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“Even from the grave she’s dictating my life.” Blake Caldwell looked at his friend, then shook his head. “Now you’re telling me there’s no way out?”

“Basically, yes.” Noah Anderson tossed the file of papers onto the top of his desk.

Blake watched as he came around the side of it looking as cool and calm as he always did. Noah was never ruffled, and his appearance proved it. Not a dark hair was out of place; not one wrinkle marred his gray suit; not a ripple of emotion crossed his face. It just wasn’t fair that Noah could look so collected when Blake felt so...not.

“Don’t look so surprised, Blake. I’ve been telling you this for weeks.”

“But married?” Blake thrust his fingers through his hair. 

Noah shrugged. “There are worse things.”

“Yes,” Blake agreed. “Being disemboweled, drawn and quartered.”

“Maybe you should talk to an estate attorney—one who specializes in wills.”

Blake shot his friend his patented look that usually sent his associates crawling away in shreds.

Noah didn’t bat an eye. “From a legal stand point I can tell you that the provisions of your aunt’s will are specific. If you insist on contesting, I have a friend who would be willing to review it for any discrepancies.”

Blake shook his head. “Aunt Virginia had another attorney draw up this will, a fellow by the name of Masters. As far as I know, only the three of us know about it, and I’d like to keep it that way. Do you realize what the press would do if they found out? I can see the headlines now.” He held his arms up high. “‘Caldwell Heir Forced To Marry To Claim Inheritance.’” He dropped his arms and sighed. “Run the tape again. Maybe there’s something we missed.”

“It’s not the tape that matters.” Noah lifted the legal papers that dictated Virginia Caldwell final wishes. “This is what counts.”

Blake placed one hand over his heart in a mockingly serious gesture. “I’m a condemned man, Noah. Humor me.”

Noah switched on the VCR which had been brought into the office for the sole purpose of viewing and re-viewing the video will left by Virginia Caldwell.

A VCR. That proved just how long Blake’s aunt had been planning this little scheme. Not a DVD. Not a Blue Ray. No, a VCR.

The screen flickered and turned blue, then Virginia Caldwell’s regal face appeared. Ten years younger and no less intimidating. 

“Blake.” Her voice dripped with the practiced tone of a New England finishing school rather than the West Texas twang she had spent the better part of her life trying to deny. “If you’re watching this, then I am dead. Of course, I’m dead, you’re reading my will.” She shifted in her seat as if bothered by the talk of death and wills, particularly her own, then she reached up and patted a strand of chemically enhanced blonde hair into place.

Blake felt more than strange seeing his aunt like this: dead, but frozen forever on video tape, tormenting him with every syllable. At least some things would never change.

“Now, listen up,” she said in her most stern address- to- the- stock- holders voice. “I’ve always had high hopes for you. You’re not like your father or that shiftless brother of yours, and I think it’s time you stop selling yourself short. It’s time for you to become the man I know you were meant to be. You’re not getting any younger, you know.

“All I’ve ever wanted was for you to have a family like the one I never had. All you’ve ever wanted was to run Caldwell Clothing Company. Well, you’ve had your wish. You’ve been CEO for many years now, ever since your Uncle Dick died. God rest his soul.” Her eyes misted with a fine sheen of uncharacteristic tears. She dabbed them daintily, then visibly stiffened her backbone before she continued. “Now my time has come. Even though I am dead—God rest my soul—my dreams for you will at last become a reality.” She lifted the hand that held her snowy white handkerchief and pointed one bejeweled, manicured finger at the camera, at him. “And don’t try to wheedle your way out of this. I’ve made sure this will is solid. There’s no getting out of this one, my boy.”

Blake groaned. He had watched this tape countless times in the ten weeks since his aunt’s death and knew all too well what was coming next.

“You must marry within one business quarter of my death, and you must live in the same house with your new bride for one year. After the year has passed, you will receive your rightful inheritance. If you choose not to marry, you can remain CEO of Caldwell, but you will draw a paycheck like a regular employee. The house will be auctioned, and all of the money will be distributed to various charities. If you marry and abide by the terms of my will, then all of the money and Caldwell Clothing will be yours. After the wedding there will be a few other stipulations, of course, but either way, you will take care of my Bruno for me, won’t you, darling?”

