

      A third figure approached, this one dark-haired and wearing black. It seemed strange for Death to arrive after I’d already seen an angel, but thinking made my head hurt, so I let it go. Reluctantly, I closed my eyes, shutting out my angel. I drifted on spiky waves of pain until a word called me back to reality.

      Ambulance.

      “No ambulance,” I muttered. I’d spent years paying off Grandma’s medical bills, including the ambulance that took her to the hospital that last time. I couldn’t afford expenses like that. Not now.

      Louder, I said, “No hospital. No health insurance.”

      Death’s voice wasn’t nearly as melodic as my angel’s. She said, “You can’t lie here in the street for someone else to run you over, and you’re too big to carry. If you can’t walk, I’m going to call 911.”

      Fuck, I wasn’t dead. Angels didn’t talk about logistics. Caregivers did. And I hated to be a burden to anyone. I blinked my eyes open. It was like I was looking at the world through goggles smeared with Vaseline, but I picked out a woman in black next to the gorgeous woman I saw most Saturdays when I rode past her house. I’d mistaken her short blond hair for a halo. Behind her was an older woman with hair the color of my grandmother’s bougainvillea on the trellis by the back door of my house. I rubbed my eyes and looked again.

      Still pink.

      I struggled up onto my elbows.

      “Hold on,” the woman in black said. “I’ll help you. Grip my hand.” She grasped my left hand.

      A second, cool hand slid into my right. The blond woman’s. Now that my vision was clearer, I noticed a thin white scar on her upper lip. They pulled me up to sitting and pain shot up my right wrist. I gritted my teeth and held onto my angel’s hand.

      “What hurts?” Businesslike hands prodded my neck, my chest, my ribs.

      “Nothing,” I lied.

      “What’s your name?” The woman in black lifted my eyelid, not ungently, and shone a light into my eye. The light stabbed through me, intensifying my headache.

      I squeezed my eyes shut. “Pax. Pax Warren.”

      She asked me a few more questions, like the date and where I was. Finally, she said, “Concussion, I think.” She dropped her light pen into her backpack. “You need to rest for a couple of days. Who can we call to pick you up?”

      “Blanche,” I said. It wasn’t exactly an answer to her question, but the dog needed insulin, like me, and if I didn’t get to the shelter, she’d miss her dose. Most of the volunteers were squeamish about administering her injections.

      The pink-haired woman squeaked, but the woman in black, who I could tell was a doctor from her bossy demeanor and her scrubs, said, “Okay, we’ll call her for you. Where’s your phone?”

      “Don’t have one,” I mumbled.

      “Do you mean you dropped it?” the beautiful woman asked. “Gramma, do you see a phone in the street?”

      “No phone,” I repeated. And right now, my head ached too much to pull Alana’s number out of it. “No one to call. Gimme a minute. I’ll bike home.” I needed to get back to my blood glucose meter and my insulin supply. Teaching my early-morning spinning class was good for my glucose levels, but I’d skipped lunch at work, plus blood loss was bad for it. My head hurt too much to do the calculus I needed to judge whether I was headed for a blood sugar spike or an equally dangerous dip.

      There was a chorus of noes from the women. The doctor said, “He seems harmless. He can rest in our guesthouse for a couple of days. I don’t have another shift until Tuesday.”

      “He should stay with Justine,” the older woman said. “He’s her fiancé, after all.”

      What? Maybe I had more than a concussion. My high-school girlfriend made me watch a movie where a woman had an accident and when she woke up, she’d forgotten she was married to Channing Tatum. Which was totally relatable, but did I have amnesia? Did it mean something that I couldn’t remember the name of the movie?

      “No, Gramma, we’re not engaged,” the woman named Justine said, flashing me an embarrassed smile.

      “You said he’s your boyfriend, though,” the doctor said.

