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TAYLOR DOESN'T LIKE people, and she doesn't like dating. So she's the worst possible person to be stuck in a fake relationship—especially with someone as uptight as Charles Kensington.

She never should have had a one-night stand with him. That was her first mistake. Because then she felt bad about his difficult family situation and had the ridiculous urge to help him out. So now she's pretending to be his girlfriend, and she's a terrible girlfriend. She's grumpy and cynical and not good company, but she has to pretend to be head-over-heels when she's never been in love in her life.

When he moved to Azalea, all Charles wanted was some time and quiet to write his book, but instead he's fallen into an absurd scheme with an infuriating woman. It's nice of her to help him out, but that's the only thing about Taylor that's nice. She's stubborn and reclusive and rude. And smoking hot. And she awakens parts of his nature he never knew existed before. He can't help but want her to see there's a lot more to him than a nice, boring guy.

They're opposites. No doubt about that. But Charles wonders if this mismatch might be exactly what both of them need.
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TAYLOR HAD BEEN RUNNING to the same spot under a big tree next to the creek for months now. Every time her parents fought.

It was almost every day now.

As soon as she’d hear their raised voices, she’d grab her shoes and hurry outside. If it was raining, she’d take her bright green raincoat, but she didn’t really mind getting wet. Better to be wet than to stay in the house and hear her parents hating each other like that.

She liked this spot under the biggest tree in her neighborhood. The roots came out of the ground, forming a shape like a seat. Sometimes she brought a book with her to read, but today the yelling was so loud she hadn’t wanted to go upstairs, so instead of reading, she stared down at the steep drop into the shallow creek.

This creek was big. It looked like a river to her, but her dad had explained it wasn’t one. The water only came up to her thighs. There was a section of an old rock wall nearby. All summer she’d been dreaming about climbing up and walking from one end of the wall to the other.

She hadn’t done it yet. It wasn’t a smooth surface. There were a lot of loose rocks. And though the wall was only a few feet tall, the opposite side was close to the drop into the creek.

It was too scary. She might fall. Bust open her head or break her neck.

Maybe her mom and dad would notice her then.

Maybe they’d stop fighting.

Her eyes hurt the way they did when she was about to cry, but she wasn’t going to do it. Crying was something other girls did. Ri cried a lot. And Amanda did sometimes. But not Taylor.

She didn’t cry even when she wanted to.

It felt like she could still hear her mom and dad yelling even though she was far away from the house.

They were probably never going to stop.

She was going to walk across that wall today.

She wasn’t scared.

She was big enough.

She wasn’t going to cry.

She was going to do it.

She pushed herself up to her feet, her hands feeling damp and a little shaky as she slowly walked over. The wall came a little higher than her waist. It wasn’t tall. Only a baby would be too scared to get up on top of it, and Taylor wasn’t a baby.

She wasn’t sure how best to climb up. First she tried to sit on it, but she wasn’t tall enough. So she grabbed the top and started to pull herself up, but one of the rocks came loose and she stumbled backward.

She snarled at the wall. It wasn’t going to win. She turned backward and jumped. When her bottom missed the edge, she had to try again. This time she made it. She was sitting on the top of the wall.

All she had to do was pull her legs up and rise to her feet.

It seemed easy until she was standing. Nothing to hold on to but open air. She didn’t think she was scared of heights, but she felt wobbly up here. Her knees folded, and she dropped down into a crouch so she had something to grab.

She looked to her right, trying to catch her breath. There was grass there. Soft green grass. She could fall onto it right now, and she wouldn’t hurt herself at all. She had jumped down from a lot higher than that many times.

But on the other side, there was nothing but the creek. It was really far down. A steep, rocky slope leading down to shallow water. If she fell that way, she might die.

“What are you doing?” a voice called out, sounding bossy and demanding.

Still crouching, she turned her head to scan the woods she’d run through to get here and saw someone at the end of the trail she’d just taken.

