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            OKAY, SO TAKING A GOLF CLUB TO MY BOSS’S PRECIOUS SPORTS CAR WAS PROBABLY AN OVERREACTION—BUT DAMN DID IT FEEL GOOD.

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        However, him showing up at my house to blackmail me into marrying him…WTF?

      

        

      
        If there’s one person that can make me hate my very existence,

        It’s Matthew Lewis III, my boss from hell.

        Imagine the devil’s younger, sexy brother in a three-piece suit.

      

        

      
        He’s the kind of man that makes any sort of rational thought go right out the window—which is exactly where I want to throw him.

      

        

      
        So when he ripped me a new one for being TWO minutes late,

        I lost my shit.

        I not only gave him a piece of my mind, but I also ripped his prissy ass to shreds and marched out with my middle fingers in the air.

        I’d rather be homeless on the streets of Chicago than work for that man.

      

        

      
        But my victory was short-lived.

        Here I am face to face with an ultimatum…

        I either face a felony or pretend for a few short months that I love him.

        GAME ON.

      

        

      
        I just hope he’s ready to give me an f-ing Oscar for this performance.

        But after meeting his grandma, I find out Matthew has one giant secret he doesn’t want me to know,

        And I have to face the fact that maybe…just maybe, my performance isn’t so fake after all.

      

        

      
        You know how they say there’s a thin line between love and hate?

        I think that line might have just disappeared.
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      My alarm clock goes off at 6 a.m. on the dot, but I smack the snooze button and let out an overly dramatic groan. I’m not much of a morning person. In fact, I loathe mornings and everything that goes with them: breakfast, coffee, newspapers, and cheery morning people. The thought of any of it makes me want to cry and hide under my blankets till noon rolls around.

      As I drift in and out of sleep, I think about what my day will bring. Probably the usual: my boss reprimanding me for my bad attitude, being chastised for rolling my eyes, and jumping to fulfill every ridiculous fucking demand that rolls into his thick head. If I don’t get my ass out of this bed, I’ll also end up rushing to get ready—probably getting to work late and once again getting bitched out by my boss who I hate almost as much as I hate mornings.

      Of all the people in this world, I had to end up working for Matthew Lewis III, also known as Satan’s younger, hotter brother. He’s good-looking and he knows it, which is the worst—cocky, arrogant, and rich as hell. With a name like that, of course he is. Honestly, I have no idea why he’s even working as a lawyer at the firm. He told Daniel it had more to do with an honest day’s work, being fulfilled, and getting out from under his overbearing father’s thumb. I personally think it’s all a crock of shit. I just know the devil put him here to torture me any way he could. Why would I be on the devil’s radar you ask? I have no idea, but I think I did something in my past life that I’m still being punished for today. That’s my best guess, anyway.

      The alarm goes off again, and this time, I shut the damn thing off and sit up with a groan. “Why does my life suck?” I ask looking up toward the ceiling as if God is listening to me. I put my feet on the floor and raise my steepled hands. “I swear, I’ll be a better person. I’ll live a better life. Just get me out of this shit job . . . and winning the lottery wouldn’t hurt. Just saying,” I add on to whomever or whatever is listening.

      I trudge my way to the shower and step beneath the hot flow of water, letting it rain down over my head to wash my hair and body. After I’m done, I feel like I have some extra time since I didn’t oversleep too much today, so I sit on the shower floor, letting the water warm me from the outside in. Pretty soon, I’m warm, comfy, and falling back asleep. The next thing I know, cold water is waking me like I’ve been shocked. I have no idea how long I’ve been sitting there, but by the looks of my pruny fingers, it’s been a touch too long. I jump up and turn off the water, wrapping myself in a towel as I make my way to the bedroom to get dressed.

      My teeth are chattering so much that I feel like I’m in a Scooby-Doo episode. I’m too cold to move, so I climb back into bed and pull the blankets around me. “Mmm, that’s better,” I mumble to myself as my eyes close. I open them quickly to check the time. 7 a.m.