      “That’s not—” Justine glanced at her grandmother, closed her eyes, and sighed. “He can stay with us.”
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            THE FIANCÉ

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “I didn’t ever want to rely on a man to provide for me. I wanted to create something that was completely and utterly mine. And I didn’t want anybody in my life dictating what I do.”

        —Chelsea Handler

      

      

      
        
        JUSTINE

      

      

      As Gramma scuffed into my kitchen the next morning, her quad cane thudding against the white tiles, I cracked eggs into a bowl. My usual breakfast was a cup of plain yogurt and a banana, but with a guest in the house—two guests, if you included Gramma—I was trying harder than usual.

      Gramma ignored the box of tea I’d set out and went straight for the coffeepot. “I thought you were going to brunch with your friends today.”

      I flicked on the burner. “I’m not leaving you alone with a strange man in the house.”

      “He’s no stranger,” she scoffed. “He’s your fiancé.”

      I turned to face her. This had gone on long enough, and it was time to set her straight.

      But Gramma had turned on her big, round puppy-dog eyes. “I know how hard it was for you to grow up inside your parents’ awful relationship. I’m so glad you’ve found love at last and overcome your fear of marriage.”

      “I’m not—” I protested.

      She kept going. “Pax seems like such a nice young man. Why didn’t you tell me you were engaged? I’d have brought a gift when I came to visit. Or something borrowed! My wedding dress would be too short for you, and besides, it’s cursed since I married your grandfather in it, but my veil was so beautiful: long and flowing with embroidered flowers at the border. I think it’s in a trunk at your cousin Teagan’s house. I’ll ask her to send it.” She paused for a breath. “I’m looking forward to getting to know Pax. I’m terribly sorry I hit him with your car.”

      There was so much to unpack in what she’d said, but as an attorney, I had to address the accident first. I turned off the stove. “Gramma, I don’t want you apologizing for the accident. I don’t even want you to mention it. If Pax sues⁠—”

      “Why would he sue his fiancée’s grandmother?”

      “Gramma, you’re not listening. You don’t have a license. You’re not supposed to drive.”

      “I had to go to the craft store,” she sniffed, “and you wouldn’t drive me.”

      “I said I’d drive you later. Why did you leave the house?”

      “There’s a crochet class at one o’clock.”

      “You don’t crochet!” I grabbed the bowl of eggs and smashed the yolks with a fork.

      “No.” She winked. “But the instructor is awfully cute. Her name is Desdemona, and I’m working up the courage to ask her out.”

      I stopped whisking. Like grandmother, like granddaughter. I’d gone to the same coffee shop where I’d first met Heather for four days straight until she returned, just so I could ask her out. “Next time, tell me that before you steal my car.”

      Pax had gotten pretty banged up yesterday, and he’d admitted he didn’t have health insurance. If he were my client, I’d advise him to sue. As the owner of the car that had run him over, I was the easiest target. He’d seen my house. Clearly, I had funds. But I had no choice. He couldn’t be alone with a concussion.

      In the light of day, he’d probably realize I was an easy payout. Any of the ambulance chasers who trolled the police log would be happy to represent him if he called. What if he sued Gramma and me, and to avoid the bad press, my firm fired me? What if I were disbarred?

      The last thing my grandmother needed at ninety-five was to go through the stress of a court appearance. She’d already outlived her savings. She’d sold her house five years ago and had been shuttled between various relatives’ homes, a month or two at a time, ever since. I set down the bowl. “You know, maybe you should go to Teagan’s early. Lie low for a while.”

      “I’m sorry. I know I’m a burden.” She looked down at her slippers, and I noticed how thin her hair had become. How slumped her shoulders were. The age spots that mottled the backs of her hands as they gripped her cane. She was so frail. How much time did I have left with her? She’d arrived only a few days ago. What if she didn’t live long enough for another stay with me? “But I don’t want to miss your wedding. When is it?”

