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“I now pronounce you man and wife. You may kiss your bride.”

Tanner stared at the woman before him. His wife.

How the hell had he gotten himself roped into this?

“Tanner?” Juliet said his name so softly with a little curl up on the end to make it a question.

He didn’t know how to answer her.

“Uh, you may kiss the bride.” The Justice of the Peace coughed as he said it.

Yeah, yeah, Tanner knew the drill. He just didn’t know why he was standing here having to do it.

But he leaned in anyway, intending to make it nice and quick.

Juliet made it more than nice and definitely not quick.

Damn her.

She knew just how to kiss him. Knew just how to get the heat started in his groin. Knew how to wrap her sexy-as-hell body around his and send all the blood rushing south.

Damn her.

Tanner speared his hands into her hair as he thrust his tongue into her mouth. She wanted to make him hot and horny as hell? Fine. Then she better be ready to deal with the consequences because, as his wife, she’d be dealing with a lot of consequences.

No she wouldn’t.

Tanner wrenched his mouth from hers, his breathing ragged, and he looked into those blue eyes he’d lost himself in before. Back when he’d believed in love and happily-ever-afters between them.

God, he was such a schmuck.

“May I be the first to offer my congratulations?” The damn Justice just wouldn’t get off the married-for-love kick. Of course, that’d been Tanner’s stipulation. Bad enough he had to do this; he didn’t want people knowing the real reason he was doing it.

So long as Juliet did. 

He pulled his fingers from her hair and grabbed the marriage certificate from the clerk. There. Done. Next.

Luckily, he also remembered to grab his wife’s hand before striding out of the courthouse office with a brief—very brief—wave to their respective families. 

He dropped her hand the minute they were outside.

He had to, for his own well-being.

Because every time he touched Juliet, his heart ended up getting ripped to shreds. 

Juliet had to run to keep up with Tanner. Not that that was anything new; she’d always been trying to keep up with him. From the first moment she’d laid eyes on him—okay, maybe not then given that she’d been two weeks old, but ever since she’d been old enough to notice him—she’d been running after him.

It’d started with hide-n-seek, and had progressed to skateboarding and bike-riding and swimming. She’d had to keep up with him her entire childhood because he’d been her best friend. Their parents had been best friends, their ranches butted up against each other, and Tanner had been larger than life.

‘Course, that body was big enough as it was. Tanner had the build of a linebacker, the abs of a swimmer, and the face of a Greek god. He’d been beautiful to her since puberty and the feeling had only grown with age.

They’d been the golden couple. Homecoming king and queen. Best-looking. Most likely to succeed. The yearbook staff had even added his last name after hers under her senior picture because of course they would get married. 

“Tanner, wait.”

He didn’t even break stride. “We’re on a schedule.”

No, he was on a schedule. He was always moving these days, always busy. It was to avoid spending any alone-time with her, she knew that. He thought so little of her that they never had a chance to catch a breath together lately.

Tonight would change that. This next week would change it. She’d used the only thing she could think of to get some alone-time with him and she wasn’t proud of it. But dammit, they needed to be alone. To have time to talk and sort out what had happened—the scene she’d set up for when her father would walk in... 

It’d gotten them to the courthouse and on the plane to Fiji where Daddy had shelled out a fortune for the honeymoon hut on the water. If she had to take her husband to the ends of the earth to get some time alone with him, then that’s what she’d do.

“Tanner, please. I can’t run in these heels.”

“So take them off. They don’t look like they were designed for walking anyway.”

She choked back the angry retort. She didn’t want to start their honeymoon with a fight. There’d been too many harsh words between them already.

She took a few extra seconds out of their “schedule” to remove the shoes, then ran after him, wishing she’d trained for that half marathon Tricia had tried talking her into.

She made it to the limo a few seconds after he’d opened the door for her, barely enough time for the frown to form.

“The plane’s not going to wait, Juliet.”

Actually, it would. Her father’s money said it would, but she wasn’t going to argue with him.

He pulled the door shut then took out his phone the minute the driver pulled away from the curb.

He was on the thing the whole damn way to the airport, through security, and right onto the tarmac. He even had it on when the flight attendant handed them the champagne.

“Mr. Wentworth, we’ll be departing shortly,” she said when he waved for her to put the flute on the table between them.

Tanner punched another couple of letters into his text or email or, hell, maybe he was just playing some stupid game so he wouldn’t have to talk to her, but then he turned off his phone.