Charles Kensington. Ri’s older brother. He was kind of cute, but Taylor had never liked him. He was always studying and reading and writing in a notebook and trying to tell them what to do.

“None of your business,” she snapped. Her voice was a little shaky because she was nervous.

“Get down!” He walked closer. He had brown hair and dark blue eyes the same color as Ri’s. Today he wore shorts and a blue shirt with a collar. “You’re going to fall and break your neck.”

“I am not, and you can’t tell me what to do.”

She’d been on the verge of climbing down, but she wasn’t about to do that now. Not with Charles trying to boss her around. She stood up again. Swayed slightly as she started to walk.

She went slow because this was very hard. She tried not to look down at the drop into the creek. She carefully moved one foot, made sure it had a secure placement, and then moved the other.

“Taylor, stop.” This time Charles was almost whispering. He didn’t sound loud and indignant. He sounded nervous.

The tone of his voice made her feel weird, so she looked over at him. She shouldn’t have done it. She lost her balance. Almost fell to the left but jerked her body to the right in a desperate effort to fall in the safe direction.

It worked. She ended up in an awkward, painful heap on the grass.

On the grass. Not on the rocks at the bottom of the creek.

“Taylor!” Charles came running over.

She’d gotten the wind knocked out of her, so it took a minute before she could breathe and blink through her blurry confusion. When she did, the first thing she saw was Charles’s face peering down at her.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

“Yes, I’m okay. You made me fall!”

“I did not make you fall. You fell by yourself, and you’re lucky you didn’t break your skull and make your brains spill all out into the water.”

She gasped in outrage and sat up. It was a mistake. The whole world spun around her.

“Did you hurt yourself?” he asked in a different voice.

“No.” It wasn’t true. Her shoulder hurt. And her bottom hurt. And her wrist hurt the most. She moved it carefully, making a circle with her hand to test it out.

“Did you break your arm?” he asked.

“I didn’t break my arm! It just hurts a little bit. I’m fine. I would have done good if you hadn’t come along and bossed me around.”

“You were stupid. Don’t ever do it again.”

She wasn’t going to do it again. The sheer terror she’d felt as she’d started to fall was enough to keep her from ever stepping onto the wall again.

“What are you even doing here?” he asked. “Isn’t it your suppertime?”

“How do you know when my suppertime is?” She lifted her chin. He was stuck-up and annoying. He thought he was so smart all the time. He always carried that dumb notebook around. He had it tucked under his arm even now.

He didn’t answer the question. “Your mom and dad must be looking for you.”

“They aren’t. They’re too busy fighting to think about me.”

She hadn’t meant to say that. She hadn’t meant to tell him anything.

“What are they fighting about?”

“They always fight.”

“What about?”

She shrugged and stared down at her aching wrist. She could move it. It hurt, but not enough to make her cry. It wasn’t broken no matter what Charles said. “They fight about everything. Mom did something bad.”

“What?”

“I don’t know. They never say. But now they fight about everything.”

“Are they going to get divorced?”

She winced at the word. She didn’t like to even think it. But something about Charles’s tone gave her the courage to admit, “I think so.”

“Who will you live with?”

“I don’t know.”

“Will you move away?”

“I don’t know.”

“You might take turns—”

“I don’t know!” Her voice was loud and angry.

Charles didn’t get mad back. He just looked at her for a long time. “I’m sorry.”

She slumped forward, her eyes burning. But she wasn’t going to cry. Definitely not in front of Charles.

“Does anyone else know?” Charles asked after a minute. “Does Ariana know?”

“No. Ri doesn’t know. Nobody knows. And you can’t tell them!”

“I won’t.”

She stared at him. His expression was serious. He wasn’t laughing at her or trying to boss her or being annoying.

“I won’t,” he said again, quieter this time.

She nodded and screwed up her face when it felt like she might cry again. After a few raspy breaths, she said, “Okay.”

That was it. They didn’t say anything else. But Charles sat with her for a long time, not talking or anything.