She shifted in her chair and patted at her hair once again. A nervous action, Blake realized now, though he had never noticed it while she was alive.

“As long as you abide by my wishes and accept the terms of my will, I have provided for Devin,” she continued, still shifting and patting. “I’m not sure why I’ve provided for him, but I have. And he’s not without conditions either. That no good bum that passes himself off as your brother must return to Chicago and work steadily at Caldwell for the next year in order to receive the token I have left him.

“It’ll do no good to contest this will. I am of sound mind, and I know exactly what I’m doing. I’m forcing you to realize there’s more to life than Caldwell. There’s family and goodness and love.

“I’m doing this for your own good, Blake. Because I love you. I love you like the son I never had.”

On that note she lifted her handkerchief back to her eyes. The screen turned blue then showed only static.

Noah turned off the VCR and faced his friend. “See anything?”

Blake shook his head. “The next nominee for an Academy Award. ‘I only do this, Blake, because I love you like the son I never had.’ Who is she trying to kid? She’s doing this to control me. All Aunt Virginia ever wanted was control. If you ask me, Devin’s the smart one. Aunt Virginia never got control over him. That’s why she hated him so much, and yet I get to take care of the damned dog.”

Noah’s expression was stoic. “How is Bruno?”

Blake rolled his eyes. “Small, black, and spoiled. He’s at the groomers right now having his toenails painted.”

“I never thought I would see the day when you would have custody of a poodle.”

“Tiny toy poodle, if you don’t mind. That’s French for rat with long ears. I inherit not only a wife, but a pitiful excuse for a dog.”

“Look on the bright side. Once you have fulfilled the year of marriage you’re free to divorce without losing a cent.”

“You call that a bright side? I still have to keep the dog. Besides, who am I going to marry?”

“There’s always Anna.”

Blake snorted. “Anna?”

“You’ve seen fit to date her for the past few weeks. What’s another fifty-two?”

“Sheer hell, that’s what. With her temper, I wouldn’t have a servant left after one week. I can’t even begin to imagine what would happen after a year of having her in my house.”  He shuddered. “Do you honestly think she would sign a pre-nup?”

“No.”

“See?” Blake dropped back into his seat and cradled his head in his hands. “Besides,” he said, running his fingers down the sides of his face, futilely massaging the tension. “She’s gone with the Peace Corps and won’t be back for at least another two months.”

“She what?”

“She didn’t actually join, but I still can’t reach her.”

“You mean she didn’t take her cell phone?” Noah laughed, a rare display. “What kind of aid can a bored, temperamental socialite offer the starving people of some small African country?”

“With the election coming up soon, her father thought it would be a good idea for her to make a mark in the world.”

“I’ll bet you a thousand dollars she took a manicurist with her.” Noah shook his head, then walked around his desk and picked up the file once again.

“Just what did Aunt Virginia mean by stipulations?”

“Sometimes, after the reading of a will, the deceased will leave further instructions to be carried out after the first set has been satisfied.”

“There’s more? You’ve got to help me,” Blake agonized. “There has to be a way out of this. Some kind of loophole or something.”

“Your aunt made you work for it all these years, Blake. What made you think she would hand the money to you now?”

True. Virginia Caldwell had made him hold a job through college, then forced him to start at the bottom at Caldwell. Made him bust his ass on the way to the top of the company. She had never simply given Blake anything, but now that he had a fortune—well, almost had it—he wasn’t willing to let it go that easily. “I just never thought she would resort to blackmail. God rest her soul.”

“I wouldn’t exactly call this blackmail.”

“Why not? Extortion is extortion. Period.”

“Then don’t do it.”

“Don’t do it? Do you know what you’re saying?”

Noah nodded. “Let the inheritance go to charity. She said you could remain as CEO and draw a paycheck. The pay can’t be too bad; I’ve seen your watch.”