      Shit! I passed out for another 30 minutes. I throw off the blanket and push my numb toes out of mind as I dress as quickly as possible. I don’t have time to blow-dry or do much with my hair, so I gather the long auburn locks into my hand and wrap them around to form a bun, pinning it down. I throw on some mascara and lip gloss and call it a good job.

      I’m walking into the office and I’m literally only two minutes late, but does that matter to Mr. Matthew Lewis III? Ha, no. Late is late, and he’s already standing at my desk with a slip. Who even uses physical slips in this day and age?

      I want to stop dead in my tracks when I see him, but I push myself forward anyway. He holds out the slip and I take it as I pass.

      “Third day in a row, Ms. Russell.” He begins tsk-tsking me.

      “I’m sorry, Mr. Lewis, but—” I start with my excuses.

      “What? What is it today? Did your bus crash and go up in flames? Let me guess . . . you rescued 20 homeless children from a fire and when the media arrived, you tried to sneak off because you didn’t want the fame, but they forced you into the limelight and now you have to lose the press who are hot on your trail? Something like that, right?”

      I cock my head to the side, face void of all amusement. “No, my cat is sick and puked in my lap while I was having breakfast. I had to change. I couldn’t come in here smelling like cat vomit.”

      He shakes his head. “It’s always something with you. When will you come out with the truth and tell me you’re a complete failure at time management? One more slip-up from you and I’m afraid I’ll have to let you go.” He takes off, back to his office.

      Daniel exits his office and smirks in my direction. “You have to admit, you’re not very good at getting here on time.”

      I scoff. “I’m not good at getting anywhere on time. At this point, I’m fairly certain I’ll be late for my own funeral.”

      He laughs but continues on his way to the copy room.

      I try to focus all my attention on the task at hand: logging in to my computer, turning on my phone, and checking my email for the daily list of appointments and tasks.

      The intercom on my desk buzzes. “Poppy, do you have my first client’s file ready?”

      I roll my eyes. How am I supposed to have their file ready when I haven’t even seen who the first client is yet? I press the button and reply in my sweet voice. “I’m doing it now.”

      He’s right back with, “How many times have I told you to get the files pulled the day before?”

      Ugh. I know, I know. It makes sense to do it that way, and it would result in a much easier start to the day, but I’m always so busy in the afternoon that I forget or simply don’t have time. And if I’m honest, by the time 5 p.m. rolls around, it’s all I can do to get the hell out of this office before I snap at Mr. Lewis.

      “I’m pulling the file now, sir,” I say through gritted teeth, ignoring his question.

      The computer finally loads and I’m able to pull up the appointment book to see who our first client of the day is: Anderson, Samuel. I rush to the filing cabinet behind me and pull the file, taking it into his office. “Here you go. Sam Anderson’s file. He should be here in 10 minutes.” I’m feeling proud of myself for doing that so quickly. On another note, why the hell does he insist on using paper files when he has access to the e-files? Just another Matthew-ism that makes me want to staple this damn file to his forehead.

      “Thank you,” he says, taking the file from my hand. “Did you remember to start your phone up? We can’t book clients if the phone isn’t working, and if we can’t book clients, we’re both out of a job. Surely I don’t have to explain that to you.” He runs a hand across his smooth, angular jaw as his lips turn up into a smirk.

      “I understand how it works,” I say, spinning around to switch on my phone before he calls it and finds out I haven’t done it yet. As soon as I’m out of his sight, I sprint to my desk, nearly diving for my phone. I tap in my code and the phone resets. It’s on.

      “I’m going to guess that your lack of answer means you haven’t done it yet,” he says from his office.

      “What are you talking about? It’s on. See?” I pick it up and press the first button to call his phone.

      It rings and he answers with, “Good timing.” Then he hangs up.

      I collapse into my desk chair and let out a long sigh. Fuck. Today sucks already. After taking a moment to catch my breath, I pull up the schedule and pull the files for every client we have coming in today. I stack them on the corner of my desk. That way, each client who comes in already has a file ready, so I can grab it on the way to Mr. Lewis’ office.

