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      Marriage and children aren’t in the cards for family law expert Georgina Swofford (45), but that didn’t stop her from butting in just enough to ensure her friends from The Homegrown Café Book Club found happily-ever-after. Hers will have to be fake—with the man she almost bankrupted in divorce court five years ago. A pretend engagement to help him gain custody of his nephew will make them even, won’t it?

      

      Hermit Oscar Banyan (38) prefers solitude after the high-profile divorce that nearly cost him everything, including his freedom. But payback backfires when living together with his attorney for appearances’ sake costs him more than his ponytail and shaggy beard. Playing house becomes a little too intimate to deny his feelings, and convincing her to stay will take more than sleepless nights of sharing a bed and parenthood.
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      “If I have to be in a committed relationship to get custody, you have to pretend to be engaged to me.” Oscar Banyan resisted the urge to slip the elastic band from his wrist and gather his shaggy hair into a ponytail. The unkempt image suited him better these days.

      “I won’t lie to social services or the court. I could lose my license to practice law.” Georgina Swofford’s controlled outrage chewed on his last nerve.

      The gall of the woman. “Bullshit. You lied so my ex-wife would get a big settlement. If I hadn’t kept meticulous records, you would’ve stolen my house, my car, and my money, not to mention my reputation and my freedom. You’re lucky I agreed to pay your legal fees to get rid of her. You owe me.”

      “I acted in good faith. She lied to me when I asked why she wanted to end her marriage to you.” Head up, spine straight, and no hint of unnatural color on her neck or cheeks had made her the ultimate adversary during his divorce, more so than his greedy ex.

      Nothing had changed in the counselor’s demeanor, but her secret soft spot for a happy ending wasn’t so secret. Soon enough, she would discover he’d done his homework—beyond the facts that she’d graduated magna cum laude from a prestigious law school, was forty-four years old, and had never been married.

      He gulped a mouthful of lukewarm coffee and spit a long arc of it across the porch railing in hopes of triggering a reaction—any reaction—from her. “A likely story. Look, I want to give my nephew a good home and you agreed to represent my interests. Since you don’t seem to have any confidence in your ability to win my case, I’m asking you to be my fiancée for a few weeks so that can happen.”

      She glanced toward the lane, but her expression remained stone-cold. “Be? Or pretend?”

      The tension in his jaw multiplied exponentially, adding to the headache she’d already gifted him since her arrival nearly half an hour early for their appointment. God, I hate being around argumentative people. “Semantics. I’ll buy you a full-carat diamond ring if that’s what it takes. You can keep it after I dump you.”

      “You think I can be bought?” Swofford looked down her not-quite-perfect nose at him, her act of superiority laughable. “And spitting? Really? No wonder Kayla left you.”

      “She left because I refused to put up with her lies and you know it, so spare me the judgmental load of crap.”

      Her chin rose an almost undetectable notch. “And what if I want to dump you?”

      Because a woman like you would never be on the receiving end of a broken engagement. “If you help me gain permanent custody of my nephew, you can tell the whole damn world I’m a terrible lover and wouldn’t know how to please a woman if I had a manual for all I care. Like I said, you owe me. I expect payment in full for the nightmare you put me through five years ago.”

      “Or what?”

      Jesus, did the woman bait rival attorneys and clients alike? No wonder he’d gone through three spineless divorce lawyers before representing himself out of necessity.

      He aimed his rock-hard corporate-counsel stare at her, even though he was more than half a decade out of practice. “Or you don’t have a soul. I’m that kid’s next of kin after my sister. How she’s managed to be pregnant for eight months and not hurt him is beyond me, especially when she doesn’t even know she’s expecting. She isn’t capable of caring for herself, let alone a baby.”

      “And you are?”

      The cross examination is done. Not bothering to hide an exaggerated eye-roll, he pushed to his feet and descended the porch steps in a single bound. “Yes, I am.”

      “Prove it.” The rocker creaked and then rhythmic clicks on the floorboards announced her intent to shadow him while he finished his morning med checks and feedings.

      “If it’ll shut you up, fine. Follow me.” He set off for the closest outbuilding, his pace on the uneven stone walkway sure to leave her in his dust, especially in those ankle-breaker heels she wore. At the exterior door, he stopped, prepared to wait while she navigated the path, but she stood a pace and a half behind him in her blood-red designer shoes and matching trench coat. God, I spent too much time in the big-business world of custom suits and expensive footwear. “You can come into the observation room. No farther.”

      Her curt nod reinforced the impression that she preferred giving directions to taking them as much as he did and made her own damn rules when she felt like it. “How will watching you play nursemaid to wild animals prove your fitness to raise your sister’s child?”

