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Alexander Jenkins

THERE WERE AN INFINITE number of ways I thought I might wake up on the morning after the season ended in Las Vegas.

Lying in a queen-size bed in a room that is definitely not mine, with a wedding ring on my left ring finger and a headache that could fell an ox, was by far the least likely option. Especially when, sprawled out beside me, lies my teenage crush—also known as the woman I stupidly remained in love with over the years.

Waking up married to a stranger in Las Vegas is cliché.

Reckless, but common.

Waking up married to your boss’s daughter with a blackout caused by too much tequila? Well, that makes the list of the dumbest things a human being could possibly do.

And it’s exactly what I did.

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 1
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Alexander Jenkins

IT WAS A SHIT SEASON.

And it’s a shitty thing to think, because we just added another championship to Vonturi’s tally, plus Fernando clinched his third Formula 1 title. But it was a horrible season for me, and I’m not going to get over it anytime soon.

I’m happy for Fernando. He’s my teammate, but he’s also my best friend. The Brazilian deserved this after a basically flawless year. He was ruthless against Bonotto whenever he needed to be, unlike me. I struggled to hold positions during the races. I was afraid to take the risks I always used to take. I was scared of being in another big crash, and that sucks, because it’s not like Teresa was holding back either.

Actually, she and her brother, Thomas, were monstrous this season—they just didn’t have a good car from the purple team. I could be glad that my biggest rival also had a bad season, but it’s hard to focus on other people’s mistakes when I’m so wrapped up in my own. Bonotto’s two-time champion may have finished behind Fernando, and even behind me in several races, but he still beat me in most of the dangerous corners and overtakes, because practically every time I helped him do it.

I feel frustrated and disappointed in myself. I’m not some total failure—I can spare myself that kind of drama—but my teammate and my boss, Ryle Rohr, noticed my lukewarm season and said nothing. That’s the real shit. Ever since I entered Formula 1, I haven’t been known for lukewarm seasons. I was good my first year, I stood out my second year, I became the team’s number one driver even though I had a guy beside me who’d already won his first championship, like Fernando was back then.

I won at twenty-three and at twenty-four, joining the ranks of the youngest drivers ever to become world champion. I made Thomas Bianchi’s life a nightmare while he also became a two-time champion, but then the crash happened, and ever since, the moment keeps replaying in my mind every time I get in the cockpit. It’s shit, and honestly, I hate losing. But who doesn’t?

It was a good season for the team, but a year of countless defeats for me personally.

Maybe that’s why, even after bringing another trophy home, even while I’m in Las Vegas after the last race of the year, I didn’t pick any of the dozens of parties going on around here and chose to drink alone at the hotel bar. Sure, it feels like there’s a party here too, with all the excitement, shouting, and laughter, plus the ridiculous number of drunk people. But none of those people are from my team.

No. Vonturi is gathered elsewhere, in different parties, in casinos, or in private, luxury bars.

“Four shots of tequila, please.” The woman’s voice is commanding, leaving no room for the bartender to even think about not giving her exactly what she wants right now.

I set my beer bottle back on the counter before looking at my temptation in human form. Also known as Ekaterina Rohr, my team principal’s daughter. Life sucks, but sometimes destiny likes to make everything even harder. The blonde is wearing a skirt shorter than is fair to my sanity, plus a loose satin shirt with several buttons undone down to the middle of her stomach, giving me a glimpse of the absence of a bra.

She does crazy things to my levels of self-control, making the little devil inside me speak louder, and the worst part is that Ekaterina seems completely unaware of it.

“I thought you’d be at one of the parties by now,” I comment, busying myself with my beer again to avoid staring too long at her body as she sits on the stool next to me, setting her small bag on the counter.

“Same to you, Jenkins.”

“I don’t think I have much to celebrate,” I admit with a shrug.

Ekaterina and I have known each other for a long time. That’s because her father believed in my talent, picked a fight with my parents by insisting on investing in my future, and took me into his own home during my early years in the junior categories. The blonde is four years younger, but she never seemed like an annoying brat. Actually, she always tried to make me comfortable and be a friend. All of that triggered a very different effect in me, much to Ryle’s horror.

Not that my boss knows anything about the feelings I’ve had for his daughter for years. I wouldn’t be crazy enough to risk my job that easily.

“Same to you, Jenkins,” she repeats.

The thing is, she suspects my reasons, while I’m left intrigued by hers. I just raise an eyebrow at her as the four little glasses of clear liquid are placed in front of her, along with some lemon slices and a small dish of salt.

“My mother wants to marry me off,” she announces with a dissatisfied smile before downing one of the shots, making a strong face right after the drink goes down.

“What?” It’s all I can manage without saying something rude about Mrs. Rohr.

“I know. Sounds terrible, right?” she says with a sigh, pushing one of the little glasses toward me. “I feel horrible and objectified, Alex. Please, drink with me and make me feel less miserable,” she jokes, fluttering her long lashes and fixing her pool-blue eyes on me.

Even though she tries to mask it all with her usual good humor, I can see the hurt there. So I grab the shot, along with a slice of lemon, lick one side, dip it in salt, down the tequila, suck on the lemon, and do my best not to make a face as the alcohol tears through my chest.

“Apparently, twenty-four is old enough to find a husband, and since I can’t manage to do it on my own, my mother and my grandfather thought it was a good idea to start arranging a marriage for me,” she says, drinking another shot and sliding the fourth glass toward me.

I drink that one without needing lemon or salt, because the thought of Ekaterina marrying someone else twists my stomach and leaves me so pissed that even straight liquor couldn’t hurt me right now. I follow it up with a gulp of beer, trying to choose words that aren’t curses.

Okay, I know I’m a hypocrite. I don’t do a single fucking thing about it. It’s not like I have any claim on her. I wish I did. I would have stopped a few of her quick flings and her involvement with asshole guys who never deserved to be in her league. I would have also stopped her relationship with that scumbag Thomas, but unfortunately, I couldn’t do any of that. I’ve done a great job hiding my feelings to make it obvious—except when I start punching guys who manage the one thing I never have: being with Ekaterina.

“Nothing concrete yet,” she continues, probably sensing my curiosity because she’s known me so long, and the blonde knows I’m not the most talkative guy in the world. She nods at the bartender, ordering more shots. “They’ve been talking to some business partners, and it makes me afraid my future husband will be at least forty-five. I mean, I could still be happy with that, right? Tessa and my uncle are in a constant honeymoon, and they have a twenty-one-year age gap.” Her words come out as a mutter, and she’s shrinking a little more with each sentence.

Teresa Bianchi and Richard Rohr got married this year after being the center of one of the biggest scandals in Formula 1. A driver and her team principal? Equally problematic and epic. But they managed to get past the negative headlines. And yeah, the Rohr brothers run directly rival teams, yet incredibly manage to keep a close, friendly relationship in their personal lives. While Ryle leads Vonturi, with me and Fernando as his drivers, Richard has Teresa and Thomas, the Bianchi siblings, at Bonotto.