“I can’t do that.”

“Why not? Money isn’t everything.”

“What else is there? No wait, let me guess. There’s family and goodness and love.” Blake ticked off his aunt’s earlier words on his fingers.

“You shouldn’t be so cynical, Blake.”

“Give me a break.”

“I’ll give you some advice—free—and coming from a lawyer that’s a pretty good offer. It’s true what they say: money can’t buy you love.”

“Love?” Blake snorted. “I come in for legal advice and get a lecture on love. From a divorce attorney, no less.”

“It can buy freedom,” Noah said as if Blake hadn’t spoken, “but not love.”

“I don’t want love. I want my inheritance.”

“Is that all?” Noah arched a skeptical brow.

“You’ve read the will. If I don’t claim my inheritance Devin doesn’t get his either.”

“Find another buyer,” Noah said dryly. “There’s much more at stake here than Devin’s inheritance. The truth now, if you please.”

“All right, all right. I just can’t stand the thought of all that money going to charity. Not that I have anything against charities. I give my fair share.”

“So it all comes down to good old-fashioned greed.”

“I wouldn’t put it that way.”

“Of course you wouldn’t. Putting it that way makes it sound like the character flaw it is.”

“Look who’s talking, Mr. Four- Hundred- Dollars- An- Hour.”

“That’s three hundred and fifty dollars an hour thank you, though I’m fairly certain you didn’t come here to discuss my fees.”

Blake sighed. “Before he died, I promised my uncle that I’d do everything in my power to keep Caldwell going.”

“And?”

“The board has my hands tied. I need some capital to entice a new designer. Without that, I’m afraid Caldwell won’t be going anywhere but down the tubes.”

“I don’t understand,” Noah said, his forehead pinched into a frown. “Your uncle built that company from the ground up. He—”

“Was a fine businessman,” Blake finished. “But times change. And Caldwell hasn’t changed fast enough. Now we’re in trouble, and it all goes in one big, vicious circle. If I don’t marry and receive my inheritance, then I won’t have the money to entice a new designer to work for me. If I don’t hire a new designer, Caldwell Clothing Company will be a thing of the past.”

****

[image: ]


IT WAS OFFICIAL. PAIGE Parker hated Chicago. She hated the traffic. She hated the ‘L’ train. She hated the crowds and the pollution, the fast food restaurants and the disinterested attitudes of the people she met. If she had any money she would rent a billboard and tell the whole city, maybe even the entire state of Illinois. Then again if she had that kind of money she could buy a plane ticket and go back to where she belonged.

She should have never left Africa.

But she had. Why was hindsight always twenty/twenty?

She had never done anything that would warrant her being a repeated victim of Murphy’s Law. In fact, just the opposite. She had given her entire life to helping others. Being the daughter of a missionary, helping others was all she knew.

A lot of good it did her now.

She was stuck in Chicago with a mother and a sister she barely knew, a terrible position as a temp secretary, and a hankering to return to where things were simple.

But as it stood now, she barely made enough to cover her day to day expenses. And there was no end in sight.

With a sigh, Paige looked at the clock, then to the man who had been waiting for almost half an hour to talk to Mr. Anderson.

“Mr. Bradley, it seems as if Mr. Anderson is running a little behind today.” Sort of. Or at least he wouldn’t be if the man who rushed by her without a word hadn’t managed to get past her and into Anderson’s office. She had to face it: she was a terrible secretary. No doubt she wouldn’t be requested tomorrow, and Paige would once again be staring at the walls of her apartment wondering where her life had gotten so off track.

“Can I reschedule you for tomorrow?”

He shook his head.

“Later this afternoon?” She winced as the voices in the office behind her rose to a fevered pitch.

“Is everything all right in there?” Mr. Bradley stood, peering around her. Thankfully there was nothing to see.

“Of course,” she lied. Maybe it’d be better if she just left now and didn’t finish out the day. Well, better for her anyway.