      Ignoring her question, he gestured for her to go in first. Then he closed the door and withdrew the makeshift necklace from his shirt. The suede lacing dug into the back of his neck as he slid the key into the knob, forcing him to lean forward. “Stand still. Don’t move at all while the door’s open. Stupid red coat. Are you trying out for bullfighter of the year?”

      She muttered something incoherent under her breath, but he stepped into the next room without asking her to repeat what was surely nothing he wanted to hear anyway.

      Careful to close the door quickly and quietly, he twisted the lock to prevent her from entering. Most people couldn’t be trusted, and she seemed like the type to purposely disregard his explicit instructions out of spite.

      He crossed to the sink, first washing his hands and then mixing a fresh batch of formula for the four possums he’d rescued a week and a half ago. One by one, he lifted the babies from the pouch he’d fashioned out of their mother’s road-kill hide and fed them their breakfast. They still hadn’t grown big enough to move them into the rehabilitation barn, but that they’d survived at all was a miracle. A few drops of water on his finger served to clean their faces when they were done eating.

      Next, he changed the dressing on the young raccoon some idiot had decided to keep as a pet—until it had become smarter than the fool who thought it could be trained like a dog. The poor thing hadn’t lasted a day without injury after being dumped on the side of the road a mile from town. When her leg healed, she would probably end up in a nature center or a zoo, condemned to a life of entertaining humans.

      She sniffed at the fresh bandage and then nuzzled his hand as he placed her back in the cage.

      “Good girl, Alice.” He dumped a handful of sunflower seeds and cracked corn into the far corner of her cage, refilled her water bowl, and cleaned her litter box. “I’ll bring you an egg and some vegetable scraps for lunch.”

      Tempted as he was to head outside and shake Georgina Swofford’s hand without washing off the raccoon feces and possum drool, he made a last stop at the sink. It also gave him another minute’s respite from her self-serving excuses for not simply agreeing to his plan.

      She barely waited until he closed the inner door to yap at him. “What are you? Radagast? Grizzly Adams?”

      I bet you’ve never even read Tolkien. “Wow, that sounds like a compliment. I didn’t think you had it in you.”

      “Your gift with animals might mean you potentially have good parenting skills, but it’s questionable for convincing a judge you can take care of a newborn child.” Her pompous response continued, even though a cell phone buzzed somewhere in her purse or coat pocket. “Like you, both characters could’ve benefited from a shower and a shave, although Beorn is probably a more accurate match of your personality since people refer to you as The Grouch.”

      Here we go again with the nickname crap. Don’t people have better things to do with their time than make up insulting names or speculate about how somebody got theirs? “I’m not a skin changer, a wizard, or a fugitive. Ghostbusters II came out after I was born. And I’m not named after the trashcan Muppet from Sesame Street, either. My disposition comes from having to interact with people, especially the kind who make judgments without knowing or even wanting all the facts. You know, like taking care of the animals usually precedes taking a shower, especially when your seven-thirty appointment shows up at five after seven.” He ushered her out of the building and toward the house instead of citing her condemnation of him during the divorce proceedings as an example of why he’d been dubbed The Grouch. His patience for humans had reached its limit for the day. Thankfully, they’d also reached her ridiculous status-symbol black roadster. “You have until five o’clock today to accept my terms.”

      “Are you attempting to coerce me?” Rage almost engulfed her face, but stoicism took over at the last second.

      Gotcha. “No, I’m appealing to your conscience and your sense of justice, if you have either one. I heard about the bulldozing job you pulled on Tate Cochon. Convincing her to try to make Jim sign a sperm-donor contract—after the fact—so she’d see that she cared more about him than having a baby. You and the book club women conspired to con her into marrying him. I believe the term is manipulative matchmaking. And don’t even get me started on Deacon and Riley. How those two haven’t killed each other is anybody’s guess. Auggie and Petra. That was just low on anybody’s scale of duplicity. At least you kept your nose out of Harry and Wallis’s relationship. Anybody I forgot?”

      Her red lips stretched into a thin line.

      “Now about my nephew. He belongs with me. It’s the right thing and you know it. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have agreed to represent my case.” He pivoted on the gravel, giving her his back. “Five o’clock.”

      “Some free advice, Mr. Banyan. Get a haircut and a shave. The backwoods look doesn’t typically inspire a judge’s confidence in the suitability of a single man to raise a child any more than nursing abandoned and injured animals back to health.” A car door clunked shut and a purring engine drove the birds from the trees surrounding his house.

      Like hell it’s free advice. I already wrote a retainer check for the cost of that damn ring I promised you.

      The woods called to him, offering an escape from “civilized” life, but he climbed the porch steps and grabbed his mug on the way to his kitchen. She was right about one thing, and one thing only. He needed a shower.