“Don’t pretend that’s something you could ever want,” I scold her, pulling two glasses from the new row the bartender sets down, placing one in front of her and taking the other for myself. “I’m sure your father doesn’t agree with this.”

A nasal laugh escapes her, and Ekaterina looks at me from the corner of her eye, sighing before swallowing the third shot.

“My father kept his mouth shut,” she says sadly. “The one moment I needed him to drop his philosophies and talk my mother out of it, he kept his mouth shut.” She downs the fourth shot with an ease that impresses me, because my third one still burned all the way down. “You’re right. It’s impossible to pretend this is something I want.”

“Manon will drop the idea,” I promise, even without any certainty, and it’s my turn to order more shots, along with a fresh beer and a cosmopolitan for her.

We urgently need to neutralize the tequila burn with something milder. Not that mixing drinks is a great idea, but I’m listening to the girl I’ve been in love with for years tell me her family wants to force her into an arranged marriage. That’s even worse than finding out about a new relationship through sensationalist headlines.

“I doubt it. My mother is desperate to be the favorite daughter again,” she says with contempt, and I can feel all those shots starting to hit her too. I think we downed four in less than twenty minutes. It’s insane, but it explains her already slightly slurred speech. “My aunt helped the company land a million-dollar deal because my cousin married a sheikh... Oh my God, what if they make me marry a sheikh? I don’t think my lifestyle fits the UAE very well. I’ve never imagined myself living outside Europe. Would they send me that far from home?” she whines, dropping her forehead onto the counter.

Oh my God, I echo. This is going from bad to worse, and I feel that twist in my stomach again as jealousy prickles my skin along with the dread of imagining this marriage.

“That’s not going to happen. I promise you,” I say, even though the only guarantee I can give is that I’ll murder every man until there’s not a single potential husband left. It’s not like I have any other option besides violence. I drink another shot as soon as it arrives, and Ekaterina sighs and does the same. “If it makes you feel any better, my parents also think I’m past due to get married and start producing heirs.”

“What? Are they forcing you to marry a stranger too?” she scoffs, not believing it.

“Not exactly, but they threatened to cut me out of the company and disown me from the Jenkins lineage if I don’t provide, very soon, at least the premise that I’ll continue the family name,” I tell her with disgust.

“Are you kidding me?” she asks, and when I shake my head no, she looks even more shocked. “Are we regressing in time and nobody told me?”

“Apparently,” I mutter, reaching for the sixth shot. “A toast to our conservative, crazy parents who think life is just about getting married and continuing the bloodline,” I mock, raising the little glass, and Ekaterina does the same.

“Welcome back, eighteenth century,” she adds before we drink.

And before I even set the glass back on the counter, she turns toward me—her whole body—and looks at me strangely. Ekaterina smiles like the Cheshire Cat, her eyes gleaming, and I have the feeling that something really fucked-up is about to happen. But I get distracted by the way her hair waves and falls perfectly around her shoulders, framing her so symmetrical face.

Those blue eyes are shining so bright, as if the wide smile is there too. Her upturned nose and cheeks slightly redder, even with makeup trying to cover the effects of the alcohol. Fuck, I think I’m already drunk enough because I know I’m failing at my indifferent act. I’m great at not giving away my feelings, but there’s something alcohol brings out, and usually, it’s the truth in a pretty embarrassing way.

“I have the perfect idea to solve both our problems, and lucky for us, we’re in the perfect place!” she exclaims excitedly, showing me that the several shots of tequila taken in quick succession have also affected her. “We should get married at the Elvis chapel!”

“Yes,” I murmur, hypnotized by her hands landing on my thighs in her enthusiasm. But then I process her words. “What? No!” I try to fix my mistake, but she already completely ignores me, latching onto my initial yes.

“So that’s it. We’re getting married. I’ll get out of my mother’s crazy plans, and you’ll buy yourself more time without your parents nagging you about a wife and an heir,” she concludes, and in the haze of the alcohol, her idea doesn’t even seem that bad.

It’s a practical, quick solution to our problems.

I drink the eighth shot, trying to digest my terrible, tequila-soaked decisions before turning my eyes back to Ekaterina.

“We’re getting married,” I confirm, earning excited squeals and applause from her.
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Ekaterina Jenkins

“I CAN’T BELIEVE WE actually did that!” I exclaim, still in shock, fussing with the fabric of the white dress I’m wearing and ignoring the cold on my legs. It’s winter, but I’m drunk and I’ve just committed a few crazy acts in Las Vegas. “We’re married,” I shout, not caring about possible headlines or photos they might take.

Alex keeps one arm around my waist while holding a bottle of vodka in the other. I don’t remember when we decided that continuing to drink was a good idea, but it must have been when he added a tie to his shirt and suit, and I changed into a wedding dress I bought on impulse. We even managed to find a veil to buy before we walked into the Elvis chapel.

To my dismay, after sliding a ring onto my finger, the closest I got to a kiss was the one Alex planted on my forehead, and right after that we were kicked out because another couple needed to get married. In defense of the Elvis Presley matrimonial institution, they squeezed us in between one scheduled ceremony and another, and I’m sure that has something to do with the check Alexander wrote. It must have had a few zeros on it, because the man at the door quickly found a slot for us in the schedule after vehemently denying our marriage.

“Yeah, we are,” he states, and I almost see the hint of a smile when I look at his face, but I must be mistaken because of the insane amount of alcohol.

“I need to post this,” I say, almost tripping and needing his stability while I search for my phone in the pockets of his jacket.

The driver doesn’t mind while I grope his body, and maybe that’s why I allow myself to take my time until I find the device, noticing how strong my husband is. Not that I didn’t know that already—I’ve seen enough shirtless photos of him to sigh and want to taste him with my tongue.

I’d be crazy if I didn’t think Alexander is way more than just handsome. He’s tempting! The scowling face, the tattooed arms always crossed, the clenched jaw and the angry expression? Definitely leaves me dreaming about other things, and getting drunk near him makes my thoughts even more creative.

“We should head back to the hotel, it’s cold,” he comments, running his index finger over my goosebumped arm.

“One photo first, just one little photo,” I beg with a pout, and he takes a deep breath, letting his eyes linger on my mouth before clearing his throat.

“Okay, one photo,” he allows, and I don’t waste any time positioning myself next to him, opening the camera inside the social media app.

I hold the phone in front of us, leaning against Alex, who pulls me firmly against him. I raise the bouquet to chest height, but only to show off my brand-new gold ring on my left hand. I don’t need much—one tap and the photo looks perfect in my alcohol-blurred vision. I save it to the device before laughing as I add a short caption.