She stood and grabbed Elmer Bradley’s elbow, steering him toward the door of the office. “Can you call back this afternoon? Maybe we can get you in tomorrow.”

“I-I guess,” he stammered as she walked him down the hallway and into the main foyer.

“Good.” She smiled, hoping he couldn’t see the trepidation in her eyes. “Tomorrow, then.” She gave him a little wave and headed back to her desk, wondering when this day would be over.

She sat down just as the lights on her phone started flashing, alerting her to another call.

The intercom buzzed and Mr. Anderson’s voice filtered through the speaker, “Patty, bring us a pot of coffee, please.”

Paige fingered the cross around her neck and whispered into the air, “Oh, Daddy, what have I gotten myself in to?”

****
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“COFFEE,” BLAKE EXCLAIMED. “How can you think about coffee at a time like this?”

“Blake, you need to calm down, then we can discuss this problem rationally.”

“How can we discuss this rationally? There’s nothing rational about it.”

“In all honesty, Blake, I don’t consider the amount you stand to inherit unworthy of a year of your life, clinging new bride and dependent poodle or not. I could go out on the street and find people who would be willing to do much more than get married to inherit 176.5 million dollars.”

“Point three,” he corrected. “176.3 million.”

“Point three? Point five? What’s a couple of measly hundred thousand between friends? You know I’m right. You’ve got to get married.”

“I don’t want to get married. Women are trouble. I learned that lesson the hard way with Cindy Lou Ferril.”

Noah shook his head in apparent disbelief. “Blake, that was the third grade. Since Cindy Lou, you haven’t committed to a female for more than two months. Not all marriages were like your parents’. Mine are still happily married.”

“Then why did you become a divorce attorney?”

“Not all marriages are like my parents.”

Blake growled in frustration and stood to make his point clear. “I. Do. Not. Want. To. Get. Married.”

“Blake, lower your voice. You’re going to scare my secretary.”

He made a face, remembering that Vivian, Noah’s regular secretary, was not at her desk when he had stormed into Noah’s office a little over an hour ago. Instead, another woman had sat in Vivian’s chair, staring gape-mouthed as he strode by her without a greeting or an appointment.

“Where did you find that mouse?”

“I wouldn’t call her a mouse, and you’re changing the subject.”

“Yes,” Blake agreed. “But I’d rather talk about your secretary instead of how my best friend is refusing to help me with my problem. What happened to Vivian?”

“Her grandmother fell and broke her hip. She’s taking a couple of weeks off to go to Indiana and care for her. The agency sent Patty.”

Blake nodded for lack of anything else to do. A thick blanket of quiet fell across the room. He stared at the file that held his aunt’s hateful will as if the force of his stare alone could alter the contents. The silence and the stare lasted several minutes before Blake’s eyes began to water. He lifted his head toward the blurred image of his friend. “I don’t want to get married.”

“You’ve said that. Perhaps we should chant it in unison, hold hands, and dance around in a circle. It may break the spell.”

“Humor does not suit you.”

Noah merely shrugged, unaffected by the barb.

Blake collapsed into the horseshoe-shaped leather chair that sat in front of Noah’s desk. “Who am I going to marry? Where am I going to find a woman to sign a pre-nuptial agreement, marry me, then allow me to divorce her in a year?”

“I told you, Blake. People will do almost anything if enough money is involved. You’re a businessman; you should have thought of this yourself.”

“Thought of what?” Blake stood, feeling the tingle of a solution course through him.

Noah stood, as well, seemingly excited by the plan he formulated. Well, at least excited for Noah. “It’s a perfect idea. You make it a business proposition. Pay her. Be up front about the situation from the beginning. At the end of the twelve months, you both walk away richer and neither one hurt from the association. In your case, instead of buying freedom, you can buy the bonds of holy matrimony.”

“You call that perfect?” Blake fell back into his seat yet again. “That’s not perfect. Perfect is finding and marrying someone who loves you for who you are, not what you have. That’s why I’m not married now.”

“Not every woman is like your mother.”

“Well, that’s a comfort.”