      Once that task is finished, I look at my email to see the things I’ve received overnight. This is usually just a long, stupid list of things my boss would like me to do, such as: Call Mr. Easton to follow up on his last appointment, confirm that he’s happy, and ensure he doesn’t have any further questions. Book appointment if necessary.

      By lunch, I’ve made all the calls and whittled down my list to just a few things. I knock on Mr. Lewis’ door. “Lunch call,” I say, opening it up to find him sitting at his desk.

      He doesn’t pull his attention away from his work. He just holds up a slip of paper that contains his lunch order even though it’s the same damn thing every damn day. I walk over, take the paper, and turn around to leave, saying, “It’s always a pleasure, Mr. Lewis.” I let the door close a little too loudly behind me.

      I swing by the sandwich shop and get his usual turkey breast on rye with lettuce, mayo, and mustard. After paying for his order, I grab myself a shake-and-go salad from the cooler at checkout and head back to the office to have lunch at my desk. After giving Mr. Ungrateful his sandwich, I go back to my desk to eat. I pour my fat-free salad dressing on the salad, replace the lid, and shake it up. I’ve only had one bite when he’s calling me back to his office. With a sigh, I stand up and walk in there.

      He has his sandwich open and lying on his desk. “What is this shit?” he asks, motioning toward it.

      I take a few steps in, peering at the sandwich. “It looks like turkey breast on rye with lettuce, mayo, and mustard.”

      He glares at me. “This is low-fat mayo; it tastes like saddle soap.” Of course little rich boy knows what saddle soap tastes like.

      “Horse lessons as a child?” I ask, trying to hide my judgment.

      “What?” he replies, confused and clearly not picking up on my sarcasm.

      I shake my head but pick up the sandwich and toss it into the bag. “Would you like me to get you something else?” I ask before walking out of his office.

      “No, I’ve lost my appetite. It’s the same damn lunch every single day, Poppy. I swear, if you’re not screwing something up, you’re not doing it at all.”

      I can’t take the smug, arrogant look on his face any longer. “Oh, screw you, Matthew Lewis III! What kind of fucking name is that anyway? Who were you named after—Thurston Howell from Gilligan’s Island?”

      He looks up at me like I’ve lost my mind, but maybe I have. Maybe I’m tired of putting up with his prissy ass. What man worries about the mayo on his damn sandwich? I guess the same kind that requires non-dairy, low-fat French vanilla creamer for his coffee every morning.

      “What did you say to me?” he asks slowly and quietly, like he can’t believe I’ve insulted him in such a disrespectful manner.

      “Which part? The part about your ridiculous name or the part about you being named after a character from Gilligan’s Island? I can’t keep track with you anymore.”

      “That’s it. That’s the last straw,” he says, sitting down and opening his desk drawer for what I can only assume is a termination slip. “I’m sick of you always being late.” His hand scribbles across the slip. “I’m tired of the stupid-ass excuses.” He looks up at me. “I mean, come on, a grade school kid has more believable excuses than you.” He goes back to writing. “And I’m tired of you either not doing something or screwing it up when you do. You’re fired.” He says, tearing off the slip and trying to hand it over.

      My eyes widen and my mouth falls open. “I’m fired? I’m fired?” I yell, taking the bag with his sandwich in it and throwing it onto his lap. “Good fucking riddance, you entitled prick! You think you’re going to keep an assistant with your attitude? With your whiny I’m rich and better than you demeanor? Ha! Good fucking luck. Deuces, Mr. Matthew Lewis III, Esquire.” I throw both middle fingers in the air and leave his office, slamming the door behind me. Daniel has clearly overheard everything and he’s leaning against my desk with his arms crossed over his chest, laughing his ass off.

      “What’s so funny?” I ask, moving around my desk and grabbing my things. Lucky for me, I don’t have much here—just my purse, jacket, and phone.