      She might look like a frail old woman, but her mind was as sharp as ever. “Since when are you a fan of weddings? When I was twelve and obsessed with the BBC’s Pride and Prejudice, you told me to get an education and a career so I didn’t have to rely on a man like the Bennet sisters did.”

      “You don’t have to rely on a man now,” she said. “I want you to be happy. And Pax looks like the kind of man who can make you happy, if you know what I mean.” She winked.

      “Gramma!” My face flared with heat. I turned back to the stove and flicked it on again. “We’ll see how it goes. Let’s hope Pax is feeling better today, and⁠—”

      “I am, actually.” A deep voice came from behind me.

      My cheeks burned hotter. How much of that had he heard? I took a moment to pour the eggs into the pan before I glanced over my shoulder. He wore the black T-shirt and road-scuffed jeans I’d washed for him last night. Then I did a double take.

      His skin was pale, and there were dark circles under his eyes. Fresh blood appeared to be leaking through the bandages Heather had applied to his elbows yesterday. “You don’t look better. Sit down.”

      He held onto the wall, then the counter as he made his way to the kitchen table. My tiny grandmother pulled out a chair for him, and he sank into it. I gave the eggs a quick stir, then turned back to our guest. “I think you need the hospital.”

      “No.” His eyes widened. “Gimme a minute, and I’ll be on my way.”

      “Heather said we needed to observe you for twenty-four hours,” I said. “It’s only been eighteen.” After we’d helped him into my guest room yesterday, he’d passed out on the bed. I’d checked on him once an hour, tiptoeing to the door and cracking it open long enough to ensure he was still breathing. No, I hadn’t stared at the way his long eyelashes lay against his cheeks. (Okay, maybe I had, a little.) Regardless, he’d hardly moved. I wondered if his deep sleep was a concussion symptom or a sign of exhaustion. What did Pax Warren do when he wasn’t pedaling down my street?

      “I’d like it if you’d stay.” Dammit, that sounded like I was coming onto him, especially after what Gramma had said. Was I? He was so handsome; he had to be dating someone. “Unless there’s someone we can call for you?”

      “Of course he’ll stay with his fiancée.” Gramma patted his cheek. “By the way, I’m Bonnie. I don’t think we were properly introduced yesterday. It’s so lovely to meet Justine’s main squeeze.”

      Sweat broke out at my hairline. “Gramma, go wash up. Breakfast is almost ready.”

      After she hobbled off toward the powder room, I flicked off the stove and turned to Pax. “I’m sorry. I don’t know where she got that idea.”

      “It’s all right.” Despite his evident fatigue, his brown eyes twinkled. “I’ve noticed you, you know. When I ride past your house on the weekends.”

      There was a nuclear reactor under my skin. I dipped my chin. “Have you?”

      “Yeah. I was starting to think it wasn’t a coincidence that you always picked up your mail or dead-headed your roses at that time. I guess that’s why I blew through the stop sign.”

      It was like he’d splashed me with cold water. “My grandmother⁠—”

      “Don’t worry about it. The accident was half my fault.”

      It really wasn’t, but my legal training had taught me never to admit fault in these situations. “I’m sure we can come to an arrangement to cover your medical expenses and lost wages.”

      He blinked, and all the flirtation dropped from his expression. I hated it, but I needed to protect my grandmother—and my job. I reached into the cabinet for three plates. “Eggs?”

      “Oh, ah, no.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “I’m vegan.”

      “Shit, sorry.” Thank heaven I’d forgotten to make bacon. I scanned the contents of my kitchen. “Toast? And a banana!” I reached for the fruit basket as if it held the Holy Grail, the Hope Diamond, and the Rosetta Stone. In my rush to get it to him, the toe of my sneaker caught on the tile, and I tripped right as he stood to take the banana from me. I fell into his arms, smushing the banana into his T-shirt. Hanging onto his muscular shoulders, I gazed up into his brown eyes. “Dammit, that was the last one.”

      “Toast is fine,” he said.

