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      Her ex cheated with his ex. A little fake payback turns into the real deal.

      

      Single mom Evelyn Cane (48) is living her best life after divorcing her cheating husband and opening her dream garden shop. Maybe her personal life isn’t perfect, but she doesn’t need any more man trouble. She does, however, need a fake boyfriend to keep her ex from thinking a reconciliation is possible.

      

      Single dad Rick Porter (44) doesn’t expect to meet the woman whose marriage was also a casualty of his ex-wife’s affair, but the timing couldn’t be better. His son thinks he should date and his ex wants a second chance, so pretending to be in love seems like a good solution.

      

      Instant chemistry lights a fire neither of them foresaw. Their exes aren’t giving up that easily, creating sparks outside the bedroom. Will they get burned again? Or will they finally find a real happily-ever-after?
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      “Mom, you’re never going to believe what happened.”

      Evelyn Cane shifted her cell phone to her other ear and braced it in place with her shoulder as she stepped up to the counter. “Can I call you back in a minute, Hayley? I need fortification.”

      “Pretty sure you need fornication more. One minute, Mom. This is big.”

      “Ha. Ha. Okay. Bye.” She offered her best smile to the young man at the register. “I’d like a blueberry scone and a large salted caramel latté with soy milk please.”

      He tapped his screen several times and then looked up. “Anything else?”

      “No, thanks. It’s for Evie.” While he typed in what would surely be E.V., Eve E., or E. Vee, she pulled her wallet from the purse slung across her torso. She’d given up spelling her name—Evelyn and Evie—for most people ages ago. Before he finished reciting the total, she shoved her credit card into the slot and added a respectable tip, hoping to grab the last empty table in Reed’s Books & Eats. As soon as the machine beeped, she yanked out her card. “Thanks. I don’t need a receipt.”

      Her cross-trainers screeched on the tile floor when she pivoted toward the small corner booth, drawing several annoyed glances from the closest customers, but she took off at a speed-walk to dump her yoga mat and tote bag on the seats to lay claim to the space.

      Almost there!

      She juggled her phone, nearly dropping it as she extended the arm with her rolled mat hanging from it. A black portfolio landed on the table the same moment her belongings touched the bench.

      Really? Am I gonna have to fight off a guy with a fancy office just for somewhere to sit and wolf down my breakfast?

      “Do you mind sharing?” A hairy forearm, well-worn work boots, and faded jeans moved into her field of vision. “I promise to stay in my half of the booth. Busy place for a Tuesday morning.”

      So maybe he doesn’t have a real office. And he has a sexy voice to boot.

      Despite wanting a few minutes of relative quiet and some almost-antisocial time, she stifled a groan without looking at the gatecrasher and tried to untangle her purse from her body. Saying no to a stranger had become much harder since she’d opened her own business two years ago, even when the interloper was probably a flirtatious SOB—sack of bullshit—like her ex. He’s easy to say no to. “There’s a buy-two-get-one-free sale on used paperback romance novels today. Have a seat. Do you mind watching my stuff while I get my order?”

      “Nonfat hazelnut half-caf latté for Rick!”

      At the call from behind them, the man straightened a second before his butt would’ve landed on the bench, finally drawing her attention to him. Her pulsed jumped and an appreciative sigh escaped as he turned toward the order counter. “That’s mine.”

      “Salted caramel latté with soy and a scone for E.V.!”

      She shoved her belongings to the wall, silently scoffing at her reaction to a handsome face, a bedroom voice, and a tight backside in blue jeans. Because I really need man troubles again. “And that’s mine.”

      Rick and Evie. Ha!

      What are the chances of mummies showing up in a bookstore coffee shop? I definitely don’t need any of those in my life, although Imhotep was pretty hot once he wasn’t a pile of decaying skin and bones under all his linen wrappings.

      His reason for sucking the life out of people was slightly less self-serving than her ex-husband’s.