Finally. Juliet couldn’t hold back her smile. Their honeymoon could finally start and the healing could begin.

But then Tanner stood up.

“Tanner? What are you doing?”

“Hang on, Juliet.” He stuck his phone in his pants pocket and headed toward the cockpit.

Juliet stared after his broad back that tapered so incredibly nicely down to a narrow waist. Tanner’s looks and physique were just icing on the cake of the man she’d fallen in love with so long ago—

The same man who was getting off the plane.
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Seven years later

The man had a beautiful body.

And Juliet Chambers-Wentworth remembered every single ridge, plane, and muscle. Especially how it’d been wrapped around her—how he’d been wrapped around her—the night she’d set him up to trap him into marrying her.

“That’s him? Are you kidding me?” Her friend Sandy took a sip of her drink as they sat in the dimly lit dining room of Tanner’s gig, BeefCake, Inc. “No wonder you want him back.”

Her husband had an amazing body and knew what to do with it, but, no, that wasn’t why she wanted him back. But she’d let him and everyone else think so. Because it was convenient. Because it worked. 

Because the truth was something too heartbreaking to think about.

The dancers up on the stage hip-actioned their way into a straight line, all the black pants with the silk stripe down the side just itching to come off. Juliet had seen enough strip shows to know what was coming, and she’d seen enough of Tanner beneath his clothes to know what was coming, but still, when it did, when they ripped off those Velcro-ed pants, her heart fluttered like it had the first time his pants had come off.

“Sweet mother of God.” Sandy fell back against her chair, tossed the straw from her drink onto the table, and guzzled the rest of it down. “Please tell me he knows what to do with that.”

Yeah, Tanner knew. Juliet’s thighs tingled in remembrance. So did another part of her. And her breasts ached. There hadn’t been anyone since Tanner. Eighty-seven long months of no-interest-in-anyone-else-induced celibacy. Probably not a good idea showing up here like this. Not when she had to do what she had to do.

The six oiled-up, muscled guys on stage, each one as delicious as the other, swiveled around, their hips and other, um, parts, ensuring that no one was looking at their faces.

But Juliet was. She was watching Tanner’s every expression. Watched him look at the audience but not really see them. Granted, the stage lights probably had a lot to do with that, but when she looked at him in comparison to the rest of the dancers who were trying to interact with the audience, to make that connection and zero in on each woman to create the fantasy that they were dancing for her alone, Tanner didn’t have it.

Until he saw her.

She knew the minute he did. He missed a step. Tanner never missed steps, not in dancing, not in life, not in the romance department—until she had, and it’d been the biggest misstep of her life. She’d lost him.

But now she needed him back.

“Uh, did he see you?” Sandy leaned over and whispered in her ear. “He’s staring right at us.”

Juliet swallowed. She wasn’t ready for this. She’d thought she was, but she wasn’t. 

Tanner’s eyes narrowed and he quickly got back into step with the other guys, but he didn’t stop staring at her, with his mouth a flat line—those gorgeous talented lips that could curve into the most beautiful smile right before they delivered the most cutting remarks of her life.

His broad chest and even broader shoulders glinted in the stage lights. He’d waxed his chest. Not that she minded, but she had enjoyed curling her fingers in the just-enough amount of hair he normally had, all golden blond like the rest of him.

The scar was new. She winced when she saw it. Looked like an appendectomy scar. And she hadn’t even been told.

Well, what could she expect? She was his wife in name only. Though if that had been an emergency appendectomy, she could have been his widow and she’d never have known.

She shivered. She couldn’t think about a life without Tanner in it. Even if he was a thousand miles away.

He’d let his hair grow. Wouldn’t his father have something to say about that if he saw him... But then, his father had always had a lot to say about Tanner. 

Hers, too.

Juliet shut off those thoughts. Her father was the main reason she was here and she didn’t want to think why. 

Another reason would be the person staring at her from across a dozen stage lights.

The solo dances started. Tanner was in the background, hips rotating, abs clenching, a muscle in that square jaw of his keeping time with the music. He was distracted. She could always tell with Tanner. She knew every one of his moods, had for the whole twenty-nine years she’d known him. There’d never been any question in her mind who’d she’d end up with in life. The Chambers and the Wentworths. They went together like peanut butter and jelly, though her father would have a coronary if she used such a mundane comparison. But the Chambers and the Wentworths had been friends socially and partners in business for three generations. She and Tanner were the first two to join the families.