“Call me Mrs. Jenkins now.”

“I almost feel jealous. I should have a photo too,” Alex murmurs, and I think that’s what he calls a joke. “Hey! Can you take a picture of us?” he simply shouts at the couple leaving the chapel, the same ones who had been waiting impatiently to get married.

The man’s eyes go wide, and he must be recognizing the two-time world champion this time. Which makes his frown turn into a smile, and he promptly takes the phone from Alexander’s hand, positioning himself in front of us.

Of course, my dear husband isn’t the biggest fan of selfies.

I smile, almost laughing at the idea that I really went through with the insanity of getting married in Las Vegas, and lift my bouquet seconds before the man announces he took a few photos.

“Thanks,” the driver says.

“My husband would love a photo. He’s a huge Formula 1 fan,” the wife is the one brave enough to ask.

“Oh, sure.” At that moment, I can see his efforts to look at least slightly more sober as he positions himself next to the man, also in a suit.

“Thank you, and congratulations on the championship,” the brunette says before hooking her arm through her husband’s, and the two of them leave.

“I think that’s our cue to head back to the hotel,” I comment, because I know Alexander’s spotless reputation wouldn’t allow for drunk photos on the streets of Las Vegas, and I’m a good wife, so I’ll protect the integrity of my new last name.

“Wait, I need to post the photo,” he asks, concentrating hard to tap the right places on the screen.

“No caption? Nothing romantic!” I scold when I see he just selects one of the photos and posts it, without much thought. “You’re going to need a lot of social media lessons.”

He rolls his eyes, bringing the bottle to his mouth and taking a gulp of straight vodka. The liquid trickles a bit down his lips, and the first thing I think is that I’d like to lick that drop. Instead of that crazy impulse, I just ask for the drink, and as soon as he hands it over, Alex walks to the curb, waving at a limousine that quickly pulls up beside him.

“Five hundred dollars to take us to the Hotel Capri. Unsolicited photos are not included in the package and may result in a lawsuit,” he says seriously to the driver, adding the last part when the man’s eyes go wide in recognition.

“Deal, Jenkins,” the driver replies, touching his cap as if sealing the agreement.

Alex turns his eyes to me, walking to the back door and opening it.

“Wife,” he says with a hint of humor, extending his hand in a silent invitation for me to enter, and I do.

“Do you think we’re totally screwed?” I ask once inside the vehicle, him at my side.

His sigh is audible. The vodka bottle was left on the mini counter in the corner, and Alex closed his eyes as he relaxed against the soft seat. He looks tired, as if the long day—filled with a race, countless pieces of content for Vonturi’s media, endless shots of tequila, and a rushed wedding—had finally taken its toll.

“I think, at this point, we’ll deal with whatever chaos comes tomorrow morning,” he replies.

“At least we’re safe from our parents’ craziness,” I remind him, clinging to the positive side of all this.

“It’s the best option I could have chosen to secure my inheritance, Ekaterina,” he jokes, looking back at me, and I roll my eyes, though I have trouble hiding my smile.

“It’s the best option I could have chosen to avoid marrying a stranger, Alexander. Better a millionaire who’s a longtime friend than one I’ve never seen before with the potential to be older than my dad,” I point out as the car rounds the circular entrance of our hotel.

I guess three kilometers have never been so well paid.

Alex helps me out of the car before signing another check tonight, handing it to the driver with a nod, and we walk into the hotel’s luxurious lobby.

“My feet are killing me,” I murmur as soon as we step into the elevator, ignoring all the impressed and curious stares.

From the color of the sky outside, it’s almost dawn around here, and it’s not like people have never seen folks doing crazy things in Sin City. Crazy things like getting drunk-married on a whim.

“I promise that, at some other time, dear wife, I can offer myself for some husbandly duties, like massages. Right now, I’m almost asleep standing up,” he replies, slurring his words a little, and I let out a small laugh, because I could also sleep right here, leaning against the mirror in front of the double doors.

“Don’t worry, I’ll remember this and hold you to it later,” I tease, taking his hand in mine as we step out onto my floor.

Alex doesn’t resist as I guide him to one of the last doors in the hallway, and I grab the key card from behind the protective case on my phone, praying I haven’t demagnetized it and getting luckier than I have sense when I hear the lock click open. The driver follows me into the suite, taking off his shoes by the bed while I kick my heels far away.

“I still can’t believe we’re actually married!” I exclaim again, throwing myself onto the mattress beside him, groaning in pain when I feel the veil clip press against my scalp and only sitting up enough to toss that piece to some corner of the room.

“Well, I can believe it pretty easily. It’s something I thought about often,” he mumbles, but by the time I process his words, Alex already has his eyes closed and his breathing is heavy.

I huff, hoping my drunk brain remembers this tomorrow, but my thoughts are already confused and foggy from the alcohol, and my feet are throbbing, along with my whole body. I close my eyes, hoping the room will stop spinning while I fumble for the switch by the bed.

I will definitely not remember Alex’s confession about thinking of marrying me before today.

Which is a shame, because I’d love to understand that dream better.

Post-season

Las Vegas – December 9

SURPRISE WEDDING: AFTER THE LAST RACE OF THE YEAR, ALEXANDER JENKINS AND EKATERINA ROHR GET MARRIED!

The season wasn’t the best in the Vonturi driver’s career, despite the team’s victory in the constructors’ championship and his teammate Fernando Holffman’s triple championship win. However, it seems this was the year of love for the Norwegian, who got married last night (the 8th) at a Las Vegas chapel, the location of the season’s final race.

The bride? None other than Ekaterina Rohr, the daughter of his team boss, Ryle Rohr. Despite this, Ryle was not seen at the celebration, but rather at a Vonturi after-party just a few steps from the wedding venue. The absence has sparked rumors about the couple’s family approval. Both Ekaterina and Alexander posted photos on their social media, announcing the union. “Call me Mrs. Jenkins now,” the bride wrote.

The report reached out to the couple, the Rohr family, and the Jenkins family, but received no response as of this time.

Click here and subscribe to our newsletter to be the first to know any updates on this story.
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Ekaterina Jenkins

A CURSE IS THE FIRST thing I hear before I even open my eyes.

My head feels so heavy I’m afraid to try lifting it off the fluffy pillow. My entire body has turned into a heavy anvil, and my legs feel like jelly when I even think about moving. For that reason, I take the least wise possible action on a hungover morning: I open my eyes.

Lucky for me, the curtains are drawn and the light is dim.

I let out an involuntary groan, and another curse is uttered, drawing my attention to my company. I know I’m making another terrible decision when I whip my neck around too fast, because my mind doesn’t process the movement as quickly as I made it, which results in a sharp stab of pain and my entire skull throbbing.