      Even though the hot water eased the tight muscles in his neck, he hurried through scrubbing his hair, his beard, and his body. With a call to his sister’s obstetrician and three notary appointments this morning, his schedule didn’t allow for much downtime, but a long look in the mirror while he slicked a comb through his more-than-shoulder-length waves and then his chest-length whiskers reminded him of Georgina Swofford’s recommendation.

      “I don’t give a damn if she’s the best family law attorney in the whole state or my fake fiancée. I’m not getting a haircut or shaving off my beard.” He shoved the electric trimmer to the back of the drawer and slammed it shut.

      His cell phone buzzed on the nightstand while he pulled on clean underwear and grabbed a t-shirt from the dresser drawer. If not for the caller’s name, he would’ve let his voicemail pick up and save him the trouble. Instead, he stabbed the Answer button and switched to speaker. “Unless you’re ready to agree to my terms, I have nothing to say to you.”

      “The polite greeting is ‘hello.’” Swofford’s admonishing tone warned him she had no intention of playing the role required to guarantee he gained custody.

      “Say yes to my proposal or I’m hanging up.” He yanked the shirt over his head, wincing when his fingers caught in his beard.

      “I’ve drawn up a contract.”

      “I told you I already have one, with no loopholes you could walk a crooked lawyer through. Yes or no?” Fairly certain the jeans balled up on the end of his bed were clean, he tossed a pair of socks and a flannel shirt onto the pile.

      “I’ve added some terms.” Her voice dared him to challenge her for the third time in roughly sixty seconds.

      “Of course you did. I’m not—” His phone buzzed, announcing another call. The name below the number triggered a knot in his gut. “Hold on. My sister’s obstetrician is calling.” He switched to the incoming call as he lifted the phone to his ear. “Oscar Banyan.”

      “Mr. Banyan, this is Dr. Falling’s office. The hospital just notified us that Constance has gone into labor. She⁠—”

      “I’ll be there in about half an hour. Thanks for letting me know.” A tap on the screen reconnected him to his nemesis, and he had to work harder than expected to cover his panic. “My sister has gone into labor. It’s now or never. Are you going to meet me at the hospital or make me represent myself in court again?”
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      “Hi, Wally. This is Georgie.” Flipping on her turn signal, Georgina moved to the center lane in front of the hospital. “It’s five after eight on Tuesday. An emergency situation has come up and I’m not going to make our eight-fifteen appointment this morning. The next few days may be a little busy, so let’s talk after book club Thursday evening. I’ll probably be unreachable for the next several hours, but I plan to check my messages when I can. See you Thursday.”

      A break in traffic allowed her to turn as she pressed the End Call button on the steering wheel. Her stomach complained about missing breakfast, but she couldn’t be in two places at once, and the irritating twinge of guilt wouldn’t go away until she made restitution for almost taking down the former mayor of Wellington. Kayla Perkins-Banyan had snowed them all.

      Georgie parked in the first empty space she came to, opting for a significant walk to focus on the remorse from that particular case instead the bigger regret a visit to the hospital always triggered. The Banyan divorce had come damn close to destroying her career and, truth be told, Oscar had every right to hold a grudge against her, his ex-wife, and the people who’d almost succeeded in removing him from office and tossing him in jail over her false accusations. Of course, she wouldn’t necessarily admit it to him, not until they stood on equal footing again.

      The scent of disinfectant hit her the moment she stepped into the lobby, jerking her thoughts from courtrooms to operating rooms. Her expectations and goals had changed overnight, even if her actual accomplishments hadn’t fallen short. She’d adjusted and adapted, channeling her energy in a different direction. Neither was better or worse.

      At the maternity floor, she took a deep breath and walked out of the elevator. The surge of wistfulness caught her off guard, but she quickly located the nurses’ station. Dodging people in scrubs and a very pregnant woman, she walked to what looked like an information desk. “Can you please tell me the room number for Constance Ban⁠—”

      “You’re here.” The familiar gruff tone practically shouted he hadn’t thought she would keep her word.

      “Never mind. Her brother found me.” Turning away from the harried-looking woman on the opposite side of the counter, Georgie gathered her patience. She lowered her voice and set off toward the waiting area, aware of and away from prying ears. “Yes, just as I said I would be. Since we’re supposed to be engaged, you might try pretending you like me.”

      He matched her step for step. “You agree to be my fiancée until I gain custody of my nephew? And you’ll sign the contract I drew up?” His suddenly professional bearing seemed at odds with the dark-brown ponytail and scraggly beard, unlike the crass hermit she’d talked to less than an hour ago and the one who’d greeted her less than a minute ago.