      “And I messed up your shirt.” The banana had squished out of its skin and smeared across his black shirt. “I’ll wash it for you. Let me help you take it off.” I reached for the hem and started to roll it up.

      My back door swung open, and Heather strode in, wearing a golf shirt and a short athletic skirt. Her husband, Hamilton, followed. “Oops,” she said, “is this a bad time?”

      I dropped Pax’s shirt like it burned me and twisted out of his embrace. I accepted Heather’s air-kisses on both cheeks. “How’s our patient today?” she asked.

      “Fine, thank you.” He peeled the banana off his shirt and scrubbed off the smear with my kitchen towel.

      “Sit down, and I’ll check you out.” Heather sat next to him at my kitchen table.

      “Pax,” I said, “these are my neighbors, Dr. Heather Huang and Hamilton Binkley. You met Heather yesterday after the accident, and Hamilton and I work at the same law firm.”

      “This is the boyfriend?” Hamilton asked incredulously. He was dressed in a gray golf shirt that matched his eyes, black chinos, and loafers. He highlighted his hair at the top, but he kept the sides naturally gray. He said it gave him more gravitas during his occasional turns in the courtroom and his more frequent appearances at bar association events.

      “Fiancé,” Gramma corrected unhelpfully. I piled all the eggs onto her plate. “Here, Gramma, eat while it’s hot.”

      “Fiancé?” Hamilton’s gaze turned calculating. “How old are you, son?”

      “Twenty-nine.” When I gasped, he added, “And a half.”

      Look, I knew he was younger than me. His face didn’t have the fine lines of someone in his forties. But he had the independence of someone older than—I gulped—twenty-nine? Suddenly, my thirst felt not at all respectful but creepy.

      “Shit, Justine. I’ve got a kid that age,” Hamilton said. He looked at me with something that verged on admiration. “I guess you can still get it.”

      “What the fuck?” I planted my hands on my hips. “Double standard much? There’s a fifteen-year age gap between you and Heather.”

      He ducked his head the way he always did when I reminded him he’d stolen my girlfriend. “You know, when you and Pax get married, you’ll qualify for equity partner and that chair position you’ve wanted for years.”

      I didn’t have the courage to look at Pax when Hamilton mentioned the fabricated engagement I hadn’t yet denied. “Come on, Hamilton,” I said. “Let’s not talk about work on a Sunday. Coffee?”

      But Hamilton was a dog with a bone. “I know you’ve been dying for that promotion. You deserve it. But you won’t get it until you’re married. Binkley, Flimshaw, and Frack is all about family values.”

      “You weren’t married when you made equity partner,” I argued. His first marriage had lasted only a few years, and he rarely talked about it.

      He shrugged. “Rules are different when your name’s on the door.”

      Your father and grandfather’s name, I didn’t remind him.

      I sneaked a glance at Pax. He’d polished off the remnants of the banana, and there was more color in his cheeks. He watched our exchange like it was his favorite television show. I couldn’t help it. I grimaced.

      He raised his eyebrows, like he understood the situation. Not all of it, since I hadn’t mentioned that Heather and I used to date, but enough that he straightened in the kitchen chair. Remembering that half a banana was the only thing he’d eaten in at least eighteen hours, I shoved two slices of bread into the toaster.

      “Hmm.” Heather examined the bandages on his elbows. “You’re still bleeding. Did you fall again?”

      “No. When I’m hurt, I…I can be slow to heal.”

      “May I?” She gestured at the hem of his T-shirt. When he nodded, she lifted it. His stomach was dotted with tiny red spots. “Diabetic? Type one?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I wish you’d said something.” She dug inside her bag. “When was your last insulin dose?”

      “Before lunch yesterday.”

      She turned to me. “Justine, do you have his glucose meter?”

      The toast popped up, and I set it on a plate. “What? No.”

      “I didn’t bring it this time,” Pax said. “I wasn’t planning to, um, stay overnight.”