      He shakes his head. “I’ve just never heard anyone tell him off like that before. Funny shit.”

      “Well, I’m sorry your entertainment for the day is leaving, but as I’m sure you just heard, I’ve been fired.”

      He waves his hand through the air. “I’m sure you’ll be back.” He stands up to walk to his office.

      “Don’t hold your breath,” I say just as the door clicks shut.

      I spin on my heel and head for the exit, more than ready to put this place behind me. As I’m about to push through the door, Matthew’s golf clubs catch my attention. That asshole deserves everything that’s coming to him. Maybe I should help karma out a little. I grab a club and take it out with me. In the garage where he parks—because his priceless sports car is worth far too much money to leave in the parking lot with us common folk—I lift the golf club and swing, smashing out a headlight. It feels so good to let the aggression out. My body floods with endorphins and powers me to do more. I move to the other side and swing again, busting out the other headlight. I move around the car, swinging at the taillights. I’m tired and my breathing is heavy.

      I’m about to drop the club and walk away when I think of one last thing. I climb up on the hood and swing again and again, busting the windshield. I’m sure I look like a crazed lunatic, but I don’t care—destroying something he loves is pure elation.

      “Hey! Stop!” someone yells. I toss the club, grab my purse off the ground, and take off running.
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            MATTHEW

          

        

      

    

    
      Daniel walks into my office with a smirk on his face.

      “Don’t start with me, man.” I lift my hand and massage my temples.

      He laughs as he sits down in the chair across from my desk. “You need to give it up. We both know why you’re so hard on her.”

      “Because she’s incompetent,” I say matter-of-factly.

      He shakes his head. “It’s because you have a thing for her. It’s okay. Just admit it.”

      I feel my eyes stretch wide. “Have a thing for her? Her?” I point toward the door.

      He nods, smile still in place.

      “Not in million years, my friend. Have you seen the women I’ve had on my arm? I could have 12 just like her—better than her, even.” I know I sound like a complete dick, but goddamn if she doesn’t bring it out of me.

      “No,” he says, still shaking his head. “She’s the only one you can’t have—the only one who stands up to you and tells you exactly what she thinks whether you like it or not, and that drives you crazy.”

      I open my mouth to argue, but my phone rings and I stop to answer it. “Hello?”

      “Sorry to bother you, Mr. Lewis, but this is Jeff from security in the parking garage. You’re not going to be happy, but there was just a woman in here beating the ever-loving shit out of your car with a golf club. We have it on video if you’d like to press charges. Should I call the police?”

      “Not yet. I’ll be right over.” I hang up the phone and shoot Daniel a look.

      “What was that about?” he asks, standing up and watching me round my desk.

      “She beat the shit out of my car with my own fucking golf club,” I say, heading for the door. All I hear behind me is Daniel’s loud laughter.

      I get to the parking garage and go straight to my car. I nearly fall to my knees when I see the busted windshield, headlights, and taillights. “Oh, what did she do to you?” I ask my car, reaching out to rub my hand across her hood. This Audi R8 isn’t just a luxury supercar . . . this is my baby.

      “We’re really sorry, Mr. Lewis. We tried getting here in time, but the damage was already done and she took off running. Would you like to watch the footage?”

      I’m speechless but I nod.

      “Right this way.”

      He leads me to the security room and pulls up the footage. I watch the black-and-white screen as she comes into view, holding my golf club. She drops her purse on the ground and takes the club in both hands. It sails through the air, smashing against the first headlight, causing me to flinch. She works her way around the car and looks to be done, but then at the last minute, she climbs up onto the hood and swings again and again until the windshield is completely shattered. Her head whips around quickly, apparently getting caught in the act, then she jumps down, tosses the golf club, and takes off running—grabbing her purse as she passes it.

      “Would you like for us to call the police, sir?”

      “No,” I answer. “I’m going to handle this privately. But will you send me this footage?”

      “Sure thing, boss.”

