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About the Book


The Temporary Roomie


No one said fair trade needed to be ‘fair’.


As the owner of Honeysuckle Salon, Jessie Barnes usually has everything managed and on track, but now in her third trimester of an unexpected pregnancy, she feels a bit lost and increasingly desperate after faulty plumbing floods her apartment. Unfortunately, her knight in shining armour is actually Dr. Drew Marshall, her best friend’s brother, and also the man she chewed out not too long ago for being a chauvinistic dirtbag.


Every moment Drew’s had to prove her wrong since then has failed, so Jessie’s opinion of him hasn’t improved. That remains the case when he agrees to let her stay with him during renovations, under one condition: she pretends to be his girlfriend for upcoming work festivities. For the sake of her brother, Jessie is willing to make the tough situation work, and giving Drew a taste of his own medicine sounds . . . intriguing.


But when their rivalry sparks a deeper connection, Jessie’s future gets even more unclear - and with a baby on the way, she’ll have to make a decision soon.









To my readers who have been with me since


the beginning. You know who you are, and this one is


for you! Thank you for your never-ending support.


I love you.









A NOTE FROM SARAH


Hello, reader! Although this book is very much a romcom and written in a way to uplift and leave you feeling nothing but happy and hopeful, it does contain heavier elements. For those who need a little extra assurance before they begin reading, I have provided a content warning below. However, please be aware that the content warning does include spoilers.


XO Sarah


Content warning: Please be advised that The Temporary Roomie features a woman currently walking through an unplanned pregnancy she chose to keep. A birth without complications takes place in the story with a brief, non-graphic labor scene. However, there are no on-page details of the birth. The story also features themes of parental neglect that took place in the main character’s past. There is light swearing and implied intimacy.









CHAPTER 1


Jessie


The line rings three times before Lucy answers. “Hey, Jes—”


“HE DIDN’T SHOW!” I immediately yell at my best friend.


Lucy chuckles. She’s lucky she’s not anywhere near me right now, or I’d pinch her in the tender spot under her arm for taking this so lightly. “Who didn’t show? Your grandaddy or my brother?”


“Drew. Your obnoxious brother!”


“Quit yelling!” Lucy yells back.


“I can’t!”


“Why not?!”


“Because I’m fired up! This is Drew’s way of getting back at me for hating him so much. He agreed to help me today, planning to stand me up and make me look like a fool in front of my grandaddy. I bet he’s walking into the sunset with a devious smile, wearing a white linen suit right now.”


“M’kay, first, it’s still morning. And second, you really don’t know him at all.”


I frown. “You don’t think he’d wear a white linen suit? I’m positive he—”


“No. What I mean is I’m sure he has a good excuse, because last night when I called and asked him to help you, he didn’t even hesitate before saying yes. Have you tried calling him this morning?”


“Ha! Have I tried calling him?! Only fifteen times. It went to voicemail all of those times. I’m sorry to inform you, Lucy, but your brother is a class-A jerk, and I was right not to trust him.”


What I don’t admit to Lucy is that this is my own fault for ever letting myself rely on a man who would love nothing more than to ruin my life. I can’t really blame him, though, because the feeling is mutual. Believe me, if there was literally anyone else in the world I could ask to pose as my fake fiancé, I would. I even asked a random guy in the grocery store last night, but oddly enough, he said no. Actually, it wasn’t so much no as it was him speed walking away from me clutching his bottle of mustard. I was forced to rely on Drew because I was out of time and options, and that’s a terrifying place to be in life.


Last night, my grandaddy (the man who raised me) called to let me know he was surprising me and coming for a weekend visit in the morning (which is now). I would normally be ecstatic about a chance to see my favorite human in the world, but that is not the case when I’m about to be found out as a big fat pregnant liar. Liar, liar, maternity pants on fire!


I didn’t even have a good reason to lie to my grandaddy—he’s never made me feel like I needed to be someone I’m not in order to have his love. But for some reason, when I had to call and tell him I was pregnant, I panicked and said I was also getting married.