Noah shook his head. “If you know from the beginning she’s only interested in money...” He trailed off expressively.

“And just where I am going to purchase a bride? They don’t exactly sell them at Neiman Marcus.”

“Blake.”

“Wait, I have an idea. I could walk down the street and randomly ask women if they’ll marry me. No, even better. I’ll take out an ad in the personals. ‘Wife Wanted. No experience necessary. Contact Blake Caldwell.”

Noah ignored Blake’s sarcasm. “That’s not a good way to keep the marriage a secret.”

“Then there’s only one solution to my problem,” he said sarcastically. “I must ask the very next woman I see to marry me.”

Blake didn’t realize that he had stood again until a timid knock sounded and the door opened behind him. He turned to face the mouse of a secretary the “temp” agency had sent for Noah.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “But you asked for coffee.” Her voice was smooth and clear with no trace of an accent. Blake found—much to his surprise that he had even noticed such a thing—that he liked it.

Noah stood and came around his desk, leaning one hip against it. He folded his arms across his chest as a slow Cheshire-smile spread its way across his face. “Thank you, Patty. Please come in. Let me introduce you to my friend. Blake, this is Patty, my temporary secretary. Patty, Blake Caldwell.”

“Actually it’s Paige,” she said as pink seeped into her cheeks. She set the coffee tray on the desk, and he reached his hand out to take hers.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

“Likewise,” she murmured.

Blake released her hand and started to return to his seat when Noah cleared his throat.

“Stay for a minute, Patty. I do believe Blake has something he wants to ask you.”

Blake shot Noah a you- will- regret- this- till- your- dying- day look. He turned back to the temp and realized the word “mousy” didn’t fit her at all. He replaced it with “medium.” She was of medium height and medium weight with medium blond hair of medium length. She lifted a hand to smooth back her thick, medium bangs, and he noticed that even her fingernails were medium, clean of any polishes or decoration. Her skin was pure as ivory and devoid of any traces of makeup, and there was a tiny mole at the corner of her left eye.

Blake looked up and met those eyes.

He sucked in an involuntary breath and held it. If she were medium, then there were no true words to describe her eyes. Darkly-browed with thick, sooty lashes, the orbs were blue. No, green. Well, somewhere in between, and he didn’t have his wits about him enough to accurately discern their color as he gazed into their depths.

“Blake. Hello? Blake?”

At the sound of Noah’s voice, he somehow tore his gaze from hers and looked at his friend.

Noah inclined his head once in the secretary’s direction as if encouraging him, urging him toward the only solution he had.

Blake looked back to Paige, careful not to meet her eyes. It was not a good day to drown. “Paige, I...uh, you...uh, I know this is sudden. We just met and all, but...Do you like dogs?”

“Yes,” she answered. Her expression changed from captivated to puzzled. Blake was accustomed to having the first effect on women, but not the second.

“Blake.” Noah spoke, his tone a warning.

He had made a promise to his uncle, and he was honor-bound to keep that promise. Nor was it just his own inheritance at stake, but the jobs of several hundred people and their families, their children. Someone from his own social circle would be hard to control, but Paige would be different. He could marry her and tuck her away in the family mansion until the year passed and no one need ever be the wiser. He could pay her, and she would surely be grateful for the money. It was a perfect idea. Or least the best one he’d had since his aunt died.

He looked back to the secretary. “Will you marry me?”
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Paige started to tremble. Surely she had heard him wrong. Men like Blake Caldwell didn’t ask women like Paige Parker to marry them. Impulsive proposals were exclusive to women like her sister Lydia—brilliant, beauty queen types—not plain girls raised in the wilds of Africa. It just didn’t happen.

“Is this some kind of joke?” She looked from Noah to Blake who looked from her to Noah.

Nobody moved for what seemed like hours, or maybe it was only minutes, only seconds. Then Noah interrupted the thick, eerie silence.

“It’s not a joke, Paige. My client has a business proposition to make.” Noah straightened from his lounging position and took her by the arm, settling her into Blake’s vacated seat before he continued.