      As I’m leaving, I pull out my phone and call a tow truck to take the car away. I call the garage ahead of time to let them know my car is coming in, and I don’t hang up until they promise to make her beautiful again. Then I go back to my office to think about what it is I want to do.

      Daniel wasn’t wrong. I’ve had a thing for Poppy since the day she walked into my office in that short skirt with red fuck-me pumps, which were completely inappropriate for a professional setting. Those shoes, though, were sexy as fuck, and they gave her long, tan legs a nice shape—a shape I thought I’d for sure see wrapped around my hips. But that hasn’t happened, and that’s because from the moment I hired her, she’s hated me.

      I have high expectations for all of my employees. If I hire you for a job, I want the job completed on time and my way. Poppy and I have butted heads too many times. She’s constantly tardy, she’s never prepared, and she’s always a mess. She can’t keep things tidy while working. She has a one-task-at-a-time mindset, and I can’t stand those kinds of people. Hasn’t anyone heard of multitasking? I do it every damn day. It’s not that hard. Why didn’t I fire her immediately? I don’t have a fucking clue. I guess I thought I could train her, and selfishly, I was probably thinking with my dick.

      I could easily press charges against her now, but where would that get me? She doesn’t have the kind of money it’ll take to fix my car. She could be thrown in jail, but that doesn’t get me anything either. I still have to deal with the damage she’s caused. There’s only one way out of this that will get me exactly what I want.

      After my last client leaves at the end of the day, I grab my things and head out to the parking lot where the dealership delivered my rental. I get behind the wheel and drive over to her place. It’s an apartment building in Lincoln Park. The area is trendy, but the building seems pre-war and a little run-down. I see her name next to a buzzer but notice the door isn’t even latched, so anyone off the street could just walk into the building. This is completely unacceptable for anyone—let alone her.

      I take the stairs up to the third floor and knock on her door. The door opens but the chain is still in place. At least she’s smart when it comes to safety, but that little chain isn’t going to stop someone who really wants to get in. I see shock register on her face before disdain quickly replaces it.

      “What are you doing here?” she asks through the cracked door.

      “I came to talk to you,” I reply, trying to keep my tone light.

      “Talk to me? I think we’ve done enough of that. You can go to hell.” She tries closing the door, but I put my foot in the way, preventing it from shutting.

      “I think you’re going to want to hear me out.”

      She flashes me an annoyed smile. “And why would I do something stupid like that?”

      “Simple.” I pull out my phone and flip the screen around to show her the footage of her smashing the shit out of my car.

      Her eyes move from my face down to the phone.

      “If you don’t, I’ll press charges.”

      She takes a deep breath and clenches her teeth. I can tell by the way her jaw is flexing that she’s realizing she’s screwed.

      “Fine.”

      I remove my foot and she shuts the door. I hear the chain sliding across it and then the door is back open.

      I step inside and follow her down a short hallway and into the living room, where she sits on the couch. I look around the room. “This place isn’t very safe,” I tell her.

      Her mouth drops open. “Thanks, Mr. Lewis, I appreciate your concern for my safety, but I’m fine.”

      “Hey, I’m not here for the pleasantries.” I take a seat in the chair that’s facing her.

      “What are you here for anyway?”

      “Simple. I need you and you need me.”

      She scrunches up her nose. “Why do I need you?”

      “Well, you need a job, don’t you? How else are you going to afford all this?” I gesture facetiously around the apartment.

      She rolls her eyes. “And why do you need me?”

      “Ah, see, that’s a little more complicated.” I sit up, resting my elbows on my knees as I keep my eyes on her. “You see, I’ve had this problem for some time now. My grandmother, who means the world to me, is very sick and dying.”

      “Oh no,” she breathes out, already feeling sorry for me, the poor little rich boy.

      “She’s very special to me because after my mother passed away, she was all I had. My father was too busy working, and if it hadn’t been for my grandmother, I would’ve been raised by whomever my dad could hire.”

      She nods, understanding.

      “Her one wish in all the world is to see me married.”

      Her eyes go wide. “I AM NOT marrying you.”