“Ah, shit,” are my first words when I register who I’m lying in bed with.

I can’t believe I slept with Alex Jenkins and don’t remember it.

“We didn’t have sex,” his voice comes out thick and rough in the morning, lazy and really delicious to hear.

“Did I say that out loud?”

“You think out loud a lot,” is his answer before he lets out a deep sigh, burying his face in his hands and sinking into the pillow. “Fuck,” he mutters, rubbing his fingers over his eyes.

“Easy there, grouch,” I fire back, getting defensive. “I’m not the worst choice in the world for a Las Vegas bender either,” I add, sitting up in bed and pulling the covers to make sure there’s no unwanted nudity. “From what I remember, you seemed to enjoy it while I reminded you of the definition of fun with a few shots of tequila,” I say, trying to keep my composure.

At least I can confirm I’m dressed, or something like it. I haven’t worked up the courage yet to find out what I did with the skirt and blouse I was wearing last night.

Alex sighs deeply, looking at me again like I’m a lost cause, and honestly, I should be used to that by now. After a few years, that seems to be the only expression the driver can muster for me. It stirs mixed feelings, because I don’t know if I like being his lost cause or if I’m confused about when we stopped knowing each other even a little and I became an object of disgust for my father’s golden boy.

He lets his gaze wander over my face for a few seconds before raising his right hand, showing off those long fingers that are probably the downfall between some lucky woman’s thighs and...

“Ah, fuck,” I groan the curse. “Are you married?” I shout the question with indignation, deciding on my next steps.

Argument in bed or stand up too fast and risk still being slightly drunk, trip, and fall?

Argument in bed!

“Fuck, of course not!” he answers with the same incredulous tone, but then twists his lips into a confused grimace, running his fingers through his hair and doing that thing that’s always been a tic of his, messing it up. “I mean... I kind of am now,” he corrects, squinting. “We are.”

“What?” My voice goes higher, and from his grimace, his head got a jolt from the pitch too. “What the hell do you mean...” I cut myself off mid-sentence when I raise my hand and point my finger at Alex, because I catch a glimpse of gold.

The ring on his finger, I have the same one, on my left ring finger.

“I mean we’re married,” he repeats and swallows hard, staring at the wedding band.

“How did this happen?”

“Is that an honest question?”

“Well, if you have a good answer, I’d love to hear it.”

“Don’t blame me, you were there too,” he grumbles before pulling in a sharp breath. “We were talking at the hotel bar, you convinced me to do a few shots of tequila...”

“I’m sure you accepted willingly...”

“Those details don’t really matter right now,” he says, and I almost think I saw a flicker of amusement in his green eyes. Something that vanishes right after. “You were talking about your conservative grandfather, I was talking about my way-too-traditional family...”

“Ah, fuck,” I repeat when the memory hits me. “So I came up with the brilliant idea of us getting married,” I finish his story, and he nods slightly. “I’m sorry?” I offer, still trying to recover from the hangover to start forming coherent thoughts. “I promise I’ll do my best to get us out of this as soon as I get a few more hours of sleep and a long shower,” I joke, because I just want to bury myself in bed and pretend this is nothing but a crazy dream.

“I got the rings, I had a share of the blame too, Ekaterina,” he says, almost like he’s defending me.

It’s always hard to understand exactly what he means when he speaks. Alex has always been like a blank wall, pristine and impenetrable. I’ve never been able to get more than half-smiles out of him, and even when we were younger, he was too rigid, with himself and with the things he did. Plus, there’s the damn full name.

Alexander always had trouble calling me by my nickname.

But after a while, I started to appreciate the way he says my name.

I exhale, pushing the covers aside and adjusting the bodice of my dress before standing up, trusting my ability to stay upright, as well as the balance from my few years of ballet.

“This can’t be true,” I murmur, staring at my hand adorned with the ring as I walk through my suite.

“Except it is,” he replies calmly, and that gets under my skin just a little.

“We can’t be married,” I say. “I barely remember what happened last night!”

“Those are the effects of excessive tequila consumption,” he grumbles.

“Amnesia or marriage?” I mock, irritated that he’s still sitting on the bed, wearing black dress pants and a wrinkled shirt with a few buttons undone, giving me a glimpse of his tattoos. He’s way too calm for someone who made a huge mistake in the last twenty-four hours, a colossal mistake.

“Both?” he says with a shrug, and I grab the first thing I see in front of me and throw it at Alex. “Ow!” he complains, bringing his hand to his forehead after getting hit by a hotel pen I found on the table behind me.

“Don’t be condescending with me,” I scold. “You’re my husband now,” I say, oddly enjoying how the words come out of my mouth. A devilish glint appears on his face, another expression that escapes him quickly, but leaves me wondering if, maybe, he doesn’t appreciate our new status either.

“You need to decide whether you’re going to stick with the claim that we’re not married, or move on to the marital benefits,” he points out, starting to get up from the bed.

“Marital benefits?” I taunt, letting my eyes wander over his body.

There’s no question he’s a piece of trouble, a deliciously grumpy piece, with a phenomenal ass, piercing green eyes, and a questionable personality. But Alexander stopped being that scrawny adolescent boy and turned into a man who makes necks turn and has plenty of girls dreaming awake.

When he turns to face me again, he almost catches me being one of those girls, and I need a few seconds to recover from the sight of him all rumpled in the morning.

“Where did that dress come from?” he asks, pointing at my body, and for the first time today, I give the garment its due attention.

It’s a short dress, barely reaching mid-thigh, strapless, and white. Definitely a little wedding dress. The waist is marked by a small shiny band, and all the tulle covering the top is embroidered with flowers and crystals. I’ve always been in love with this wedding dress collection and made an impulse purchase. No one can judge me.

“Should I think you had bad intentions when you sat down next to me and drowned me in tequila last night?” he taunts, keeping his expression tight as he crosses his arms.

“Is that your style of mocking? Still terrible at it,” I retort, mimicking his pose. “I definitely spent a few days formulating plans to drag you to the bar, get you drunk so you’d tell me that, just like me, you have plenty of grievances about what your family has planned for your future. After that, I’d suggest a marriage, which I was sure the skeptic Alex Jenkins would jump at immediately, and I’d free myself from a tragic fate worthy of a movie.”

“I got a little lost on whether that was sarcasm or not.”

“Stop...” I point my finger at him with irritation. “Internally mocking me,” I scold him again. “It’s a pretty dress and we’re in Las Vegas, you always have to be prepared.”

“Uh-huh, sure.”

“Don’t judge me, hubby,” I tease in a pathetic attempt to get a reaction out of him again.

I fail miserably.

I sigh, running my hands through my hair before taking a few steps toward him, his eyes locked on mine.

“We can get it annulled,” I suggest.

“Pretty confident of you to believe no one saw us and spread the news.”