      “Yes and yes, with the addition of two terms.” Prepared for his backlash, she chose the pair of chairs farthest from the corridor and withdrew her iPad from the messenger bag she tended to use as a purse. The document she’d drafted while waiting at the railroad crossing lit up the screen when she logged in. “Here’s the preliminary language for the addendum. After you’ve reviewed it, we can talk about possible edits. Did you bring your contract? I’ll need to read it before I sign. How is your sister’s labor progressing?”

      His resting prick face turned to stone. “The doctor said it’ll be at least four to five hours. You talk too much.”

      Transforming her instant annoyance to pragmatism, she handed him the tablet. “If I were a man, you’d say I have good communication skills. Unless you have the contract with you, I’m not sure why you asked me to meet you.”

      With a withering sigh, he pulled an envelope from his coat pocket. “Good communication uses fewer words and gets straight to the point instead square dancing around it for three paragraphs, no matter the orator's gender. You’re here because you’re my attorney and you owe me. Read the damn thing before I change my mind. I’ve updated it since our discussion earlier.”

      “You’ve certainly earned your nickname, haven’t you? And I evidently proposed to you since your temperament doesn’t exactly support you asking me to marry you. At least no one will be surprised when I break off the fake engagement.” She donned her reading glasses and snatched the envelope, prepared to dissect every word.

      “I’d rather be a grouch than a bitter old maid.” His insult sliced open the twenty-year-old wound that had never quite healed.

      Yanking off her glasses and grabbing her iPad from him, she stood, letting the envelope fall to the floor. The ache in her throat added to her anger. “I’ll return your retainer as soon as I get to the office.”

      Not waiting for an acknowledgment, she marched out of the waiting lounge, stuffing her belongings into her bag as she passed nurses, doctors, and other visitors. The elevator opened as she approached it, saving her from the nearly nonexistent chance Oscar Banyan had followed to apologize. He wasn’t the type to say he was sorry, let alone admit he’d done anything wrong. They were even now as far as she was concerned, and she no longer gave a damn what he thought of her tactics.

      The doors closed, but the lid on her box of bruised feelings refused to do the same. She’d accepted her choice not to marry long ago. The bitterness, however, had resurfaced and festered as each of her four “old-maid” friends had found love over the last few months. The first twinge of envy had morphed into an ever-growing green-eyed monster she despised as much as she wished her book club buddies all the happiness they deserved.

      Life wasn’t fair, but she didn’t have to roll over and play dead. Nor did she have to let her emotions control her.

      Snow flurries greeted her at the exit, intensifying her irritability. She folded up the collar of her trench coat and dug her matching leather gloves from the front pockets as she stepped outside.

      A man in a Santa suit waggled his glued-on bushy white eyebrows at her from the bus-stop bench a few feet ahead. “Hell-ooo, Mrs. Claus. Want to sit on my lap and tell me what you want for Christmas?”

      Donning her practiced platinum-blonde persona, she batted her eyelashes at him and pasted on a Marilyn Monroe smile. “I know exactly what I want for Christmas, Santa. For men to stop behaving like jackasses, you creep. I’m a lawyer in a bad mood, so unless you want me to file harassment charges against you that will stick, I highly recommend you learn some manners.”

      “Geesh, somebody’s PMS-ing.” The idiot laughed at his lame joke.

      She reached into the messenger bag angled across her torso, retrieved the emergency supply of feminine hygiene products she kept on hand for her clients, and heaved the handful of pads and tampons at him. “You need these more than I do. Your brain and your mouth are hemorrhaging.”

      While he sputtered a few choice expletives and juggled the items like a bunch of hot potatoes, she stalked past him without a backward glance. The gusting wind cut through her wool trousers and the multiplying snowflakes blew into her turned-up collar as she passed row after row of parked cars. When she arrived at the second-to-last line of vehicles, the promise of heat pushed her to hurry around the massive SUV a space down from her convertible.

      Finally. Eyeing the mini bakery box on the passenger seat, she slipped her gloved hand into her coat pocket. To hell with being responsible. I’m eating that cupcake while I get warm.

      “Looking for these?” Keys jangled behind her, but the relief the sound brought was tempered by the gruff voice that accompanied it. “And you have a flat tire.”

      “I don’t suppose you’re joking?” She dared a peek at the back tire as she took the keys dangling from Oscar Banyan’s fingers. The damn thing could’ve passed for a pancake. “This day keeps getting better and better. Thank you for returning my keys.”

      “You’re welcome. I also owe you an apology for the old-maid crack. It was rude, even for me, and I’m sorry.” He crossed his arms in front of his chest and frowned, as if being polite had pained him. “I followed you. You’re hard to miss in the red coat and shoes. I could’ve just as easily been the jerk in the Santa suit. You should be more careful.”
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