      “Or I can get both of our orders.” Her Rick took a step toward the pickup spot.

      No, not mine. Jaded forty-eight-year-old divorced women are better off staying single, even when a good-looking man with manners shows up.

      She dropped into her seat, grateful the man was at least polite. “Thank you. That’s very nice of you. I appreciate the offer.”

      A shrug emphasized his broad shoulders. “That’s me. The nice guy.”

      Her phone hummed against the table as a sympathetic twinge pierced her heart. Had he finished last like her, proving the old adage true?

      She tapped the screen to answer and lifted her cell to her ear. “Sorry, Hayley. I had to negotiate to get half of the last empty table. So, what’s the big news?”

      “Are you sitting down?”

      “That bad, huh? You’re not quitting grad school to get married, are you?” A dozen other worst-case scenarios raced through Evie’s brain, two of which she’d fallen victim to at twenty-four—half a lifetime ago.

      “Of course not.” Her daughter’s pause stretched long enough for Rick to arrive with a pair of large disposable coffee cups and a pastry bag. “Dad and the woman he cheated on you with are headed to divorce court, and he said he wants to get back together with you. Like start over from the beginning. Dating, wooing, pretending your feelings matter to him.”

      “Tom and Sarah are getting divorced? There’s a surprise. Which one cheated? Or did they both screw around?” Evie caught movement across from her and the heat of thousand suns burned her cheeks when she met Rick’s gaze and crooked frown. He evidently disliked her bluntness as much as her ex-husband. “As far as a reconciliation goes, I wouldn’t take him back if he was the last man on the planet.”

      Hayley laughed. “He just wants somebody to take care of his immature ass. Maybe he should move in with Grandma Cane. I told him you wouldn’t go for it.”

      “Good, because I have no intention of seeing or speaking to him ever again unless I have no choice. That ship sailed three years ago.”

      “I also, um, might have told him you have a boyfriend. To deter him. You’re welcome.” Her daughter had clearly embraced the role of snarky mediator between her parents.

      “A boyfriend? Why would you say that? I have no interest in dating, not that I have the time or the energy.” Sliding her coffee and scone closer, Evie mouthed a thank you to Rick, who looked extremely uncomfortable with the conversation he couldn’t help but overhear. “I better eat my breakfast so I can make it to work on time. Study hard and eat your vegetables, okay?”

      “Yes, Mommy dear. I love you. Talk to you soon.”

      “I love you too.” The line went silent, so she tucked her phone in her purse. The sound of her table-mate’s lid squeaking as he removed it added to the awkwardness. “Sorry about that. My cheating ex-husband is divorcing his mistress. Our daughter thought I should know. I guess we both have nice-guy syndrome down pat.”
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        * * *

      

      No fucking way.

      Rick Porter lifted his coffee cup and blew away the wisps of steam rising from the foamy surface. The fog cleared, giving him an unobstructed view of the woman on the opposite side of the table. He’d never seen or met her before, but she wasn’t exactly a stranger, at least not based on the information he’d gathered from her phone call.

      Too many coincidences.

      He took a careful sip and swallowed, glad for the half-shot of caffeine. “You’re Evelyn Cane, aren’t you?”

      Her wary silver-gray eyes drilled into him like she thought he was some sort of stalker or serial killer. “Maybe.”

      After another fortifying drink, he lowered his cup. “I’m Rick Porter. Last night my ex-wife, Sarah, informed me she and Tom, the guy she cheated on me with, are getting divorced. Tom Cane, who cheated on his ex-wife, Evelyn. I guess they decided having an affair was more fun than marriage.”

      “Small world.” Evie broke off a corner of her pastry and stuffed it in her mouth, her expression not giving anything away. After half a minute of chewing, she rinsed down the bite with a gulp of her latté. “Is Sarah trying to talk you into taking her back too? Those two have a lot of nerve.”