“What could be worse?”

“Do you really want me to list it?” he asks, raising an eyebrow. “Considering your grandfather’s conservatism, I imagine his idea of a granddaughter doesn’t include a reckless, drunken marriage in Las Vegas, followed by a hasty annulment. And all the terrible judgments your grandfather will make are the same ones my parents will think about this.”

“We’re pretty much fucked,” I murmur, discouraged, nibbling on my lower lip and thinking we’re fucked because of me.

Me and my big, stupid mouth that suggested a marriage in Las Vegas. And sure, some of the blame can go to the tequila and the Elvis in a wig, because it’s tempting to go through the experience of saying “I do” in front of him. Still, the fault is mine, and I know that Mr. Perfect in front of me is probably holding himself back from shouting that very thing in my face.

I managed to drag the most reserved driver on the grid into a scandalous marriage. I really outdid myself this time.

“I’ll take care of everything,” he murmurs, and I shift my attention from the button on his shirt back to his eyes, almost feeling the empathy radiating from him, along with the certainty in his tone. “I’ll sort things out,” he promises. “Just... try to stay away from your phone and social media while I think of a solution, okay?”

I nod in agreement and watch him clench his jaw hard as he stares at me. He’s probably really pissed at me, and any chance we ever had of being friends again died last night.

“I’m really sorry.”

“Let’s not focus on that part,” he answers, swallowing hard, and I feel the weight of the exhaustion from the alcohol and also the shock of the news settling on my shoulders.

I could have chosen worse. At least Alex is the typical guy who’s already mapping out plans in his head, he probably already has a list of people to call, what to do, how to get it annulled and get as far away from the crazy woman I am as possible. He won’t focus on the current part, the freakout, the problems that can’t be solved. I can almost hear him saying those problems aren’t that important.

“Could you freak out just a little? Just to make me feel better?” I try to joke, letting my stupid tongue speak again without my brain’s permission.

It’s not the time to joke, I know that, but I also don’t want his disdain.

There was a time when we were two teenagers sharing the same roof and being friends. There was a time when he used to make me laugh out loud and I had the pleasure of hearing him tell me about a race weekend. That was years ago, many years ago, almost a decade separates us from those teenagers, and a lot has changed since then. We both changed, we don’t know each other anymore, we’re not the same people.

Still, there’s a foolish part of me that wishes I could still get one of his scowling smiles out of him.

Alex exhales, shaking his head in denial and running his hands through his brown hair. That’s the thing about Alexander Jenkins, he doesn’t freak out. He didn’t get the nickname Iceman for nothing. He’s probably the most skeptical and apathetic driver on the grid, he drives aggressively on the track, but off it, it’s like nothing is good enough to get to him. Or important enough to get his attention.

He’s relentless. He didn’t become one of the best drivers of today by being a good boy. He’s the opposite of my ex-boyfriend, for example. Thomas is careful, he’s like the sun off the track and prudent on it. Alex is like a stormy night, like a rough, untamable tide.

My eyes lock onto his lean figure, shoulders a bit broad, chest open in an impeccable posture, imposing height, and strong arms crossed in front of his body before I look up. Alexander is a mess in the morning, the dark circles are subtle, but they show how real his neglect of sleep is. His hair is always a mess, however, it’s his eyes that send a shiver down my spine.

There’s something feline about them. A wildness contained in a vault that Alex locks with more than just seven keys. He looks at me and steals my breath, like he can strip me of all my layers with just a look, and I’m not even talking about clothes. It’s like he’s able to unravel me, and maybe, one day he was, but that’s too many years ago for that to still be reality.

I take a deep breath, and he clears his throat, interrupting the silent moment. I swallow hard, fidgeting nervously as I adjust the neckline of the strapless dress, taking a few steps back and putting a good distance between us again. Meanwhile, Alex looks for the rest of his clothes around my room. I barely have time to process everything when he’s already back with his jacket, holding his tie in one hand.

“I’m going to my room,” he announces, ignoring my request. “We both need a good shower and a few hours before we think about how to fix this mess,” he says, not giving me time to answer before opening and closing the door to my room with a dry thud.

Great, the first words from my brand-new hubby to define our marriage were “this mess.” This is probably the recipe for success in the best relationships.
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CHAPTER 4
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Alexander Jenkins

FUCK. FUCK. FUCK.

I’m so stupid.

A complete, utter moron.

“I’ll fix everything.” My ass.

“I’ll sort it all out.” That was low, promising her that, because I don’t have the faintest idea what to do.

But fuck, she was looking at me with those goddamn two swimming-pool-blue eyes, so beautiful and hypnotizing that I would have said anything to make the tension dissolve right there. And that pout? I should have faked a heart attack instead of promising something I clearly have no clue how to deliver.

I clear my throat, a warning to pull myself together as fast as possible because I can’t just storm through the corridors of a luxury hotel in Las Vegas grumbling and growling to myself. The odds of running into someone I know are high, and then I’d be even more screwed than I already am.

As if all the shit I’ve done wasn’t already bad enough.

I take the only path available and let my feet guide me. I shouldn’t have ended up here, shouldn’t be asking for advice from the only person in the world who has the audacity to be a smartass and honest with me. Instead, I cap off this morning of humiliations by knocking on my best friend’s door. As if waking up married to the boss’s daughter hadn’t been enough.

Fernando Holffman answers the door ridiculously wrapped in one of those fluffy robes with the hotel crest embroidered on it, a huge grin plastered on his face from a championship in his pocket and a phenomenal victory fuck, something he definitely had last night while I was left unsupervised, getting married all over the place. Oh, and of course, there’s an extra reason for his smile: the fact that I’m screwed.

It’s terrible giving your best friends free rein because they think they have the right to milk your misfortune for jokes.

“I’m a dead man,” I announce as I push past him into his suite and immediately spot Daniela’s black hair come into my field of vision.

Unlike her boyfriend, the girl is fully dressed and offers me one of her gentle smiles. Not that Daniela Zhang is capable of anything else. I mean, over the past year, while she and Fernando were still trading barbs, I caught a glimpse of her scowl a few times. But ever since their boss-and-personal-assistant relationship turned into something more intense, the two of them seem wrapped in that lovesick aura the paddock’s been full of.

“Good morning, Mr. Alex Rohr,” she greets, unplugging her phone from the charger, stepping toward the exit, and planting a peck on Fernando’s lips. “Bye, Mr. Alex Rohr,” she adds before leaving, the door closed by my teammate.

“I used to like her,” I grumble reluctantly at her little joke. “Your influence has been terrible for Daniela,” I comment, glancing at the unmade bed and opting to sit in the armchair by the curtains.

I can’t lie—I’m glad to have one less person in the audience for my disasters.