      Gramma, Heather, and Hamilton all showed variations of the same knowing smile.

      “What—” I began.

      “It’s okay, Justine.” Pax’s expression held a heavy meaning. “Remember, we agreed to take our relationship public.”

      Was I the one with the head injury? What was happening?

      “You should have a pump,” Heather told him.

      “I used to,” Pax said. “When I had health insurance.”

      Heather scowled at me. “Justine can afford it. They’re not that expensive. And when you’re married, the firm’s health insurance will cover it.” She pulled out her prescription pad, scribbled on it, and tore off the page. “Get a pump.”

      Pax carefully placed the scrip on the table as if it was something precious—and forbidden. I set the plate of toast in front of him. “Thank you,” he said, smiling up at me.

      “Of course.” I patted his wrist, and he winced. I noticed it had a purple streak across it, and it looked swollen. “Your wrist. Heather, what is that?”

      She glanced at it. “Probably a sprain. We should X-ray it.”

      He cradled it to his chest. “No X-rays.”

      Heather frowned. “Okay. Try rest and ice. You can also wrap it with a bandage to help with the swelling.”

      I pulled an ice pack out of the freezer and handed it to him. He flashed me a grateful smile, then set it over his wrist and started on the toast with his other hand, wolfing it down like a starving man. I set the bowl of fruit in front of him.

      “Look how adorable they are together,” my grandmother said. “So in love.”

      “Adorable. We need to leave to make our tee time.” Heather stood and caught my gaze. “Call me if anything changes.”

      I nodded.

      Hamilton squeezed my shoulder. “It’s a little unconventional, but I think we can make it work. Let’s talk in the office tomorrow.”

      “Make what⁠—”

      But he was already reaching for Pax’s hand. Pax slipped off the ice pack and winced when Hamilton shook his hand. “Nice meeting you, Pax. I’m looking forward to getting to know you. We’ll all have dinner sometime.”

      No, we wouldn’t. This had gone on long enough. I opened my mouth to tell them they had it all wrong, but Pax said, “We’d like that.”

      What. The. Hell.

      “Heather, I want to talk to you about Justine’s roses.” Gramma stood. “I think they’re getting too much water.” My grandmother ascribed all manner of knowledge to Heather even though she was a physician, not a botanist.

      Heather didn’t bat an eye. “I’ll take a look.”

      Gramma followed Heather and Hamilton out the front door, leaving Pax and me alone in the kitchen. I sank into the chair next to him, and he bit into an apple.

      “Why did you go along with my grandmother’s crazy story?” I asked.

      He shrugged. “It seemed best for everyone. You can’t get promoted unless you’re married? That’s some kind of bullshit.”

      I gave him a wry smile. “Patriarchal bullshit. But it’s not going to be great when we tell them it’s a misunderstanding. Actually, what am I talking about? I’m going to take you home today and then it’s on me to straighten out this mess.”

      He’d already devoured the apple down to the core and gazed at it like he was considering eating that too. He glanced up at me, biting his lip. “Sorry. I didn’t think about that. I was just going with the flow.”

      “Going with the…” I rubbed my temples. “While I appreciate your effort at helping me, that wasn’t actually helpful.”

      “I’m really sorry.” Gently, he touched the back of my hand. It sent a tingle through me, but then I caught sight of the purple swelling on his wrist.

      “Stop that. I should apologize to you.” I clamped my mouth shut. What had come over me? Never admit fault was practically the first rule in court.

      “No need. It was an accident.”

      His brown eyes were so deep and beautiful I could get lost in them.

      Danger!

      I ripped my gaze away, and it landed on the prescription on the table. “Why don’t you have health insurance?”

      He shrugged. “None of my jobs offer it. I run a small nonprofit, which can’t afford to offer insurance. I used to work as a ride-share driver for Pick Up Grandma, and they offered it, but then my truck got wrecked.” He winced like the regret was fresh. “Now I work as a part-time fitness instructor at a gym and as a receptionist at a veterinarian’s office on Saturdays.”