Now, in all fairness, I also thought I would be getting married. I was naïvely convinced my boyfriend at the time had gone on the road with his band because he needed some time to process this big development in his life, and then he’d be back. I thought he needed to throw a little (read: huge, mega, horribly mean) tantrum over this sudden change in his life plan and then he would boomerang right back to me. Breaking news: he didn’t. Some boomerangs don’t circle back, apparently.


My ex-boyfriend, Jonathan, bolted just like my dad did, and now, after several long months, I’ve finally come to terms with the fact that he’s not coming back. ( Jonathan, not my dad. I lost any hope of that man returning when I was still drinking out of a sippy cup.)


So, when I called my grandaddy and told him he’d soon be getting a great-grandchild, I also might have mentioned that I was getting married. Since the word delusional is not very pretty, we’ll say it was hope that drove me to tell that lie—hope that my life wouldn’t be following the same path as my mom’s, since that one clearly didn’t turn out well.


Surprisingly, I’ve maintained this lie pretty well up until now. I’ve gone home to Kentucky to visit my grandaddy several times since announcing my impending nuptials . . . but unfortunately, my dear, dear wonderful fiancé was always too busy with work to be able to come along. The work of a prestigious lawyer waits for no man! (And yeah, I have no idea why I also turned Jonathan into a lawyer. I think at that point, some part of me must have known he was never coming back.) Anyway, it was all fine and dandy until the surprise trip my grandaddy sprung on me last night.


Then Lucy talked me into faking a relationship with her brother, to whom I dream of feeding laxatives via a surprise coffee delivery to his office. Drew, the physical embodiment of how a person feels when they are assigned jury duty. But wait, there’s more!


Drew is:




	The human version of a popcorn kernel stuck in your teeth.


	The man so boring he eats celery for dessert.


	The only person in the world with whom it would be more pleasing to run barefoot over a trail of pointy Legos than have a thirty-second conversation.





In case anyone is still confused, I absolutely can’t stand Dr. Stuck-up Marshall.


I pull back the curtains again and stare out at my driveway like a peeping Tom. If Drew pulls in right now, he’ll see my face pressed up against the glass, with a squished piggy nose and death-glare eyes, and he’ll keel over at the sight of it. I’m forced to let the curtain fall again when a mom pushing her toddler in a stroller sees me and looks like she might call the cops.


“Jessie, I’m sure Drew has a good explanation. I know you’re determined to hate him, but I promise he’s one of the good ones.”


“No. My grandaddy is the only good single man left in the world—and if those old grannies at bingo were smart, they’d snatch him up. So, no . . . I do not believe Drew is one of the good ones, and I’m certain he did this on purpose. He’s mad at me for throwing the bag of diapers in his face, and this is his retaliation.”


“What diapers? No—you know what? I don’t want to know. At least tell me what happened when your grandaddy showed up and Drew wasn’t there.”


Crickets. I don’t say a word, and I’m hoping Lucy will think the line went dead and give up and go about her day.


“Jessieeee.” She drags out my name like she just found out I ate all the cookies from the cookie jar. “What happened when he showed up?”


I sigh dramatically. “He didn’t, okay? He called me this morning saying he woke up to a flat tire and had to have it towed to a mechanic. He said he’d have to take a rain check on the visit.”


“Oh my gosh! Then why in the world are you so upset with Drew? You didn’t even need him!”


I blink. “Because he didn’t know that! I never told him because I wanted to see if he’d show or not. And he didn’t, so HA!”


“You are unbelievable.” I know Lucy is shaking her head right now. “This hate needs to stop. You both act like babies, and I can’t handle it anymore. Also, you need to tell your grandaddy the truth.”


“I already did,” I murmur under my breath.


“What was that?” She’s being so pious now.


“I said I already told him I don’t have a fiancé. Well, actually, he guessed it. He asked to reschedule for next weekend, and when I told him I thought Jonathan would be out of town that weekend, and the weekend after that, and the weekend after that, he told me he already knew and had pretty much guessed since the beginning that there was no fiancé. I guess it was suspicious that Jonathan hasn’t been around at the same time as my grandaddy even one time in seven months.” Duly noted: I need to fabricate better lies in the future.