“She’d disagree if she were here,” he replies. “And ‘dead man’ is way too dramatic, even by your standards,” he mocks, flopping onto the mattress. “Unemployed? Maybe.”

“Fuck,” I groan, dragging my hands over my face and pulling at a few strands of hair.

“Dude, all this stress is going to make you go bald,” he says, making me snort. “Besides, you can’t die before you tell me how you managed to live out your childhood crush fantasy and marry her.”

These are the moments I bitterly regret having a best friend and, worse, ever having gotten drunk with him. Apparently, Fernando’s purpose on Earth is to make my existence even more miserable with all these memories of my alcohol-fueled confessions. Being a lonely guy with no friends has to be way more beneficial than being friends with this comedian who also happens to be a three-time world champion in his spare time.

“She’s not a childhood crush, you idiot,” I mutter.

“Yeah, right, she’s a crush of undetermined duration,” he corrects, like he’s the cleverest guy alive, raising his index finger and making me roll my eyes. “What kind of madness happened, and why do you look like the Joker grinning like a dopey bastard in your wedding photos?”

“Wedding photos?” I repeat, ignoring the rest of the jab.

“Haven’t checked your phone yet?” he asks, starting to take things a little more seriously as he sits up in bed. I shake my head, and Fernando pulls his own phone from the front pocket of his robe. “You’re in deeper shit than you think, my friend,” he comments, tapping on the screen a few times before tossing the phone in my direction.

“Ah, shit,” I grunt after catching the phone midair, staring at a photo of me and Ekaterina.

“Yeah, the best you can do to claim this was just a mix-up is to go around saying you were abducted and swapped out for someone else for the night,” he muses, getting up and walking over until he’s beside me. “Everyone’ll buy it, because you sure as hell weren’t wearing that cheesy grin when you won your two titles.”

“Go fuck yourself, Holffman,” I curse, shoving him while my friend cracks up after his joke of the year.

“You think it’s not true? Just compare,” he goes on, zooming in on my face, and I have to fight the urge to look away. “This smile here apparently belongs to someone. Congratulations—being not-single is fucking great, let’s be honest.”

It’s my turn to laugh, or almost. Anyone who saw this Brazilian a year ago would never imagine those words coming out of his mouth. Now, though, he seems more than happy with his boyfriend status. Honestly, it helps me sleep better at night. I never knew what kind of trouble this lunatic might get into, driven by the word fun. With Daniela by his side, he’d be a little more restrained—or at least that’s what I was hoping for.

“Can we be serious for two seconds?” I ask, looking him straight in the eye. Fernando narrows his eyes at me and sighs, dropping the mocking grin again to sit in the other armchair. “Where is it?” I ask, handing his phone back.

“On your Instagram, and on hers too,” he says, and I take a sharp breath. “Two different photos, actually. Looks like you two really got carried away with Elvis.”

“Getting married drunk should be illegal.”

“I think it is, but I wouldn’t put it past you to have greased some palms so you wouldn’t miss the opportunity. Who knows when she’d be crazy enough to say yes to you again?” he teases, and even knowing I’ll regret spilling the details later, just to spite his jabs, I surprise my best friend by saying:

“I was the one who said yes,” I retort, making him spin in the chair to stare at me like a possessed doll. I shrug, as if there’s nothing I could do, and honestly, it was the easiest yes I’ve ever given in my life. “After everyone had found somewhere to go, we met up at the bar downstairs, had a few shots of tequila...”

“Courtesy of Katie, no doubt,” he jokes, because the blonde is the biggest fan of the stuff.

“At some point, the conversation turned to our families—like how my parents are trying to push me out of the company’s succession line because I don’t have a future,” I tell him the part he already knows, savoring the suspense that makes him anxious and taking every chance to get back at him for his teasing. “And that her grandfather wanted to force her into a marriage with some slobbering old man.”

“Wait, what?” Fernando asks sharply, in shock.

“Okay, not an old man, but the guy must be older than Ryle. The Debois are a wealthy Danish family, and marriages are like trades for them. It’s been a few years since Ekaterina has been publicly involved with anyone, and her grandfather started floating the idea of a union between the two families, who are already business partners.”

“And Ryle was okay with that?”

“Any details, if they were mentioned, I don’t remember,” I reply, hating the subject. “But I doubt it, even though her mother probably backs her father,” I add. Everything I know about my boss tells me he’s against the idea of forcing his only daughter into an arranged marriage with a much older man and a complete stranger. “Well, she said we should get married, because it would solve all our problems, and I said yes without realizing what I was agreeing to. By the time I figured it out...”

“You were already in front of the fake Elvis?”

“That pretty much sums it up.”

“You know, this is almost better than winning the championship,” he says, and I know another wave of mockery is coming. “For all these years, everyone expected me to pull some federal-level stupidity in Las Vegas, but here we are. I’m in a committed relationship, and the Iceman, Alex Jenkins, got married drunk. To his team principal’s daughter, always worth adding,” he tacks on quickly.

“Definitely wasn’t on anyone’s season bingo card,” I mock, making him laugh under his breath.

Just like Vonturi winning the championship over Bonotto. I think we’ve had a more surprising than usual season, both on and off the track.

“Speaking of the boss, I assume you haven’t heard from him yet,” he comments.

“Maybe I won’t be a living man anymore when he comes after me,” I reply.

“You’re his golden boy, Jenkins. Stop being dramatic. Now, besides being your boss, he’s become your father-in-law,” he says, making me roll my eyes again. “Ryle will get over it. What better guy to marry his daughter than his beloved driver? The one he’s trusted and bet on for years?”

I wish I could come up with some options, because I’m not the ideal choice. But there’s no man worthy of Ekaterina Debois Rohr, and I’ve always fallen far short of being the right guy, which makes this marriage even more wrong. She deserved more than an Elvis in a dyed wig and a semi-dirty chapel booked for a few minutes of drunken celebration.

“Are you planning to annul it?” Fernando asks, not waiting for my answer to his joke.

“I should,” I reply.

“But you won’t,” he finishes, reading me better than he should.

“It’ll fuck everything up even more and could leave her in a tight spot. I don’t want to be the guy who ruins her public image because I couldn’t do the right thing when she needed me most,” I comment, taking a deep breath and thinking this whole thing is a giant mess that I still have a massive headache from trying to sort out. “At the same time, I can’t even imagine how many messages, calls, and emails my parents have already sent, trying to figure out what the hell this story is.”

“Calling the whole thing off in less than twenty-four hours would piss them off even more than they probably already are,” he suggests.

“Exactly.”

“So you’re really up shit creek,” he states with a sigh.

“Thanks for the help.”

“Anytime.”

Fernando lets out a low chuckle before we fall silent. I know that, despite everything, my best friend is trying to think of a good alternative to actually help me. He’s that kind of guy—loyal, funny, but also creative and understanding. I know I don’t value him as much as I should, but I’m grateful I’ve managed to keep our relationship going even after so many years of Formula 1, and even after he’s gotten to know me deep down.