He sat with her until she heard her dad calling and she had to go home.
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TAYLOR WASN’T A FAN of weddings, and she was the world’s worst bridesmaid. So she had no idea why her friends kept getting married and asking her to be one of their attendants.

Evidently all her school friends had decided their late twenties was the right time to get married. For the past year, she’d been stuck going to at least one wedding a month, and she’d been a bridesmaid far too many times.

And here she was again. Another Saturday evening. Another bridesmaid dress she’d never wear again. Another reception where she’d be expected to smile and have fun.

She wasn’t a good smiler. Everyone knew that. She hated being forced to act happy or social or silly. She loved Serena and had been friends with her since eighth grade, and she thought Keith was great and wished them both a lifetime of happiness.

But that didn’t mean she had to laugh or dance or act like someone other than her antisocial self.

At the moment, she’d accomplished all her necessary bridesmaid duties, so she was having a reprieve in the corner of the reception room, sipping champagne and grumbling over annoying social media posts on her phone. She was enjoying herself as much as was possible in this dress and these shoes when her friend Ariana Kensington came over and flounced down into the chair next to her.

Taylor gave her the side-eye. “What?”

“Why are you over here by yourself?”

“I needed a break. Too much levity for my emotional well-being.”

Ariana giggled. She was pretty and bubbly and loved by everyone—basically the polar opposite of Taylor. It was a miracle the two were friends, but they were and had been all their lives. “Serena is going to think you’re not having fun.”

“Serena knows perfectly well that this is me having fun. I’ve done my best pretending to be friendly. Now I get to be my real, hermit self for a little while.”

“You’re not a hermit. You like people a lot more than you pretend.”

“We’ll have to disagree on that assessment.”

“Someone who really disliked people as you say you do wouldn’t have as many friends as you do.”

“I don’t have that many friends. Just you and Serena and Amanda. Three isn’t a lot.”

“You have more friends than that, and you know it.”

Taylor made a grumbling noise and didn’t respond.

“Anyway,” Ariana continued, “you’ve had your break, so now it’s time to join the party again. Come and sit with me and Amanda and Robert. We’re not dancing or anything.”

“Maybe not, but you’re in the middle of the room. If I go sit there, people will be tempted to talk to me, and that’s what I’m trying to avoid.”

Right out of college, Taylor had earned a master’s in art history but hadn’t been able to find a job in that field, so she’d taken some additional classes in graphic arts and found a position as a graphic designer for a nearby university. The job was mostly work from home, which suited her perfectly. She had to go to campus for bimonthly meetings and the occasional project, but she’d been lucky enough to maintain a lifestyle that worked with her antisocial personality. She also had friends and family who took it in stride and didn’t try to force her to be a person she wasn’t.

Ariana laughed again. “Okay then. Maybe you could help with Charles.”

Taylor glanced over to the far side of the room where she knew Charles was sitting. He was the only person—other than her—who was sitting by himself. He was a couple of years older than them—he’d recently turned thirty—and he wasn’t all that different from the boy who’d found her walking across that wall. He was polite and serious and well-behaved and basically boring. “Why does Charles need help?”

“He’s being antisocial too. He needs someone to talk to.”

“Why don’t you go talk to him?”

“I did. He told me he was perfectly happy and didn’t need a pity companion.”

Taylor snorted in amusement. “See? He knows what he’s talking about, and he’s content as he is. He doesn’t need me to go over and babysit him.”

“But if you go over there, everyone will think you’re suitably occupied, and no one else will come over here to bug you.”

Taylor’s eyebrows lifted. That was a tantalizing offer. She didn’t mind Charles, as boring as he was. He never talked unless he had something to say, and so they could probably sit at the table together and do what they wanted on their own.

“See? It’s a good idea, isn’t it?”

“What’s gotten into you? Why this desire to pair me off with Charles?”

“I’m not trying to pair you off. I just want you to go talk to him.”