Actually, I feel a tad bit silly now for ever making it such a big deal in the first place. I thought he was so proud of me because I was getting married, starting a family, following the path of the typical American dream. But get this—he’s just proud of me for being me. He doesn’t care a bit that I don’t have a husband; he’s just happy he gets to see me become a mom. At that statement, my heart swelled to the size of Texas. Once again, my grandaddy has proven that no one will be able to top his goodness.


“That’s amazing, Jessie! So now all that’s left is forgiving Drew.”


Forgiving Drew? Over my dead body. “Oh, honey, this animosity has only just begun.”


“Very mature.” I can hear the eye roll in her tone. “Tell you what . . . why don’t you go eat some pickles like you love, and I’ll try to get ahold of Drew to find out what’s going on? And then maybe we can circle back around to the forgiving each other thing.”


“Bleh—no to both. My cravings have moved on to Flamin’ Hot Cheetos now.”


“You know, it really makes me mad that you eat whatever you want all the time and barely look pregnant. I was an elephant at your stage of pregnancy.”


I know, people! I’m small for a woman in her third trimester. I get it. Everyone mentions it all the time, and it makes me feel terrible. They all look at me like I’m starving myself and my poor child will never be healthy or go to the Olympics because of me! I’m just petite, okay?! My doctor even offered to write me a note to keep in my purse that states my child is measuring perfectly and my size is more than acceptable for a healthy pregnancy. Fine, maybe I had to beg and plead (and sob) for her to write it, but it doesn’t matter—that slip of paper is laminated in my purse, so every humiliating tear I shed was worth it. That old lady at the grocery store had to totally eat her words when I whipped it out and flashed it in front of her smug, know-it-all face.


When I don’t respond, Lucy asks, “Jessie? Are you okay?”


I’m trying to hide it, but I can’t. I let out a sharp sniffle and swipe the tear from my cheek because I’m extra sensitive about my size. And basically anything and everything all the time.


“Oh no, are you crying?”


“No.”


“Yes, you are.”


“No, I’m not,” I say through very obvious tears. “I never cry.”


“Mm-hmm.”


“Crying is for suckers.” My voice is cracking and wobbling because of my rude pregnancy.


“Oh, hon,” Lucy says, with nothing but fondness in her tone.


“What?” I ask, going to the bathroom to rip off a piece of toilet paper and blot my eyes before my mascara has a chance to run.


I don’t know what comes over me these days. One minute I’m completely fine, and the next I’m watching an erectile dysfunction commercial and weeping because it’s so freaking sweet that that couple holds hands while soaking in their side-by-side bathtubs! And don’t even get me started on the dog food commercials full of puppies.


“Only two more months,” she says, knowing how completely over pregnancy I am. She knows it because I text it to her first thing every single morning. Combine that with my hatred of her brother, and it’s really a miracle she hasn’t blocked me from her life yet. A terrible thought hits me: Maybe she’s only my friend because I’m her boss? I’m the owner of Honeysuckle Salon, where Lucy works, but surely she’s not friends with me for that reason . . . Gah, now I’m crying more. This is ridiculous. Drew! I need to keep thinking about Drew so I can channel all my emotions toward hatred instead of weeping.


“It still feels so far away,” I say, unsuccessfully pushing away my emotions. “Two months might as well be an eternity as long as I have insomnia and this baby continues to kick me in the ribs.”


“He’ll be out soon enough.”


“He?” I ask, like maybe Lucy performed a secret ultrasound I don’t know about and determined the sex of my baby before I did.


“Or she.”


“But you said he first. Do you think it’s a boy?” I could end this guessing game by just asking my doctor, but I’m not ready to know yet.


Lucy doesn’t get a chance to answer that question. “Oh, it’s him! Drew is beeping in on the other line. I’ll call you back with what he says.”


“Don’t bother.”


“Do you at least want me to have him call you?”