      I snort. “Don’t be stupid. I’m not asking you to marry me. I’m asking you to pretend to be my fiancée for a little while—just until she passes.”

      She takes a deep breath and lets it out slowly. Then she stands up and starts pacing. “How long does she have to live?”

      “The doctors have given her six to nine months, but we don’t think she’ll make it that long. Her quality of life is diminishing every day.”

      “And how often would we have to put this show on? Like, once a month or something at family functions?”

      “I have dinner with my grandmother every Friday night, and then there’s family brunch every Sunday.”

      “Twice a week?” she asks, her voice rising and her eyes widening.

      “For starters. There will be events here and there that I’ll have to attend for family obligations. Business deals, mergers, that sort of thing. But this isn’t an I rarely call on you here and there kind of thing. If you accept, this will be a day in and day out kind of deal. We have to sell it, which means we’ll have to get to know each other on a personal level. Not anything like how we are now.”

      “Ugh,” she groans, falling back into her seat on the couch. “So not only do I have to come back to work for you where I’ll see you all day, but I also have to get to know you all night?”

      “That’s right,” I agree with a nod and a smile.

      She shakes her head. “Nope, no way.”

      “All right. I guess I’ll just go ahead and call the police and turn in this video. You know that’s a felony, right?” I ask, pulling out my phone. “Get that pretty face ready for your mug shot, sweetheart.”

      “Wait.” Her head falls back, causing her silky hair to fall off her shoulders. Her eyes close like she’s praying to the gods. “I’ll do it. I’ll come back to work for you and I’ll play this stupid little game.”

      “Good. Thought you’d see it my way. First things first: pack your shit.”

      Her head pops up. “What? Pack?”

      “Yeah, my fiancée can’t live in a shit place like this. You’ll be moving in with me for the time being. My rental is downstairs. Bring what you can for now and we’ll have movers get the rest later. I’ll see you down there,” I say with a smile as I head for the door. I put my hand on the knob but freeze. “No cats allowed at my place.”

      She frowns. “I don’t have a cat.”

      All those fucking cat excuses and she doesn’t even have a cat? Yep, I’m feeling a lot better about my decision. I’m going to make her pay.
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      How the hell do I get myself into these messes? What have I done? I was happy to be rid of that job and him, and now I’m moving in with the guy? How is this normal? Do fake fiancée contracts actually exist, or am I trapped in some weird alternate universe?

      I’m muttering a long string of cuss words as I’m shoving shit into my bag. If he’s going to make me do this, then I’m going to make it way more difficult than it has to be. He thinks I’m a pain in the ass? He hasn’t seen nothing yet! I grab every bag I own and fill them with random shit—even shit I don’t wear or haven’t worn in years. I pack every pair of shoes I have and every random product in my bathroom. I take the first load down: six bags that nearly take me to the ground, but I manage. I stop in front of the car he’s leaning against. It’s another ostentatious two-seater sports car. Go figure. Makes me wonder if he’s trying to make up for his lack of a personality . . . or maybe even a micropenis. I smirk to myself imagining that God cursed him with a teeny weenie as a way to keep him humble with his East Coast money and frat-boy good looks.

      “Here’s half of it,” I say, dropping the stuff on the concrete and turning around to get the rest.

      “What the fuck is this?”

      “My stuff. You wanted me to move in with you, yes?” I pause. “I’m going to need clothes if you don’t want me walking around your house naked.” I continue on, getting the rest of the stuff I packed.

      By the grace of God, we manage to squeeze into the car that’s loaded down from top to bottom with my bags. I have bags under my feet that keep my knees in my chest. I have bags on my lap so high that I can’t even see where we’re going. There are bags stuffed into the trunk and up between us. I can’t see a thing from behind all of my belongings, but I have a feeling it’s for the best, because it feels like he’s driving like a bat out of hell.

      He jerks the wheel and makes a fast, sharp turn that has the tires squealing off the pavement. One of the bags between us falls into his lap.