Until she’d made the fateful decision that had landed them here.

“So come on, Juliet. Spill. You can’t tell me that whatever you two fought about can’t be cleared up with a conversation. I mean, look at that, will you?”

She was looking at it. At him. That was the problem. She should have remembered how she turned to mush around Tanner. The hell with their families’ wants and needs; what about hers? She’d been fantasizing about Tanner her entire teenage, college, and adult life, and when she’d finally gotten him to the altar—er, Justice of the Peace—it’d been a fantasy come true.

For about an hour until he’d gotten off that plane.

“Oh baby!” 

Sandy whooped beside her when Tanner hung his thumbs where a belt buckle should have been but wasn’t and did enough of a two-step to get every woman’s mouth watering. Then he rotated slowly, the skintight spandex shorts hiding n-o-t-h-i-n-g from anyone’s eyes. Jesus, she could tell his religion in those things.

And then he shook his ass, and oh, man, did the crowd go wild. Sandy was slapping her on the shoulder so hard Juliet had to move her chair or she’d end up with a bruise. 

“Please tell me he has a brother. A cousin? Hell, I’ll take his pool boy.”

Tanner didn’t have a pool boy. Not anymore. He didn’t have anything. Not since his father had gambled it all away—and hers had picked up the pieces.

One more nail in the coffin of their marriage.

Tanner swung his hips and shook his ass so hard he would’ve worried about throwing his back out if he didn’t want to lay one more sin at Juliet Chambers’ feet. What the hell was she doing here?

Little Miss Juliet Chambers, spoiled beauty queen. He’d given her a second chance when she’d begged him, thinking she’d changed. 

He’d been wrong. 

Again.

He slapped his ass then, knowing women found it sexy. He posed, flexing just enough to keep their interest—and their screams—then he rotated slowly, giving them all a good look at the abs he worked out two hours a day, and the pecs he could make dance like his grandfather had taught him. He’d always laughed, but the women? They screamed.

He held another pose, making eye contact—or so they thought—through the smoky stage lights, winking a few times. At any woman but Juliet.

She was watching him, though; he could feel it. He’d always felt her eyes on him. From the moment they’d decided to be each other’s first kiss, he’d always known when Juliet was looking at him.

He’d looked at her just as much. The woman was gorgeous, and unfortunately, she knew what effect she’d had on him.

Well no more. He could stare at her for the rest of the night and it wouldn’t erase the disillusionment he’d suffered at her hands.

Juliet was a piece of work. He’d never seen it before, never realized how selfish and shallow she was until the moment he’d found out—

Shit, he missed a move. Tanner pulled his head back into the routine and got in sync with music. He wasn’t about to let Juliet Chambers-Wentworth—and he cringed when he attached his name to hers—disrupt one more part of his life. Forty-five days and then she’d be gone for good.

The final stanza of the song started and Tanner tilted the cowboy hat down over one eye, all part of the routine. It worked every time. 

Did it work on Juliet?

Why the hell did he care?

He turned around again, his ass front and center. That was truly his money-maker and normally he used it as such. Tonight, he was shaking it for all the wrong reasons. 

Let her eat her heart out. If she’d only kept her secret to herself, he’d never have known and Juliet could have had him tied around her little finger for life.

He bent his knees and pelvic-thrusted as if he were pole dancing, playing with the waistband of the shorts. He had the banana sling on under them; the temptation to just rip them off and flaunt exactly what she was missing out on a really strong temptation.

She’d destroyed what they could have had. First, with her lie, then with coming clean about it. All while he’d still been reeling from the worst shock of his young life.

He could never forgive her for putting him through not one loss, not even two, but so many he’d lost count over the years.

The catcalls kept coming, so Tanner kept working the imaginary pole, flashing his signature smoky-eyed gaze back over his shoulder. He knew the power of that look; knew the tips it would bring in, so when he turned around and slid forward on the stage on his knees, hat in hand, he wasn’t surprised to find it filling with bills.

Eat your heart out, Juliet.
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“Hey, Tan, there’s a hot chick out here to see you.”

“I’m busy.”

“Dude, she’s hot. As in smokin’.”

“Still busy.”

Adam shook his head, muttering as he walked away. Tanner shrugged. The guys ought to be used to it. He never picked up one of the guests—Gage and Bryan’s cardinal rule on the job. Once they were in street clothes in someone else’s club, however, anything could happen. And it often did. But not with him. Juliet had put her brand on him as securely as that wedding ring he’d pried off his finger not five minutes after she’d put it on him. But he was still married and the thing about Tanner: he actually lived by his word. No subplots, no subterfuges, no little side plans.