“Nope,” I say, closing the toilet seat lid and sitting down. “He wouldn’t get through because I already blocked his number. Well, I blocked it after sending him a lovely little message I’m sure he enjoyed.” It was cathartic, and I don’t regret it no matter how disappointed in me Lucy will be.


She sighs deeply. Poor thing is weary to her bones of all this fighting. “Okay, well, I’ll call you back in a few minutes and not tell you what he says.” She’ll tell me. Lucy can’t keep things to herself. It’s physically impossible for her.


“Okay. Hey, Luce? You’re beautiful and I love you!”


“Mm-hmm,” she murmurs before saying she loves me back, because Lucy is so sweet that she’s incapable of not returning affection, and then she hangs up.


I let my shoulders slump and stare at the plain blue wall in front of me, anxious to not allow the feeling of loneliness to creep up on me too close. Then a loud boom followed by a hissing noise under the sink makes me jump out of my skin. I rush to the vanity and drop down to my knees, and before really thinking about it I fling open the cabinets. Water. Water sprays from under the sink like an open fire hydrant, soaking my face, body, and bathroom in a harsh, stinging deluge.


Wonderful. Just wonderful.









CHAPTER 2


Drew


THREE HOURS EARLIER


I’m dead.


I am a walking zombie after the night from hell. I’m not sure if there was a full moon or what, but three of my patients all went into labor around the same time yesterday. One ended in an emergency C-section around two A.M., and the other two (God bless them) labored naturally for close to twenty hours total. I have practically been living at either my clinic or the hospital for the past thirty-something hours because I didn’t want to be too far away from my patient who was experiencing complications, but now that the storm is over, all I want to do is go home, shower, and pass out for maybe the rest of my life.


Even just trying to get down the main hallway of the hospital feels like I’m walking through a warped room in Willy Wonka’s factory. Everything is tunneling and the lights feel strange, like I’m floating but also dragging. I’ve worked a lot of long hours over the last few years, but this stretch feels like the hardest yet. Normally, I can rest for at least an hour or two in one of the on-call rooms even when I’m needed at the hospital for extended stretches. But not this time. It was one freak situation after another, and I was a human bouncy ball, pinging all over the place.


When I pass a vending machine, I realize I haven’t eaten in . . . well, I have no idea how long. I barely know what day it is now. My stomach grabs me by the collar of my scrubs and screams at me to feed it. I’m tempted to flatten myself against the glass and nap for one tiny minute before the protein bar drops. I don’t get the chance, though.


“Hi, Dr. Marshall!” A nurse named Shannon pops up beside the vending machine, ponytail perky, fresh-faced for her shift. Since I feel like death warmed over, her exuberance for the morning makes me want to grimace. “I heard about that emergency C-section you did earlier for the twins—uh-mazing! I wish I could have been here to see it.”


I lean down and shove my hand into the slot, the flap thing scraping against my knuckles as I pull the protein bar out, and I wonder why they haven’t discovered a better way of making these things yet.


“Yeah. It went well. Thanks.” I try to smile, but it doesn’t work. My brain is no longer sending signals to my face, apparently. Must. Get. Home.


I sling my backpack over my shoulder and start unwrapping the protein bar while walking toward the doors. Shannon falls into step beside me, and I find it odd. We’ve never talked outside of dealing with a patient or exchanging pleasantries.


“Cool! So . . . have any fun plans this weekend?”


“Sleep,” I say around a bite of the bar. Normally, I’d give a better effort at conversation, but not today. I can’t. I’m about to give up on everything and curl into a ball on this nasty hospital floor, then sleep for a minimum of eight hours.


“Oh, yeah! I bet you’re exhausted. Well . . .”


I can see the sliding double doors. I’m almost out of here.


Shannon takes two extra steps to get a little ahead so she can turn and face me, walking backward. “After your beauty sleep, if you’re bored and need something to do, I’m around. Call me.” She wrinkles her nose in what’s supposed to be a cute smile before she hands me her number on a piece of paper and bobs off, but I don’t like it. Not one bit.