      “What is this shit?” he asks, grabbing the bag and tossing it out the window.

      “Hey!” I yell, trying to turn back to see which bag it was so I can remember what was in it.

      “Trust me, whatever was in there isn’t worth the hassle. I’ll replace whatever’s gone,” he promises, and knowing his taste, it dawns on me that the items that come up missing will have brand-new designer replacements. I smile as I start to think that maybe this isn’t such a bad deal after all.

      “You ever heard of littering, asshole?” I say, gripping the bag on my lap for dear life.

      We get to his place and I’m surprised to find he lives in a penthouse suite. The building is nicer than anything I’ve ever been in, but for some reason, I was expecting some Bruce Wayne mansion hidden away behind impenetrable brick walls. We each grab several bags and silently make our way to the elevator. I notice he doesn’t push a button but instead scans a key fob as the elevator smoothly makes its way to the top floor.

      When the doors open to the grand foyer, he steps inside and leads me through the living room and down the hall to a bedroom. “This will be your room. You have a bathroom through there,” he points at a door. “And that’s the closet.” He points at another door. “Dinner is prepared and on the table by 7 p.m. nightly, and you are to attend. That’s when we’ll get to know each other.” He turns and heads for the door. “See you in an hour. I suggest you unpack and get cleaned up.” The door closes a little too loudly, sealing my fate as I live out the rest of my miserable life.

      As doomed as things seem, I can’t help but feel a tiny bit excited with this predicament. No sense in treating this as a punishment. I have a bedroom the size of my apartment, and a luxury marble bathroom full of bubbles and oils. I’m going to enjoy every minute of making his life miserable. I smile as I throw myself back on the bed. It’s thick and soft and hugs my body like it was made for me.

      I unpack some things—leaving most of it in bags because it’s stuff I never use, then I freshen up for dinner. I leave my room at 7:02 p.m., just because I know it will drive him crazy. As expected, he’s already at the table with restaurant-quality place settings. I take my seat and place a cloth napkin on my lap.

      “I specifically said dinner is at 7 p.m. on the dot. It’s two minutes past. How the hell can you be late when you don’t even have to go anywhere?” he nearly yells.

      I shrug and offer a smirk. “Real talent,” I say, only pissing him off more.

      He flexes his jaw and I can tell he’s doing everything he can to hold back his anger, but instead of saying anything, he just starts making his plate and handing the serving dishes off to me.

      I fill my plate with a fresh salad, pasta, and garlic bread, then he pours us each a glass of wine. I can’t help but look around the dining room as we eat. The table we’re sitting at is long and made of a thick, dark wood. I bet we could easily fit 20 people around it. On the far wall is an expensive-looking cabinet filled with fine china and drinkware—crystal, no doubt. There’s more money in this room than I’ve spent in my whole life. I’m sure of it.

      “So, tell me about yourself, Poppy,” he says in his deep voice that always makes my heart thrum.

      I take a deep breath and wipe my mouth with the cloth napkin. “What would you like to know?”

      “Let’s start with our pasts, shall we?”

      “Okay,” I agree, allowing my eyes to drink him in—from the top of his neatly combed dark hair to his even darker eyes and sharp, angular jaw. Fuck, if he could just keep his mouth shut, I could easily find myself attracted to him beyond just acknowledging his good looks. Too bad that’s ruined the moment he talks. “Well, I was raised in the country. My father worked at a lumber yard and my mother was a grade-school teacher.”

      “Ha!” he scoffs.

      “What?” I immediately feel my back stiffen.

      He’s chewing and shaking his head. “You were raised by a teacher, yet 90 percent of the memos you craft for me have spelling and grammatical errors. Ironic.”

      Are you fucking kidding me? Who says this shit? What an ass. But that’s okay; he’ll pay for it soon enough. “I said GRADE SCHOOL. It’s not like she taught the kids college English. Anyway, as I was saying before I was so rudely interrupted, I grew up in the country and it was fun. I had a good childhood even though my parents didn’t make a lot of money. I never knew the difference until I was a teenager anyway, and by then, I’d already learned that if you wanted something in life, you had to work for it.”