      Ugh, he really was twenty-nine. He hadn’t figured himself out yet. At twenty-nine, I was working my ass off at a respectable law firm. I’d been in debt up to my eyeballs from law school, but I was paying it off.

      I slipped my hand out from under his. “I’d like to offer you some cash. In case you end up needing to get medical care, and to compensate you for any lost wages. Would five thousand be acceptable?” I kept my expression blank. He was a fool if he took less than ten, but I had to start the negotiation somewhere. And for someone with that many jobs, five thousand might be a significant amount of money.

      He shook his head. “I couldn’t. You’ve been so kind to me. Besides, there’s nothing wrong with me that’ll keep me from working.”

      I narrowed my eyes. No one walked away from a settlement offer unless they planned to sue.

      The back door opened, and Gramma shuffled in. “Heather agrees with me, Justine. Your roses have soggy feet.”

      “You can talk to the landscapers about it.” I stood. “Pax, I’d like you to sign a paper holding my grandmother and me harmless for any damages that may result from yesterday’s incident in exchange for fixed compensation.” I waited for his counteroffer.

      “You can take the lawyer out of the courtroom,” Gramma said, “but you can’t take the courtroom out of the lawyer. What a silly notion, that you’d sue your fiancée.” She patted Pax on the cheek, and oddly, he didn’t seem to hate it. He grinned at her.

      “I’ll sign your paper,” he said. “Could I have another piece of toast, please?”

      Maybe he was a better negotiator than I thought. I couldn’t figure out his angle. I dropped two more slices of bread into the toaster. “So you’ll sign the settlement agreement with a release of liability in exchange for five thousand?”

      “I can’t take your money,” he said. “Though if it’d ease your guilt, you can donate to my shelter.”

      “Your…what?” Was this his way of telling me he wanted a house? I’d hoped not to spend that kind of money, but if it kept Gramma out of court, I’d do it.

      “I run a nonprofit animal shelter. Full Hearts.”

      “Wait. Isn’t that the one that borders this subdivision? In the old farmhouse?” Hamilton complained it was an eyesore. And he wasn’t wrong. The overgrown bushes in front didn’t hide the peeling paint or the ramshackle porch. As our homeowners’ association president, he’d tried to sic the city on the shelter, but apparently it didn’t violate any laws.

      “That’s the one. We’re running a donation campaign to help with unexpected expenses.”

      “Okay…” I drew out the word, waiting for the other shoe to drop. When the toast popped up and he hadn’t yet said anything more, I set the plate in front of him. “So you’ll sign the agreement in exchange for a donation to your shelter?”

      He gave a slight smile. “I’ll sign the paper, and I’d welcome a donation.”

      I laughed, incredulous. It couldn’t be this easy.

      “Gramma, could you stay with Pax while I draw up the agreements and get my checkbook?” I asked.

      “Of course.” She patted his shoulder. “I should get to know my new grandson.”

      Rolling my eyes, I left the room.
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        Dorothy, female German shepherd mix

        Photo: A brown German shepherd mix with prominent, crooked lower teeth.

        Caption: Introducing Dorothy. She has an underbite that won’t quit and a permanent smile. She may look like an orc, but she’s got a fiercely protective heart. Definitely could be cast in a fantasy movie. Come adopt this beauty!
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      I didn’t mention it to Justine or Bonnie or Heather or her dick of a husband, but I still wasn’t feeling great.

      Between the stress of the accident and trying to manage my glucose levels, plus keeping the peace between Justine and her grandma, my physical and mental reserves were spent. Plus, I hadn’t completely figured it out yet, but I was almost certain Hamilton had done something to Justine that he now felt guilty about. The guy was untrustworthy, but he also held power over her, which was why I’d gone along with Bonnie’s misunderstanding. Justine had been kind to me, and she needed help.