No, he laid his cards out on the table. And in forty-five days, he’d toss a big check on top of them and get her—and her father—out of his life for good.

Gage stuck his head in the dressing room. “Hey, Tan—”

“Not interested.”

“Good. You know the rule.” 

Gage was one to talk. He’d made a beeline for Lara one night at a bachelorette party and that’d been it for the guy. But the partners didn’t have anything to worry about in that department when it came to him.

“However, she says she knows you and isn’t leaving until you come out. We don’t need a scene.”

Tanner exhaled and lost count of the tens he was unfolding from the Stetson. One of his better hauls, so of course Juliet would interrupt. “Fine. I’ll be right out. Let me get dressed.”

Gage, thankfully, didn’t ask any questions, and nodded before pulling the dressing room door closed. 

Taking another breath, Tanner stood up and undid the towel from around his waist. At least Gage had given him some warning so he wasn’t meeting Juliet for the first time in seven years with barely anything on.

Though she’d certainly seen enough from the audience.

He wondered what she’d thought, watching him dance for other women like he’d once danced for her.

He’d once done a lot of things for her, and with her, and to her... And it’d all been built on a lie.

Tanner shook off the bad memories. He’d put it behind him and moved on with his life; Juliet was part of the past and in another six-and-a-half weeks, that’s where she’d stay. He already had the papers being drawn up.

“Yo, Tan. The blonde. If you’re not interested, can I get her number?” Markus walked in their shared dressing room, whipping the stark white towel off his dark body way too far from his clothes for Tanner’s liking. Markus was always willing to prove the stereotype. Well, with everyone but him.

Tanner chuckled. Markus had seriously been bummed that he wasn’t the biggest one in the club and bitched at him constantly that he was wasting the opportunity.

“You don’t want her number, Markus. Trust me. I’ve got it and it’s not all that it’s cracked up to be.”

“I didn’t say I wanted to marry her, I just want to, you know.” 

Tanner looked away before Markus gyrated. He’d seen it more than he cared to.

He pulled the t-shirt over his head, then punched Markus in the bicep as he headed toward the door. “You’ll thank me for it one day, bro.”

“I’d thank you for it today if you’d just give me her number.”

“Not happening,” he said, pulling the door closed behind him. Markus was a friend and he wouldn’t sic Juliet on his worst enemy.

“Hello, Tanner.”

She was standing at the bottom of the steps leading to the stage.

Damn, she was pretty in this light without the smoky dark lighting of the club that’d thrown shadows on her face.

Juliet had always been gorgeous. Big smile, big blue eyes, big blonde hair, big boobs, tiny waist. She was the quintessential Texas beauty queen. Which she’d been. They’d been the perfect couple.

Then she’d blown it.

“Didn’t expect to see you for another month and a half.”

“A month and a half? Why? I could’ve shown up anytime.”

“But you haven’t.” He put his cowboy hat on his head as he passed her, symbolic and practical all at the same time. He didn’t have to look at her, and it let her know he didn’t want to. He took the stage steps two at a time. Easier to leave through the club than answering the questions from the guys in the back.

“Tanner, we need to talk.”

He kept walking downstage. “We don’t need to do anything, but if you feel the need, I can’t stop you. It’s a free country.”

He jumped off the stage, then turned around to make sure she could get down.

Damn his innate chivalry.

And damn the fact that touching her still had the ability to send molten lava through his veins. 

He helped her off the stage then let go of her arms, stepping aside to let her pass.

She turned around and blocked his path between the tables. “Can we go somewhere and talk?”

“No.” He skirted a table and chose another route to the front door.

“Tanner, please.”

He stopped. Dammit. When her voice got soft like that, as if she were going to cry...

God, he was still a schmuck when it came to Juliet. “Juliet, let it go. We’ve got another month and a half, then it’ll all be over. I’m using my trust fund to pay off my father’s mortgage to your father and then we can finalize things.”

“I don’t have a month and a half.”

He spun around, looking at her. Really looking at her. She didn’t have a month and a half? Why? “What’s wrong with you? What do you have? Is it curable?”