Taylor’s eyes narrowed suspiciously.

After a minute, Ariana relented. “Okay. Fine. Amanda dared me that I couldn’t get you two to talk to each other.”

“What? Why does she even care?”

“She just thought it was funny. That you both were on your own. So she said we should try to fix you two up, but she was really just joking. So then she dared me that I couldn’t convince you to go talk to him, and I’m not one to let a challenge drop. So here I am. Don’t let her win the bet. Please?”

Taylor rolled her eyes. She didn’t appreciate being the subject of conversation, much less a silly bet like that. But Ariana had been honest with her, and Amanda was far too sure of her own cleverness sometimes. No reason to indulge that sort of attitude.

So she took a deep breath and stood up, smoothing down the simple, sleeveless black dress Serena had chosen for her bridesmaids. “Fine. If it’s a choice between you winning and Amanda winning, I’m going with you.”

Ariana clapped her hands in delight as Taylor started over toward Charles. She gave Amanda a little glare as she passed, which caused Amanda to burst into laughter.

All the teasing was good-natured. Taylor didn’t actually mind that much, as long as it didn’t seriously inconvenience her. But she wasn’t about to look compliant.

Compliant was something she never was.

Charles had been soberly studying the room as he ate a wedge of cantaloupe. He looked up at Taylor as she approached, and his eyebrows pulled together as she sat down.

“Hello,” he said politely.

“Hi.”

He waited, clearly expecting an explanation for her unexpected presence.

Taylor, obstinate by nature, didn’t explain herself.

“Is there something you wanted?” Charles asked after a minute. He was a quietly handsome man with brown hair and dark blue eyes like his sister. He had a high forehead and a thoughtful, intelligent demeanor that seemed to command respect, despite the fact that he wasn’t much of a talker.

Taylor had known him forever. Older brother of one of her best friends. Sharing childhood. Going to the same private school. Always being on the periphery of each other’s lives. She’d never thought much about him in the past, but he suddenly seemed better-looking than normal—sexy in a smart, unexpected way—as he gave her a dry, questioning look.

“Not really. I was just told that since we were both sitting by ourselves, I should come over here so we could sit together.”

“Why should we sit together?”

“I have no idea. Just that some people think that when we’re alone, that means we’re lonely. It doesn’t, of course, but not everyone knows that.”

“I already told my sister that I don’t need company.”

“I know. I told her the same thing. But if I didn’t come over here, then Amanda would win a bet, and I couldn’t have that.”

He gave a huff of something that must pass as amusement for him. The man almost never smiled. “Fair enough. As long as you’re not planning on being obnoxious, you can stay.” He spoke the words with an air of intentional condescension as he neatly cut into his melon and took another bite.

Taylor stared at him for a minute, her lips parted. She was torn between amusement and outrage over his patronizing attitude, and she honestly couldn’t tell if he was teasing her or not. She wasn’t used to being off stride like that. “Um, you do know me, right?”

He eyed her soberly. “Yes. I’ve known you since we were kids.”

“So why would you think it was likely I wouldn’t be obnoxious right now?”

He gave another of those huffs but still no smile. “I gave it a shot.”

“And why are you eating that melon that way?” she demanded, still staring at the way he was slicing into the orange flesh with absolute precision.

“What way?”

“You cut perfect little squares. Like it’s a chessboard. Who eats cantaloupe that way?”

“As you can see for yourself, I do. How else am I supposed to eat it?”

Taylor took the fork out of his hand—she didn’t need the knife—and gouged out a large, sloppy piece from the rind. Then she popped it into her mouth, a little bit of juice running down her chin as she chewed.

He shook his head, his eyes amused but his mouth utterly sober. “I think I’ll stick to my method.”

“Nothing wrong with getting a little messy.”

She didn’t—absolutely did not—intend that comment to be anything close to sexual. But she wiped the juice from her mouth as she said it, and for some reason it ignited a little spark of interest in her body. She was suddenly wondering what Charles would look like messy. Rumpled. Urgent. Passionate.