First, I’m not going to call her because I have a policy of not getting involved with anyone I work with. It’s just how I do things. It makes life easier and drama-free in my career. Second, I’m not going to call her because if I do manage to get any downtime this weekend, I will use it to do absolutely nothing.


My sister, Lucy, and her four-year-old son, Levi, were living with me until recently when she married my best friend, Cooper. Before she lived with me, Cooper was my roommate, and before that, I roomed with a few other guys from med school. It’s been years since I’ve lived alone, and I’m ready to enjoy my empty house on my time off. Maybe I’ll walk around in my underwear. No—naked! Yeah, that’s it, I’ll become a nudist when I’m home. Free to sit my naked ass anywhere I want.


I’m six feet from the exit when another nurse steps into my path. For the love.


“Dr. Marshall! So happy I ran into you!”


What is happening? Is this a joke? Does everyone know I’m about to die of exhaustion and they’re pranking me? Because honestly, nurses don’t talk to me like this. I always have a firm, unapproachable wall up.


“Hey . . .” I trail off because I do not know her name.


“Heather! I’m Heather. I assisted you on the Murphy family’s birth last week.”


“Oh, that’s right. Sorry, Heather.” Not right. I don’t remember her.


She smiles wider. “Yeah, no problem. Anyway, just . . . wanted to see if maybe you’d be interested in getting a drink at some point? There’s a really great bar on Second Avenue I’ve been wanting to try.”


Am I in some sort of twilight zone? What. Is. Happening?


“Uh—thanks for the offer. I really appreciate it.” I really appreciate it?! What am I, turning down a job offer? “I actually have a rule, though, that I don’t date colleagues. It just keeps everything simple; you know?”


This time I do muster up a smile, although I’m afraid it looks closer to a grimace. Oh well. Everyone needs to get out of my way so I can go sleep. Heather does not get out of my way. She stays firmly in the way.


“Sure, and that’s a great rule.” Her shoulder hitches up coyly. “But surely you could make an exception just this once.” Her lashes flutter, and it makes my eyes feel even drier. “I bet we could have a really good time together.”


Subtle as a freight train, Heather.


I’m not proud of it, but I’m in survival mode now, so I pull my phone from my pocket and look at the screen, pretending to be getting a phone call at six in the morning. “Sorry, I don’t think . . . oh, excuse me, I gotta take this.”


She looks crestfallen for sure, but I don’t stick around long enough to give her a chance to respond. I hike my backpack more firmly onto my shoulder and press my phone to my ear. I make it two steps before Siri asks loudly, “How may I help you?”


Nice. Smooth.


I don’t look back to see if Heather heard. I walk at a frantic pace to my Jeep, hoping no one else will appear out of thin air and proposition me. Definitely not something I’ve ever thought before. I make it to my old Jeep, throw my bag in the back seat, and then slide into the passenger seat and lock the doors behind me. I’m not sure what was happening in that hospital, but clearly everyone has lost their minds.


Leaning my head back against the headrest, I debate calling an Uber because I know driving this drowsy is not safe. I pry my eyes open enough to request a ride and then sink back against the seat again, preparing to doze until it arrives.


Tap. Tap. Tap.


My eyes fly open, and I shoot up so fast I give myself whiplash. Something snaps angrily in my neck. That, however, is the least of my worries right now. No, instead, I rub the now sore spot in my neck while turning to look at Dr. Susan Landry, one of the other doctors who works in the same practice as me.


Feeling safe that it’s not another nurse about to come on to me, I roll down the window.


She chuckles, eyeing the dark rings under my eyes. “You look terrible.”


“Thank you for noticing. I feel terrible too.”


I like Susan. She’s an amazing doctor, and we’ve always had a great working relationship. There’s no nonsense between us. We never see each other outside of work, and we keep everything professional. It’s just how I like it.


“Although apparently the nurses in there didn’t get the memo that I look terrible. I got asked out twice in five minutes.” I rub my neck. “It was the weirdest thing. I blame it on the full moon that sent all my patients into labor.”


“Really? Because I blame it on the fact that when your sister came and had lunch with you in the cafeteria last week, she went on and on about how single you are and how you need to find yourself a girlfriend and settle down.”