“First step is to call a meeting. Your team needs to know everything that happened, along with Ryle and maybe someone from the team’s public relations. Cedric is calm and great at this stuff,” he begins, laying out his plan by mentioning the team’s PR head.

“I need to decide what we’re going to do. Theoretically, I need to keep this marriage going for at least a little while before I can think about a separation...”

“If there’s a separation,” he counters.

“If the marriage is accepted by Ekaterina,” I add.

“Are we really talking about a plan to keep up a sham marriage just to cover up the scandal of you getting married in Las Vegas?”

“Apparently,” I grumble, hating the idea that maybe I’ll have to convince a girl—and not just any girl—to stay married to me simply because it’s beneficial for both of us.

In all my most sordid imaginings about being with Ekaterina, this is by far the least likely scenario I would have conjured up.

Yet it’s the one I’m having to face right now.

I exhale again, tired of the sound of my own heavy breathing from all the sighing this morning. First, I need a good shower, then I’ll schedule an emergency meeting, and after that, I need to convince my current wife to stay in this role long enough not to destroy both our careers in the media.

My phone buzzes, screen face-down on the little table between us, and I wonder if I want to face the call, even knowing I have no escape. Fernando does the honors of flipping it over, and I stare at my team principal’s name on the display.

“The boss woke up,” he observes. “I’m going downstairs to have breakfast with Dani and leave you to this delightful phone call,” he mocks as he gets up and heads for the bathroom. “But don’t forget to call me for the meeting, because there’s no way I’m missing out on this free entertainment for anything in the world.”

“Go fuck yourself,” I curse with a growl, the sound of my best friend’s laughter following me as I make another reckless decision and let the call go to voicemail.

Shower first, problems later.

Ryle can survive a few more minutes as my brand-new father-in-law without yelling every possible curse word into my ear.

I just hope I still have a job when today is over.
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CHAPTER 5
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Ekaterina Jenkins

A HOT, COMFORTING BATH wasn’t enough to calm the chaos in my head. My phone still feels like a boogeyman I’m too scared to look at. I don’t even know if the thing is charged, because just facing the notifications makes me anxious. I have no idea how badly I fucked up.

And that’s the worst part—knowing it’s my fault for suggesting it. Sure, Alex shares some blame for going along with it, but the whole plan was mine, from before we even got to Las Vegas for the last GP of the year. I was the one who, while packing my suitcase, threw in that dress from a bridal collection. I was the one who, in a desperate thought, figured it might be interesting to marry someone in Sin City, seeing it as a way out of an arranged marriage with a guy whose background might be shady.

I don’t believe my mother and grandfather would set me up with a monster, but it’s shocking how people can blend into a crowd, and a guy who seems decent ends up being a total asshole later. Out of the options available, I got a great one, to be honest.

I’ve known Alex for years. After one of his talent-scouting trips, my father came home excited about this kid. Back then, I was eight and he was twelve. The problem is that Mr. Jenkins was never really into his son’s hobby and always bitched about the competitions and the waste of time. Over the years, I found out Alex’s passion for racing started when he was a kid crazy about go-karts.

But once Ryle Rohr gets something in his head, you can’t get it out, and I know that family gene well. My father insisted on his bet, and after several signed contracts and agreements, Alex came to live with us when I was almost ten. I think it was my dad’s way of getting Mr. Jenkins to give in to Alexander’s dream and let him pursue a possible career.

The fact is, he’s good—exceptional, to say the least. Relentless and focused, Alex races like his life depends on it, and it’s mesmerizing to watch him in action. By fifteen, he already had two junior championships and was leading Italian F4. After that, he became champion in a few other feeder series, and it was tough for his father to drag him out of the sport when the eyes of the motorsport world started turning toward the young driver. Alexander Jenkins was vice-champion of Formula 3 with incredible numbers and some records, champion of Formula 2, and entered the hall of drivers who made it to the top category super young.

It’s weird to think that this same guy—who’s also pocketed two world championships and a bunch of other awards from the federation—is the same one who sat next to me at the bar yesterday and told me his father is trying to cut him out of the company’s succession line just because Alexander has never dated, and therefore, has no vision of producing heirs. I’ve clearly been thrown back to the last century with this whole forced-marriage-for-alliances thing and the obsessive hunt for heirs.

That’s the story of one of the biggest drivers of today and the reason we ended up in this mess. Romantic and cute, right?

I curl up inside my sweater, thinking about putting off facing my phone screen even longer, and sit down at the little table in the room that I’ve set up as a makeshift vanity. The long, fitted dress paired with the cashmere was a warm welcome for the Nevada winter, which makes me think the only reason I’m not in a hospital with pneumonia after wearing that super short dress last night is that God protects drunks.

I’m still trying to convince myself which option is the least humiliating for today when I see my phone screen light up with a call. I tiptoe over to the nightstand, peek at the caller ID, and spot the name of my brand-new little hubby.

Out of all the evils, the lesser one.

“Calling to tell me about the big solution you found?” I answer the call.

“Not exactly. You’re not answering texts,” he replies in his usual practical tone.

“I’m scared to face the possible horrors I committed last night.”

“Besides marrying me?”

“Hey, you’re not that terrible,” I scold him, letting a corner smile touch my lips and trying to remind myself we’re in too serious a situation for me to waste time flirting with a good-looking guy.

“Okay, I’ll believe that only because it’s convenient.”

“Look at that, in less than twenty-four hours, marriage has already given you a sense of humor,” I tease, and I hear him snort on the other end. “I assume you didn’t call because you missed me, husband.”

“We have an emergency meeting in the hotel’s convention hall in... five minutes.”

“How nice, my marriage has turned into a Vonturi damage-control situation? My father must be over the moon,” I whisper guiltily, walking around the room to find a pair of heels that match the dress.

“I still haven’t had the guts to answer his calls, so let’s just say I have no idea how close I am to getting fired,” he retorts, and I almost catch a humorous tone in his voice. I think desperation brings out a new side of Alex.

“You’re his golden boy, Jenkins. It’s more likely I’ll be disowned for leading you astray,” I reply with a laugh, sliding my feet into a pair of beige Louboutin pumps.

“I highly doubt that,” he murmurs from the other end. “I’ll see you in three minutes. The conference room is on the fifth floor,” he says before hanging up.

My husband seriously needs to work on his communication skills.
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I DON’T OVERTHINK IT as I push open the frosted glass door and step into the meeting room. Every eye turns to me, and I realize I’m the last to arrive. The table isn’t big, and it’s filled with part of the Vonturi PR team that travels to the GPs, my father, Alicia—Alex’s personal assistant—and Sabrina—my agent, connected through a tablet screen on a video call.