That beautiful bow-shaped mouth twisted sideways, her naturally-perfectly arched eyebrows veeing toward the bridge of her nose, a look that would make other women look, well, if not ugly, definitely not their best, but for Juliet, it was just one more expression on her beautiful face. One he’d learned to read years ago because he’d stared at her for hours. Days. Weeks. Months. He’d never gotten tired of looking at Juliet.

“What are you talking about, Tanner?”

“You. You said you don’t have a month. What’s wrong with you?”

Her expression changed into a smile just like that. As if she’d rehearsed it—

God damn it. He’d fallen for it again.

“You’re not sick at all, are you? You just wanted me to stop and listen to you. Well, you can forget it, Juliet. I’m not falling for your moves again. Fool me once, shame on you, fool me twice, shame on me, fool me a third time? Just take me out and shoot me.”

“Tanner, hang on. I didn’t say I was sick. You jumped to that conclusion.”

“Sure. Blame it on me. Why should today be any different?” He took the cowboy hat off and raked his fingers through his hair. He had a damn headache and he’d only been around her for less than ten minutes.

“Tan, please, just give me a chance to explain—”

“You’re about ten years too late for explanations, Juliet. Look, my lawyer will contact yours the end of next month.” On his birthday. Luckily, he’d been born at nine in the morning, so her lawyer couldn’t take issue that he wasn’t actually thirty until the middle of the night. This would all be wrapped up nice and easy by lunch and he’d have the best birthday celebration of his life that night. Juliet Chambers-Wentworth and her father would be out of his and his parents’ lives for good. He wouldn’t have a dime of his trust fund left, money that was supposed to pay for the master’s degree he was painstakingly working through as he earned the cash, but it’d be worth it to be free.

“I have a month and a half, Tanner, but my grandmother might not.”

Oh hell. Tanner gritted his teeth and stopped walking. Juliet’s grandmother had been as unwitting a player in this whole mess as he’d been. “What’s wrong with Nana?” He fell into the name too easily, but she’d been like his grandmother since he hadn’t had any grandparents since third grade.

“She had a stroke.”

“When?”

“Two weeks ago. She’s not doing well.”

Tanner pinched the bridge of his nose. He hated that Nana was going through this, but seriously, why couldn’t it have happened two months from now when his nightmare was all said and done?

Aw man, that was shitty of him. He didn’t wish it on her at any point. His anger at Juliet shouldn’t lessen his humanity.

He turned around. “I’m very sorry to hear that.”

“Thank you. You know she still cares about you.”

Tanner didn’t answer. Despite what Juliet had done, her grandmother had always been kind to him, and as a prospective family member back in the day, he’d realized he could have done a lot worse than having “the matriarch,” as she called herself, in his family. “So what do you want from me, Juliet? Why come here now?”

Juliet looked around. The guys weren’t here, but they were listening. He knew them. He also knew his reputation. The fact that he had a woman here asking about him... And the fact that she was about to spill the beans over what their relationship truly was—

“Come on.” He grabbed her hand, ignoring the shooting spark of desire that sizzled from his palm right up his arm, over his shoulder, and down into his abdominal cavity where it was working on some very hardened nerve endings. He didn’t need the guys overhearing whatever it was Juliet was going to tell him. Because the guys had never seen him with a woman—and wouldn’t they be surprised to find out the one they did finally see him with was his wife.
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There was a limo parked out front.

Of course.

“Your father knows you came to see me?” Tanner jerked his head toward the limo whose headlights were glaring through the pouring rain.

“Actually, no. He doesn’t. It wouldn’t go over well.”

Understatement of the year. 

He so didn’t want to do this, but once again, it didn’t seem that he had a choice. “Ready to make a run for it?” He wasn’t exactly looking forward to being in such a confined space with her, but if they were going to have privacy, this was about as private as they could get without heading to someone’s hotel room. And given that he didn’t have one and he wasn’t about to step foot in hers, the limo was their only option.

He yanked open the door for her. “So how’d you get to borrow his car and driver?”

“Actually,” she slid into the dimly lit interior, “this isn’t Daddy’s. I flew here and rented it.”

Tanner sat on the back seat and pulled the door closed behind him. “You know, there are these things called taxis. Much cheaper. Your father’s going to love getting this bill.”

She tapped the divider that separated them from the driver and the car pulled out of the parking lot. “I pay my own bills.” 

Uh huh. With her father’s money. And the money he sent her. She might not be the wife he wanted, but she was his wife and no one could say he didn’t support her—right up until the day he’d turn thirty and kick her and her father out of his life for good.