Watching Noah, Paige understood the lady-killer rumors she had heard about him and why no one wanted to meet him in any court, including tennis. The man was a shark—sleek, elegant, and dark—but a shark nonetheless.

“A business proposition?” she asked as she sank into rich brown leather. It was still warm from the heat of Blake’s body, and the air tantalized her with the spiced scent of after shave. Blake’s after shave.

Noah pressed a tumbler of brandy into her numbed hands. “Blake needs a wife and quickly. Speaking as his counsel, I can assure you this arrangement will be strictly business and strictly legal. If you consent to be his wife, in name only, the terms of the agreement will be signed, witnessed, and notarized. All that would be required of you is for you to live in the Caldwell family home with my client for one year and keep the terms of this union to yourself for the said time and beyond. You are in no danger of being exploited, and you will be paid well for your services. Say, one million dollars?”

Paige wasn’t sure whose gasp was louder, hers or Blake’s.

“One million dollars for twelve months?” he exclaimed, echoing her thoughts. “That’s a better deal than the baseball players got, and she didn’t even strike.”

Noah grabbed Blake by the arm and smiled a little too politely at Paige. “Will you excuse us for a moment?” Without waiting for her answer, he dragged Blake to the far side of his office where Paige couldn’t hear their muted conversation.

She stared down into the brandy, then took a drink. The smooth warmth slid down her throat then burned her stomach, the sensations proving this situation was real. Dreams weren’t this vivid, this tangible. If she were dreaming, Blake’s eyes wouldn’t be so compellingly hazel, so dangerously irresistible. His hair wouldn’t look so shiny and rich, begging a woman to run her fingers through its dark masses.

She looked back to the men. Noah spoke. Blake frowned. Noah spoke again with a stern nod. Blake’s frown deepened as he shook his head. After many more nods and frowns, both men returned to where Paige sat, dumbfounded by the entire situation.

“Now then, where were we?” Noah paused to brush an imaginary speck of lint off the sleeve of his suit coat. “Ah, yes. One million dollars.” He answered his own question as if he had never lost his place in the conversation. Paige suspected he hadn’t. “At the end of the twelve months, you will be paid one million dollars and a quiet divorce will be obtained, handled by myself, of course. You and Mr. Caldwell will part company, and no one need ever know of your bargain.”

She looked from Noah to Blake who still frowned. “It’s a tempting offer,” he groused.

“Yes,” she agreed. It was tempting, but she should decline. But then how many times did a girl like her, average and ordinary, get a chance to marry a man like Blake Caldwell? Not often. One time in a million. It was more than tempting.

And with a million dollars, she could go back to Africa, give the money to the charities that helped the unfortunate and live out her days as she had intended to do before her father died, as a bringer of hope and good fortune.

Noah shot Blake a wilting look, then turned his midnight-blue eyes back to her. “We understand if you need time to think about this, but you must be aware that time is something we have very little of. We will need to know your answer as soon as possible.”

Paige nodded, unable to trust her voice. She should tell him no, right now before this went any further.

“When do you suppose we could have your answer?” Noah asked, but both men waited.

“Two million.” Was that her voice? “Make it two million and you’ve got yourself a deal.”

****
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“MADDIE! MADDIE!” PAIGE slammed the door of her loft apartment behind her as she called out for her roommate. “Mad-die!”

Madeline Simms came out of the kitchen wiping her hands on a dish towel. “What’s the matter?”

Paige collapsed onto the sofa. “I have had the most incredible day. You are never going to believe what happened to me. I can’t believe it happened to me. I can’t believe I acted like that. I mean, he asked me. He actually asked me, but all I could do was stare.”

“Who asked you?”

“Then Mr. Anderson started talking about contracts and wills and—”

“Slow down, Paige. What are you talking about?” Maddie slipped into the seat next to her.

“I’m talking about Blake Caldwell. And going back to Africa.”

“Blake Caldwell?”

Paige nodded. “And Africa.”

“Who is this Anderson fellow?”

“He’s the attorney I worked for today.”

“I think you’d better start at the beginning.”