      Her kindness continued when she insisted on driving me to the free clinic to pick up my week’s supply of insulin. The nurse fussed over my injuries, so it took longer than usual. When I walked out, a little less shaky after the shot they’d administered, Justine was waiting for me in her car. I didn’t know much about cars, but I could tell it was expensive. At least it was electric.

      I opened the door and eased into the cloud-soft passenger seat, silently apologizing to the cow who’d given her hide for it. I set the bag of insulin vials, needles, and test strips on the floor between my sneakers.

      She scanned me as if she could somehow spot the effects of the insulin. “Feeling better?” she asked.

      “Yeah.” It’d be another half hour before I felt normal, but she didn’t have to know that. Awkwardly, I closed the door with my left hand. The nurse had wrapped my right wrist, but it still hurt like a bitch.

      “You do this every weekend?”

      “Uh-huh.” I leaned my head back against the headrest. “They give me a week’s worth of supplies.”

      “I have a coworker with diabetes. She has a pump like Heather told you to get. Wouldn’t that be more convenient?”

      “Well, yeah,” I admitted. “But it’s expensive. I can’t afford it, not without insurance.”

      “What if I bought it for you?”

      I smiled to soften the words. “I’d still need the insulin and other supplies. The clinic doesn’t provide the refills I’d need, and I couldn’t afford it on my own.”

      She frowned as if she couldn’t comprehend not being able to afford something she wanted. I had enough experience with it for both of us. “Can you take me to the shelter, please?” I asked.

      “You don’t want to go home?” Her eyes went wide, and her cheeks reddened. “I mean, your home, not my home.”

      “The shelter is my home,” I said. “When my grandparents left it to me, I turned it into an animal shelter.” She didn’t have to know it was more the animals’ home than mine now.

      “You’re sure you’ll be okay all alone?”

      “I won’t be alone. Not only are the animals there, but other volunteers will be there until eight tonight.”

      Usually, I could tell what people were thinking, but I couldn’t read the expression on Justine’s face. It could’ve been worry or indecision, but in the few hours I’d known her, I’d learned Justine was one of the most self-assured people I’d ever met. She pursed her lips, then put the car into gear and drove out of the parking lot.

      Shamelessly, I watched her. When I’d seen her from my bike, I’d noticed her blond hair and hot body, but up close, she was stunning. Her hair was short with longer pieces at the top that fell across her pale forehead and the tops of her ears. She had a straight nose. Straight teeth too. There were grooves around her mouth that deepened in a smile, though I hadn’t seen many of those in my twenty-four hours with her. A few fine lines radiated from the corners of her brown eyes. I had brown eyes too, but hers were a beautiful light brown like wildflower honey.

      She smelled fantastic, like—I inhaled—flowers. Not roses or gardenias, but⁠—

      “Are you okay?” When she glanced at me, a pair of wrinkles like parentheses deepened between her eyebrows. “You don’t have asthma, do you?”

      “I’m good.” My cheeks heated, and I scrambled for a conversation topic. “Have you lived in the subdivision long?”

      “Eight years. I bought my house after I paid off my school loans, about five years after I started working for BFF.”

      I grinned. “You work for a company named BFF?”

      “Binkley, Flimshaw, and Frack.” She shrugged. “When they founded it eighty years ago, BFF didn’t mean anything.”

      On the short drive home, I learned more about Justine Loving: she specialized in divorce, her grandmother was staying temporarily, and she didn’t have a warm relationship with her parents, though she didn’t say why. I also learned other things she didn’t say: she was intensely focused, serious as hell, and ambitious. I’d been right to go along with the fiancé ruse. I hoped the appearance of an engagement would get her the promotion she so desperately wanted. What kind of law firm did she work for that required you to be married to be promoted? Was that even legal?

      “Turn right here,” I said.

      She stopped the car. “On the gravel?”