“I wanted to be able to talk to you instead of focusing on driving.”

“So talk. I don’t have all night.” Actually, he did. Sad state of affairs, his life these past few years. All work and study made Tanner a very dull boy. But it sure beat the so-called excitement he’d had when Juliet had been part of his life.

He could do without that particular brand of excitement.

Juliet reached for the wine bottle in the built-in ice bucket on the car’s interior, along with a wine glass hanging upside down from the rack attached to the roof. “Would you like some?”

Tanner uncorked it for her with the corkscrew that was on his side. “No.” He needed his mind to be sharp when he was dealing with Juliet. Blonde bombshell she might be, but there was definitely a brain in her head. “Come on, Juliet. This could have been a phone call. And when it’d happened, not two weeks later.”

She took a too-long-to-be-called-a-sip of the wine that had him wondering what this was about. Juliet had never been a big drinker. 

“I know. But I need to ask you a favor, Tan.”

“A favor? Me? Why would you think that I’d agree, and what the hell do you have to ask me that you can’t ask any of the hundreds of people working for your dad?”

“Because you’re the only one who can do it.” Juliet finished the wine, which worried Tanner. 

“What’s going on, Jules?”

She sighed and set the wine glass down. “It’s...” She sighed again. Blinked a few times. “Nana isn’t... I don’t know; it’s like she’s... like she’s given up. She just sits in her hospital room and stares out the window. She talks about my grandfather and my mom as if they’re still here, and it’s just...”

Tanner’s chest got tight. Juliet’s mother had taken off when Juliet was a baby for a child-free life in Europe with a rich playboy she’d met God-only-knew-how, so Nana, her father’s mother, had raised her. Her mother had been a sore spot in Juliet’s life, one she rarely ever spoke about. The fact that she even mentioned the woman spoke volumes.

“And my dad... It’s killing him. I see it when he thinks I’m not looking. He barely goes to work anymore and, well, Tanner, I just think if I could give them something to hope for that Nana would perk up. Have a reason to fight, you know?”

“I’m not following you.” Because his mind was still reeling. He’d walked out seven years ago and never gone back; he shouldn’t have expected everything to stay the same, but he realized now that he had. 

“I need your help. Since we’re technically still married, it makes sense. I can’t pull this off with just anyone and have her believe it.”

“Pull what off? Believe what?” The minute the question left his mouth he knew the answer. “You want me to pretend that we’re happily married?”

“Yes.”

“No one’s going to buy it, Juliet. I haven’t been around for the past seven years; who do you think will believe that we suddenly reconnected and want to spend the rest of our lives together?” Even as he said the words, that old feeling suffused his chest cavity. He’d wanted nothing more when he’d been a teenager than to grow old with Juliet.

And then it’d happened. She’d gotten pregnant senior year and they were putting together a wedding. He’d been terrified about having a child at their ages, but the joy of being able to call Juliet his wife, of living with her and sleeping with her and seeing her over the breakfast table the rest of his life had overridden his trepidation and the sadness at having to give up his scholarship to play ball.

Surprisingly, though, he’d actually been happy back then. But eleven years was a long time and he couldn’t remember what happiness felt like because, in the intervening years, he’d tried to forget everything about her. How she’d looked in the first wedding dress he wasn’t suppose to have seen but had when he’d peeked through her bedroom door as she’d modeled it for her friend, Tricia.

She’d taken his breath away, as had that precious bump in her belly he’d glimpsed when she’d peeled the gowns’ sleeves off her arms and stepped out of it.

His baby.

He’d been so happy. They’d been so happy. Life would have been a bed of roses...

If only she hadn’t lost the baby.

To this day, the thought of that moment, when they’d known they’d lost Keegan and Tanner had been terrified he was going to lose her too, had the power to bring him to his knees. He’d loved them both so fiercely and when his son had been born too early and not breathing, Tanner hadn’t known what to do.

There Juliet had been, looking dead herself, all hooked up to tubes and monitors and IVs in the ugly cloth gown where there should have been a wedding dress... He’d walked around in a haze, questioning everything he’d thought he’d known about life. About how they could have seemingly had it all only to lose it in the space of a few hours.

He’d held her hand as she lay in that hospital bed, counting every breath she took while people asked him about funeral services and caskets and names and headstones. All he’d wanted was for his Juliet to wake up and tell him this was all a bad dream.