Paige nodded and lifted one trembling hand to brush a fallen lock of hair out of her face.

“And from the looks of it,” Maddie continued. “I’d say you need a drink.”

“Yes,” Paige agreed with a smile. “Champagne and let there be lots of it.”

“I was thinking more along the lines of a neat whiskey.”

“You don’t celebrate with whiskey; you celebrate with champagne.”

Maddie stood and started for the kitchen to pour their drinks. “What are we celebrating?” she asked over her shoulder.

“I’m getting married.” Paige was pleased at how calm and matter- of- fact her voice sounded now.

“You’re what?” Maddie was back at her side in a flash. “When? To whom?”

“In order: yes, in three days, and to Blake Caldwell.”

Maddie rolled her eyes and started once again for the kitchen. “I didn’t know today was Tell Your Roommate a Lie Day.”

“I’m not lying.”

Maddie returned to the sofa without the drinks. “Talk.”

“Today I went to work at one of those law offices downtown. The attorney’s name was Anderson.”

“Get to it.”

“Blake Caldwell came in to see Mr. Anderson. He just rushed in without an appointment or anything. After a while, they started shouting. Well, Blake did. I could never imagine Mr. Anderson actually raising his voice.”

“Paige.” Maddie’s voice was low with impatience.

“So Mr. Anderson called for coffee, and when I took the service into the office, he asked me to marry him.”

“Blake Caldwell?”

Paige nodded.

“The Blake Caldwell?”

“Is he famous?”

“Uh, yeah.”

“Oh.”

“Paige, honey, you can’t marry him.”

“Of course I can.”

“You don’t even know him.”

“I don’t need to know him to marry him. The Zumbai Tribe arranges most of their marriages, and they work out just fine.”

“I hate to break this to you, but you’re not in Africa anymore.”

Paige sighed wistfully. “Don’t I know it. But after I marry Blake Caldwell, I can go back to Africa. Well, in a year I can.”

“Listen to yourself. You’ve barely been in the States for six months and you already want to go back to Africa? What happened to getting to know your mother and sister?”

Paige shook her head. “I can come back and visit.”

“Like you’ve been doing all of these years?”

“Okay, so maybe I’m not good at splitting my time between both worlds.”

Maddie propped her hands on her hips. “This is the first trip you’ve made in over ten years.”

“That’s not true. I came here for Lydia’s graduation and that was—”

“Over ten years ago,” Maddie finished for her.

Paige picked at a snag in the afghan Maddie had thrown over the back of the second hand sofa. “Okay, so I’m not the best at visiting, but this is an opportunity that I can’t afford to miss. Do you know what I can do with two million dollars?”

Maddie’s mouth fell open like the entrance to a gaping cave. “Two million dollars?”

“Minus the money for the plane ticket, of course.”

“Two million dollars?”

Paige nodded.

“He’s giving you two million dollars.” It was almost a statement.

“If I marry him for one year. See, it’s a business deal.”

Maddie shook her head. “I don’t know, Paige.”

“Do know how many vaccines and water purifiers I can get for that kind of money?” She turned back to face her friend, but Maddie wasn’t smiling. “You’re not happy for me.”

Maddie shook her head. “It’s not that. I’m just worried about you.”

“There’s nothing to worry about.”

“Paige, this marriage—business or not—will destroy your mental health. You’ll walk away two million dollars richer and devastatingly heartbroken.”

Paige sniffed at the idea. “I can handle myself just fine.”

“You were raised in a remote African village.”

“So?”

“You’ve never even been on a date.”

“I have too. Remember that time with Billy Sutton.”

“I’m pretty sure going to the movie with your second cousin doesn’t count as a date.”

Paige lifted her chin, hoping that she looked mature and like she knew what she was doing. She didn’t want to admit it, but Maddie was right. She had absolutely no experience with men, a trend that would most likely continue once she returned to Africa. Marrying Blake Caldwell was a once in a lifetime opportunity in more ways than one.

“And you don’t see this as a problem?” Maddie asked.
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