      “Yeah. My grandparents never got around to paving it.”

      She clenched her jaw as she turned the wheel and steered up the bumpy driveway, wincing at each ping of the gravel against her car’s undercarriage.

      “Oh.”

      I looked at my home, trying to see it through her eyes. A few volunteers’ cars were parked in front, next to my pickup with the crater—you couldn’t call it a dent—in the side and the door hanging from a hinge. A bicycle leaned against the corner of the wraparound porch.

      The farmhouse was sturdy, especially with its new roof, but its white paint was chipped and peeling. It had lost a couple of shutters in the last windstorm, and I hadn’t replaced them yet. I was thankful Justine wouldn’t go inside to see the loose floorboards and the cat-scratched wallpaper.

      The front door banged open, and Alana strode out with two adolescent shepherd mixes on leashes. One was Blanche, and the tension in my chest eased a little when I saw her bounding around with her sister, Dorothy. She looked happy and healthy. In a minute, I could check on her up close. “Want to meet some of the animals?”

      “No, I’m good.” Justine’s voice was high and strained. When I looked at her, she had her hand over her mouth, hiding the scar on her lip.

      “Okay then,” I said. “Thanks for everything.”

      “Of course. You still have the check?”

      I patted my back pocket. “Your donation is really going to help.” Five thousand wouldn’t cover more than one past-due mortgage payment, but the rest would buy a week’s worth of kibble, which was always my priority.

      She glanced at the house and bit her lip. “You’ll be okay?”

      “Yeah.” I grinned, anticipating Blanche’s reaction when she saw me.

      “Your bike…”

      “Shit, I almost forgot.” I turned and looked out the back window like Justine would have a bike rack on her BMW.

      “I had a repair shop pick it up. They were going to deliver a loaner you can use while they fix it.”

      I glanced at the bicycle propped against the porch. “That’s for me?”

      “It’s the least I can do, considering.” She tipped up her chin.

      “Thank you.” I saw past her cool facade to the kindness underneath. She was like Dorothy, who looked mean but was the sweetest of the litter. “Well, I should go.”

      She pressed her lips together as if to keep whatever she wanted to say inside.

      I shouldn’t have been looking at her lips, so I jerked to face the windshield. “Thanks,” I mumbled, then I pushed out of her car. I turned back to tell her goodbye, but she’d stepped out of the car too. Her sneakers crunched on the gravel as she walked around to my side of the car.

      “Take care of yourself, Pax Warren.” She stuck out her hand.

      But I was a hugger, and I opened both arms. She surprised me a little by stepping into them. Gently, I wrapped my bandaged arms around her and inhaled her floral scent. I wished I could figure out which flower she smelled like, but the hug had already gone on longer than it should, and I reluctantly released her. “Thanks,” I said. “You too.”

      When she walked around to the driver’s side, I reminded myself that this was it. Now that she knew who I was, she’d probably stop going to her mailbox on weekend afternoons as I cycled past. We were from different worlds, and I wouldn’t see her again. Squaring my shoulders, I trudged toward the house. Alana and the two dogs stood in front of it, smirking. Yes, even the dogs smirked.

      I didn’t turn back as Justine’s car started with a purr, then crackled away down the gravel drive.

      “Well, well, well,” Alana said. “Look who has a sugar mama.”

      I dropped to my knees and held out my arms to the dogs. Blanche surged toward me and licked my face. Dorothy sniffed the wrap on my wrist. “She’s not my—” Gently, I urged Blanche to sit, then scratched behind her ears. “Her grandmother hit me with her car.”

      Alana took in my bandaged elbows and wrist. “And now you’re going to sue her ass?”

      I shook my head. “It was an accident. And she was kind to me. She made me stay over in case I had a concussion.”

      Alana squinted one eye. “So you slept with her? Bold choice.”

      “We didn’t sleep together. She took me to the clinic and got me a loaner
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