Only... it’d been a nightmare when she had woken up and she’d had been so inconsolable that she’d blurted out that she’d gotten pregnant on purpose, derailing his life for her own selfish reasons and trapping him into marrying her right out of high school.

And then, unbelievably, four years later, he’d fallen for her lies all over again.

He shook his head, more to get rid of the memories he never wanted to think about again than to tell her no. But tell her no he would. Forty-five more days and then he’d never have to think about the most painful thing in his life ever again. 

“What makes you think your grandmother will even believe it? Your father sure as hell won’t.”

“They will because they want to. It’s all Nana used to talk about; seeing me happily married with a family of my own. Obviously, I’m not going to ask you to go that far, but just come for a little while. Give her some hope. Let her get better. Then, when she is, we can tell her it isn’t working and we can move on. But if I tell her we’re getting a divorce now, that will kill her.”

“How about if I delay the divorce instead?” The thought socked him in the gut. He’d geared himself up for the idea of ending their marriage once he paid off his father’s debt; he didn’t want to prolong it. But if that would help Nana out...

“That’s where we are now and it’s not helping her. I’ve tried to come up with something else, Tanner, but I can’t. Would it really be so bad to do this?”

On so many levels. “I’m sorry, Juliet, but I can’t lie for you. I won’t lie for you.”

“It’s not a lie, Tanner—”

“Oh yes it is. We are not happily married. We’re barely married, a fact that I intend to fix in six weeks.”

Juliet was silent, her blue eyes filling with tears.

Tanner hardened his resolve. He was not going to fall for tears. She wasn’t going to manipulate him that way ever again. He’d become immune to a woman’s tears in the years since he’d last seen her.

The limo pulled up to a curb and the driver stopped. “Where are we?” Tanner looked out the tinted windows but couldn’t see anything in this weather. He wouldn’t put it past her to have them at the fanciest hotel in town—and have her father show up at just the right, er, wrong time.

Again.

Which was how she’d gotten him to marry her the second time, when they’d actually gone through with it. Her father had been so angry at the scandal surrounding Juliet getting pregnant in the first place, then the stillbirth two days before the wedding, the cancellation of that wedding, and Tanner leaving town the day after Keegan’s funeral, that when Mr. Chambers had walked in to find him and Juliet in bed four years later— 

Tanner had considered himself lucky that the guy hadn’t pulled out a shotgun.

He had, however, pulled out a pre-nup and the name of the attorney he was going to use to call in the mortgage on Tanner’s father’s property if Tanner didn’t do the right thing this time.

So Tanner had had to agree. He’d signed the papers they wanted, had put his foot down about a big wedding, and tried to make the best of a situation that wasn’t exactly bad, but hadn’t been optimal.

Until he overheard Juliet admit to Tricia that she’d set them all up to make it happen.

Fool him twice.

A third time was not happening. 

He reached for the door handle. He’d rather face the rotten weather than one of Juliet’s schemes. “I’m sorry about your grandmother, Juliet, but lying won’t make her better.”

“Tanner, please.” She put her hand on his arm as he went to get out. “Please do this for her. Not me. Her. Please, Tanner. She loves you. Always has. Considered you the grandson she never had, and all this time that we’ve been separated, she still considers you family. She just needs something to hope for. That’s all. Just for a little while, I promise. It will help her, I know it will. Please, Tanner. For my grandmother? For Nana?”

He wanted to say no so badly. Didn’t want to do this.

But how could he refuse? It wasn’t as if he’d have to live this lie for the rest of his life and if it would help Nana... 

He opened his mouth to say yes when Juliet put a hand on his arm. 

“I’ll throw in your father’s mortgage if that will help your decision.”

He froze. “The mortgage? You’ll wipe the slate clean?”

She nodded. “Whatever it takes. You do something for my family; I’ll do something for yours.”

He’d have his trust fund back. He could finish paying for school, which meant he could quit dancing, and he’d have money to offer Bryan and Gage to be a third partner. They’d been talking about wanting to expand BeefCake, Inc., but cash flow was tight, and with each of them having gotten married recently, they weren’t too keen on racking up a chunk of debt. With his money, that could happen for all of them.

Nana, him, Gage, Bryan, even Juliet... It was a win for them all. There was only one decision he could make. 

“Fine. I’ll do it.” After all, it wouldn’t be for very long. He’d go there, play the part, Nana would get better, then he could leave with his father’s mortgage paid off and his trust fund intact. What could go wrong?
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Chapter Four
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Everything was going wrong. 