      He nodded, equally disgusted by his former spouse’s audacity. “She wants to plan a graduation party for our son and insists I co-host it at my house so we can work on our relationship. Not happening. I’m not falling for her I-made-a-mistake line of bullshit. A mistake is buying the wrong size nails or grabbing regular brats instead of beer brats at the grocery store. What she did was…” Tightening his hand around his cup, he barely resisted shoving his fingers through his hair and spouting a string of the nastiest swear words in his well-stocked construction-worker vocabulary. “God, I swore I wouldn’t let this bug me anymore. It’s just… The trust is gone and nothing she does will ever bring it back. Bryce—our son—thinks I should start dating, but I’m not sure I want to take another chance.”

      “I know the feeling. My daughter suggested using a matchmaking app, but the thought of meeting a bunch of guys who lie on their profiles and then directly to me is a huge turnoff. Been there and done that. Have the divorce to prove it. I’m happy enough with my business, my daughter, and my life as it is.” Another chunk of scone disappeared into her mouth.

      A shudder rippled down his spine. “Right? Bryce set up a profile for me on a dating app about a year ago. I threatened to make him eat canned spinach every day until he moved out if he didn’t delete it immediately.”

      Boisterous laughter came from the one woman who clearly understood the ordeal he’d been through. “That’s brilliant. Hayley doesn’t live at home anymore, but I pay her car insurance and let her do laundry when she comes to visit. I’m sure I can use one or the other to keep her from butting into my perfectly acceptable and nonexistent social life.”

      His phone vibrated in his pocket at the same moment Evie’s sang out from her purse. He wiggled his cell free of his front pocket and grimaced at the name on the screen. Avoidance would only delay the inevitable. “It’s Sarah the Cheater.”

      Evie’s expression mirrored what his probably looked like. “Tom the Cheater here. I’ll be your fake girlfriend if you’ll be my fake boyfriend.”

      “Deal.” Relief gave him the strength to answer the call. “Hello.”

      “Rick, I’m so glad I caught you! We need to discuss the date for Bryce’s party. Graduation is the fourth, which is less than three weeks away.” The chatter continued without so much as a breath. “I have the eleventh free, but that means invitations will have to be sent out this week. We can have dinner together this evening to talk about the details and pull together⁠—”

      “Bryce has plans that weekend. He mailed out graduation announcements at least a month ago, with a card about an open house after the ceremony. You told him you got yours, but you haven’t RSVPed yet.” Rubbing the bridge of his nose beneath his glasses, Rick braced for the usual condescending tone as she denied the truth.

      “I meant to, but… I want us to talk about our future tonight. We’ve both had a chance to think about what went wrong in our marriage, and it’s time to put aside our mistakes.”

      “Our mistakes?” An animalistic growl tried to creep up his throat, but he swallowed it with a drink of his coffee. A study of the emotions and frustration playing on his breakfast companion’s face solidified his resolve. “Sarah, the only future we have is being divorced parents to our adult son. We aren’t getting back together. Ever. I have a girlfriend, we have plans tonight, and it’s serious. We’ve already discussed the possibility of getting married at some point.”

      Evie’s gaze jerked up to meet his and her eyebrows disappeared into the fluttery bangs on her forehead.

      “You… A girlfriend? And marriage? How could you do that without telling me?” Sarah’s shrill voice forced him to move his phone away from his ear. “Has she met Bryce? Is she staying the night when he’s in the house? How dare you?”

      Not about to be dragged into a conversation about her actions while they’d been married, he bit his tongue to keep the bitter words inside.

      She wanted a reaction. That was always her goal—being the center of attention.

      He caught the steady scrutiny of the woman across the table to ground himself. The way she shook her head and rolled her eyes suggested the talk with her ex was going every bit as to-hell-in-a-handbasket as his. Hell would have to live without him today. “I need to get back to work, Sarah.”

      “We’re not done⁠—”

      “Yes, we are.” He lowered his cell and tapped the End button. “We are so done.”
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