Taylor’s body really liked the image.

She gulped, willing away the ridiculous response. Charles wasn’t the kind of man to have casual sex, which was the only kind of sex she was interested in. So no sense in thinking in that direction at all.

“You are ridiculous,” Charles said, lightly, without any heat. It didn’t sound like an insult, just a mild statement of fact.

Taylor didn’t have a problem with it. “Probably. But I’m not the one eating cantaloupe like I’m trying to stay in the lines in a coloring book. So which one of us is more ridiculous here?”

“That’s a good question.”

His family had a ton of money. He hadn’t lived a particularly indulgent life. He’d worked hard at school and gone to law school afterward and taken a job in the legal department of his family’s successful environmental consulting company. But he was still a rich boy. He’d even taken a year off work so he could write a novel—evidently the end result of all that scribbling he used to do in his ever-present notebook. It would have been easy for a guy to be arrogant and entitled and spoiled in his situation, but Charles wasn’t at all stuck-up. That was one good thing about him.

“What?” he asked, raising his eyebrows when she just looked at him.

She shook her head. She wasn’t going to tell him what she was thinking, because what she was thinking was dying to know what this man was like in bed.

***

[image: ]


CHARLES KENSINGTON had spent most of his life believing Taylor was the prettiest girl in the world.

He didn’t have a crush on her. At least not the kind of infatuation he’d understood as meaningful. He didn’t want to date her. In fact, he’d always found her frustrating, rude, and infuriating. She appeared to go out of the way to push people away and took pleasure in defying common courtesy merely for the sake of doing so.

But she was gorgeous. Tall and slim and graceful despite her attempts at ungainly slouches. She had long, smooth dark hair and mesmerizing dark brown eyes and high cheekbones and sensual lips. And a long neck with deliciously elegant lines. And smooth, tanned skin. And slender hands that he could easily imagine touching him all over.

He wasn’t into her or secretly yearning in her direction. He wasn’t that kind of guy. He was disciplined and practical and did his best to do right by his family, friends, and community. He didn’t pour himself into useless crushes on women who would more likely drive him crazy than make him happy. Maybe he’d always had a private vision of himself in his mind that was different. A Charles who took risks. Who did what he wanted. A Charles who could date a woman like Taylor. But that wasn’t the Charles of reality, and he wasn’t foolish enough to indulge that silly fantasy of himself.

Still, he’d never met anyone as pretty as Taylor. Even the women he’d dated—all of whom he’d liked and found attractive—fell just slightly short of the breathlessness he experienced whenever he caught a glimpse of her around town.

It was frankly rather annoying—and doubly annoying now that she’d plopped herself down at his table at the wedding reception and didn’t appear to be moving anytime soon. Which meant he had to continue noticing how beautiful she was. How sexy and compelling and desirable. While he still had to somehow make lucid conversation so she wouldn’t know how blown away by her he was.

He didn’t like the feeling. And he didn’t like her. What kind of woman mocked a man who was harmlessly eating melon?

But he wished she wasn’t quite so gorgeous.

Currently she was ignoring him. He’d asked a question she hadn’t answered. It was just as well because he preferred sitting in silence to idle chitchat that didn’t accomplish anything.

Plus the less he talked, the fewer opportunities she’d have to catch a clue about the current drifting of his thoughts.

He was finishing his piece of cantaloupe—cutting it even neater than he normally would have because he knew she was watching him—when she blurted out, “Why are your mom and grandma staring at us?”

Charles glanced over toward the table where his family had been sitting the last time he’d noticed them. They were still there, and they were indeed focused on him. He knew them well enough to imagine what they might be saying. “They’re probably plotting to fix you up with me, so if you want to be smart, you’ll make a hasty retreat.”

Taylor didn’t look startled or even the smallest bit nervous about being paired up with him in gossip. He should have known better than to think the idea would fluster her.
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