And Fernando.

“What are you doing here?” I ask him the moment my eyes lock on his figure.

“Good morning to you too, Mrs. Alex Jenkins,” he mocks, and I catch Alex’s grimace out of the corner of my eye. “It was free entertainment—couldn’t pass it up.”

“Oh...” is the only sound that comes out of my mouth after the shock of his honesty. I let out a nasal laugh before starting to move again, sitting down in the only available chair. “How sweet of you to want to stick so close to us during such a fabulous moment,” I fire back in the same tone as the Brazilian.

“Anytime, blondie.”

I roll my eyes before settling into the wooden chair next to Alex, trying to keep up a confident pose that I obviously don’t have. I have no idea what to do about the messy situation I dragged us into, don’t know how to handle or deal with the consequences of my actions, let alone how to fix all the damage I’ve probably already caused because of this.

My life isn’t some perfect, spotless canvas, but I’ve never been one to get into big scandals. A few flings here, some drinking there, but nothing that would put my name on the front pages of the tabloids. As for Alex... Well, he really deserves the nickname Mr. Clean. His entire career doesn’t have a single blemish—no messy relationships, no involvement with the wrong person, no slip-ups, no shady parties. Nothing.

Until I showed up with an unusual marriage proposal and a few shots of tequila.

A hand warms my thigh, and I blink a few times, snapping my attention back to the present and noticing Alex stopping the anxious bouncing of my leg under the table. We exchange a quick look, and he gives me a gentle nod, which feels like a request for me to stay calm and trust him, making me take a deep breath and focus on what Cedric, the team’s PR head, is saying.

Again, could be worse. At least I did all this with him, and that thought has been my biggest comfort. Alex is practically a friend, he’s known to my family, a decent guy with a spotless reputation except for that icy temper and a bit of recklessness on the track.

“Okay, so I think the best thing is to start at the beginning. Alex, Katie, would you like to tell us how... this happened?” Cedric asks, pointing at the two of us and looking at our rings.

Even after the shower and the whole outfit change, I held onto the thing and found myself putting it back on my ring finger, feeling strange during the brief minutes I was without it. It’s almost like proof of how great I am at adapting to new scenarios so quickly.

I swallow hard, clenching my hand into a fist as if I want to melt into the chair and disappear. I avoid my father’s eyes, which I know are fixed on me. I’m scared of what I’ll find there, and I don’t know if I can handle being a huge disappointment to him right now.

I’m already carrying a pretty heavy load of guilt on my shoulders.

“Well, I think everyone already has the gist of things...” Alex starts, stepping forward to take all the disapproving stares, and it’s unfair how my heart goes soft at the thought that he’s defending me, or something like that.

“After yesterday’s race, everyone found good parties, and I thought I’d warm up at the hotel bar,” I take the words from him. After a few hours and getting used to everything that happened, I managed to recover some memory gaps, and I think it’s fair to take my big share of the blame for what went down. “Alex was there, probably trying to stay out of trouble. We sat together, started drinking and talking. I pushed for a few shots of tequila and...”

I take a deep breath before lifting my eyes to meet the deep blue of my father’s, the same color I got from him. I see him struggling to stay controlled and neutral, passive and listening while I tell the story he’s probably already replayed a hundred times. Ryle Rohr is a great father, he always has been, and I’ve always been his little girl, his protected princess. Our relationship is too beautiful, and I’m scared I’ve broken it with my latest actions. Still, it’s to him I keep looking as I let out the truth nobody asked me about.

“I didn’t want a forced marriage to a man I’d never even seen or spoken to in my life,” I drop the little bomb, sparking shock in some of the people present.

“Ekaterina, it’s not really like that.”

“No, Dad. You stayed quiet while Mom and Grandfather planned to hand me over on a silver platter as if I were some kind of financial deal and not your only daughter. So the only thing I’m asking is that you listen when I say I was looking for something to break me free from that unwanted future,” I retort, feeling breathless from the harsh reply, and I see the surprise in his eyes at hearing me use that tone.

“I didn’t agree.”

“But you didn’t oppose it either,” I counter. “I was looking for a way out.”

“And Alexander was your way out?” Cedric asks, and I can feel his annoyance with my family drama. He’s the type of employee who always puts the company first.

“I had my own personal reasons for accepting the deal and seeing a lot of advantages in it,” Alex intervenes.

“We both saw advantages in this marriage,” I say hesitantly.

I saw a lot of advantages. Him? I’m not so sure.

“Can we back up a few steps?” Sabrina asks, her voice echoing through the tablet’s speaker. “Arranged marriage? What century are we in?”

“Exactly!” I exclaim.

“I wasn’t in favor of the marriage, let that be clear,” my father defends himself. “But you know how your mother is,” he adds, which doesn’t really improve his position. He still stayed quiet when the idea was put on the table; his opinion now doesn’t excuse his silence in the past. I would have been happy with some support when I was against the idea.

“Right,” is all my agent says, clearly thinking she has better things to do than be in a meeting like this.

“Let’s focus on the parts that matter from now on,” Alicia says with her relentless seriousness. It’s understandable why Alex likes working with her—she’s firm like him, always direct and practical. “Given the circumstances and how the news has spread, I suggest a deal.”

“I don’t think that’s necessary. The annulment can be done within twenty-four hours with no harm to either party,” my father points out, and silence fills the room.

“Sorry to break it to you, boss, but I think you’re the only one still thinking about annulment around here,” Fernando whispers in a tone loud enough for everyone to hear. My father’s eyes widen, searching for me on the other side of the table as if looking for support, but I just sigh, turning my gaze to Alex.

I’d rather keep important decisions out of my hands for the next few days, just for the sake of damage control.

“The news has already spread enough. The annulment route could tarnish the public image of both of them even more, not to mention being a double scandal for the Jenkins family, who have stayed out of trouble,” Alicia continues, making me wince at her calling our situation a scandal. Makes it sound worse than it is. “The smartest thing now is to come up with some story about a passionate love affair or something.” It’s her turn to twist her lips as she looks at her client.

Alicia knows him well enough to know Alex would never go in for a passionate love affair.

“Both of them haven’t been publicly involved with anyone for a while. If that extends to their private lives, we can plant a story about a secret relationship going on for a few months. Las Vegas made them do some crazy things, but nothing that wasn’t already in the plans for the future,” Sabrina backs the idea.

“I like that,” Cedric agrees, looking at my agent through the computer screen. “They interact a lot because of Katie’s presence in the company and the garage.”

“God, am I really living through this day?” Fernando murmurs, laughing from the other side of the table. “I lived long enough to hear a plan being cooked up for Alexander Jenkins to fake a relationship. Or better yet, I lived to see Mr. Clean over there needing a plan to clean up his own image.”
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