      “Well, I’m glad to see that while your parents couldn’t afford the nicer things, they still instilled good values in you.”

      I roll my eyes. “Yeah, believe it or not, I wasn’t raised by a pack of wolves.” I find my left hand balled into a fist under the table with my nails digging into my palm.

      “Of course you weren’t. You have a basic understanding of modern technology considering how much time you spend on your cell phone. I wouldn’t expect that from a real-life Mowgli. Please, continue,” he says, urging me on with a wave of his hand. Classic Matthew Lewis—never letting a fucking verbal jab go unsaid.

      “I made good grades in school and was in honors classes. I would’ve been valedictorian, but I got beat out by Stella Harris because I got mono my senior year and missed a week.”

      “Mono, huh? I had that once too. They call it the kissing disease, you know.”

      I draw my brows together. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “I mean, were you a never been kissed type of girl or were you a girls gone wild type?”

      I scoff. “What does that have to do with anything?” I’m trying really hard to not be offended, but it’s a hard feat at this point. It’s like he’s trying to piss me off. That’s when I realize that’s exactly what he’s trying to do. He’s trying to piss me off. And I’m not giving him the satisfaction.

      He shrugs. “Just want to know what I’m getting into. That’s all.”

      “I don’t have a boyfriend now, if that’s what you’re asking. And you’re not getting into this,” I say dramatically with air quotes.

      He chews the food in his mouth and swallows. “That’s part of it, but also, are you a random hookup type of girl? Am I going to have to worry about introducing you to people only to realize you’ve already screwed them?”

      Fuck this asshole! “No, I’m not a random hookup type of girl. I think you’ll be safe.”

      “I’m just trying to cover the bases here; no need to take it personally.”

      My back straightens. “You know what? Why don’t you tell me about yourself?” This way, I can throw insults his way.

      “All right,” he agrees, putting his fork down and wiping his mouth. “I was raised here and at our second home in Malibu. My father, as you know, works with the stock market. Many years later, he ventured out into⁠—”

      “Excuse me, but I asked you to tell me about you. Not your father.”

      He swallows and I see his left eye twitch—one of the tells that he’s close to biting my head off. “Very well,” he grinds the words out between clenched teeth. “I went to a private prep school where I dominated in academics and sports. I was at the top of my class even though I got mono. And I graduated with honors. From there I went to Harvard, and then to Harvard Law School. The plan was to become a lawyer so I could be hired on at my father’s company, but I was so sick of him and his life that I shunned his offer and ventured out on my own.”

      “And by going out on your own, you mean you took your trust fund and started the life you have now, right?” I say motioning around the room with my fork.

      He nods slowly. “I did have a trust fund,” he reluctantly agrees.

      “So all that talk about working for what you want in life was just bullshit?”

      His back straightens. “No! I do work for what I want in life.”

      “You do now, but you had a nice, cushy bank account to get you started.”

      “Your point?”

      “My point is, how do you think you’d be living right now if you hadn’t inherited that trust fund? Would you be living like me in a shitty apartment—wearing clothes you bought from the thrift shop? I mean, you’d be buried in student loan debt. And I bet Harvard would set you back a lot more than my four-year state school—that is, if you could’ve even gotten in without your father’s connections.”

      “All right, yes, I will admit that there may be some privilege, but I do work for everything I have now.”

      “I’m just saying that the people you think are below you are just the same as you, but they didn’t have a head start in life. They started from the bottom—not already on top.”

      “Clearly, we’re not playing nice tonight,” he breathes out, picking up his wine glass.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t get the memo. I just assumed by the shots you were firing my way that it went both ways.”

      He pushes away from the table. “I’ll speak with you tomorrow, Poppy. Try to not be late in the morning. You’ll be riding with me and I leave at 6:30 a.m. sharp.” He leaves the dining room and I finally feel comfortable enough to eat.
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