The story was out, and he was in Texas, two things he’d worked hard to not have to deal with over the past seven years. Yet, thanks to Juliet—once again—his life was no longer his to control.

Shit.

He’d had to tell Bryan and Gage so they could cover his shifts. They’d put two and two together and come up with a close enough approximation to the truth that Tanner hadn’t denied it. And when he’d told them he’d wanted to partner with them... They were just as in favor of him going to Texas as Juliet was.

Then there was his landlord. She knew something was going on because she’d overhead (eavesdropped) him telling the mail carrier to forward his mail, so of course there was a horde of questions from her.

There would be hordes more once he showed up in his hometown. 

He looked out the window as the plane taxied to the terminal, bringing him back to the scene of the crime. And, yeah, it was a crime—the pregnancy had robbed him of the chance to play ball in college. 

When he’d found out the truth, the bitterness had almost killed him. If only she hadn’t done that their lives would never have taken the turn they did. And who knew? They could’ve been very happily married right now with a couple of kids.

And to top it all off, everyone in town knew every miniscule detail of the worst part of his life. He and Juliet had been everyone’s idea of the perfect couple. Even his, so he hadn’t wanted to face the stares and the gossip, not to mention Juliet, by coming home during college—from his second choice school. Sure, he’d played ball, but not where he’d wanted, and it hadn’t gotten him anywhere close to the pros. 

One more sin to lay at the feet of the woman he’d been forced to marry.

The one who was waiting for him as he exited the airport. Damn. He’d wanted more time to prepare. This past week he’d been too busy with finals and working and making arrangements to be gone so long that he hadn’t had that chance. Seeing her again was a double-edged sword—she was so beautiful he ached with want-ing her when he looked at her, yet seeing her held such painful memories he never wanted to look at her again.

“I would’ve met you at the ranch, you know.” He tossed his carryon into the back seat when she pulled a Mercedes sedan up to the curb. No limo this time. Surprise, surprise; she’d gotten her way so there was no need to bring out the big guns.

He shook his head. Only in Juliet’s world would a Mercedes not be considered a big gun.

She put her purse on the floor behind her seat as he sat in the passenger seat. “I remember you and airports. I’m not taking any chances.”

He set his cowboy hat on the dash while he buckled in. “If you think you’re going to make me feel guilty for that, I’m not.”

“Guilty? Why should you feel guilty? You sent your wife on a honeymoon by herself. Least you could’ve done was arranged for someone else to meet me there. It wasn’t exactly a ball of laughs all by myself.”

“Yes, because we were going on a honeymoon to have a ball of laughs. After coercing me into marriage. You really think it would’ve been any better if I’d been there?” He pulled his hat onto his lap.

“It would’ve been nice to find out.”

“Oh no, Juliet. You don’t get to pull that with me. The only reason we were married was because of your little ‘surprise.’”

“The only reason?” Juliet tilted her head to the side so her hair hung over the one shoulder, leaving the other bare. For him to nibble on in the old days. But these were the new-and-improved days and he wasn’t going back.

He didn’t answer her—the question didn’t require an answer. Instead, he picked up his cell phone and opened his email. His banker, his lawyer, the guy he had looking into a few venues for him to help Gage and Bry expand the business... He had enough work to keep him busy the entire ride home so he wouldn’t have to deal with her.

When they got there, however, was a whole other story.

He was ignoring her. Juliet would never get used to it. Tanner had never ignored her. Hell, he’d always been Mr. Attentive until—

She hated thinking about it. Yes, she’d made mistakes. Huge ones. But not out of malice. She’d just been so scared he’d find some other girl at college and forget all about her. She hadn’t really thought through the decision to get pregnant on purpose; she’d certainly never expected he’d have to give up his scholarship. She’d just thought she’d go along with him to school and stay in a tiny apartment while he went to class and played ball. She hadn’t known about a morals clause in his contract, and she certainly hadn’t expected her father to be as insistent on a wedding before the baby’s birth as he’d been. Heck, everyone knew that Juliet Chambers and Tanner Wentworth would be together forever. It was as inevitable as breathing. They’d get married later. When he was finished with school and they could have a proper wedding and a proper house and a proper family. 

But then she’d lost Keegan and had a few complications herself. Which was why she, in her weakened state with crazy hormonal emotions, had dropped that little bomb about getting pregnant on purpose.

Tanner had seen it as the ultimate betrayal. She’d thought it was the ultimate sign of her love for him.
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