I groan inwardly and curse my sister and her good intentions. “But how does anyone know about that?”


“Gossip travels fast within those hospital walls, and one of the nurses was sitting behind you guys. Apparently, the whole nurses’ lounge knew by one o’clock.”


Well, this is bad. The whole staff being alerted to my singleness is something I wanted to avoid. It’s why I’ve always been vague about my personal life. “Well, I guess it’s fine. I’ll just have to be firm about my rule.”


“What rule?” she asks while tightening her raven ponytail.


“I don’t date colleagues.”


Her eyebrows rise. “Ever?” Something about the way her voice goes up an octave alarms me.


“Yeah . . . it’s just something I do to keep everything professional at work.”


Her smile goes nervous, which is strange because I’ve never seen it do that before. “Well then, I guess I shouldn’t toss my hat in the ring like I was planning to.” She tries to cover up her embarrassment with a soft chuckle, but it doesn’t work. I can still see how vulnerable she is, and I am absolutely too tired to deal with this gracefully. My eyeballs feel like they’ve been doused with pepper spray.


“Oh—you were going to . . . ask me out?” Now I’m worried my policy won’t be enough. What if Susan is offended I won’t bend my rule for her? Will our working relationship become awkward?


She shrugs a little, her smile quirking hopefully. “Yeah, to the fundraiser gala. I was thinking since we get along so well, and we’re both single—”


“I’m not,” I blurt, before I have the chance to stop myself.


Her eyebrows crinkle together. “You’re not?”


“Nope. I actually already have a date to the gala.” I don’t. “My girlfriend.” Don’t have one of those either.


Susan looks understandably confused. “But you told your sister you were single . . .”


“Only because she doesn’t know about it yet. It’s new. I’m dating her best friend, and I know she won’t like it.” Drew, stop. “We’re serious though.” I can feel my brain shaking its metaphorical head at me. You tired, tired fool.


“Okay, but then . . . why didn’t you say that at first? Why mention your rule?”


Goodness, Susan. So many questions.


“I forgot I was in a relationship. Like I said, it’s new. And . . . I’m sleep-deprived.” There, that last part is real at least.


“Gotcha,” Susan says, like she still doesn’t fully believe me. “Well, I’m looking forward to meeting her at the fundraiser.” Why do her words feel like a taunt? A challenge? This is bad, but I can’t worry about it now.


My Uber driver finally arrives and carries me home, where I stumble inside, feeling more drunk than I’ve ever been from the effects of alcohol. I throw my phone on the couch along with my backpack, then go into my room and strip down to my underwear. I normally shower when I get home from work, but not this time. Sleep. Sleep is all I need.


It’s only when I’m falling asleep that I feel a nagging thought . . . almost like I’m forgetting something . . . something I was supposed to do today. But no matter how hard I try to wake up enough to remember it, sleep overpowers me, and I give in.


A few hours later, I wake up with a jolt. I sit up ramrod straight in bed as I suddenly recall what I was supposed to do today. “Jessie!” I hiss through my teeth like an expletive.


I hop out of bed and go straight into the living room, where I find my phone on the couch along with fifteen missed calls from the woman herself. Dammit. I’m in so much trouble. I was supposed to go over to her house at nine o’clock this morning and pretend to be her fiancé in front of her grandaddy. It was a ridiculous idea, and likely the reason my subconscious concocted the same ridiculous scheme when talking to Susan.


When my sister called late last night and asked me if I’d do it, I said yes. Probably because I was really distracted with all the humans I was in the middle of bringing into the world, and also because Jessie and I got off on the wrong foot (and every foot since). She hates me, and I saw this as a good opportunity to bury the hatchet between us and start over. I’m willing to forgive her if she’s willing to forgive me—and that’s saying a lot considering how she treated me the first time we met.


Our initial encounter was when I got home from a long shift at the hospital to find her pacing like a feral animal in my driveway, ready to pounce the moment I opened my door. I had been avoiding Lucy and Cooper after they decided to date even though I asked them not to. I didn’t handle their new relationship well at all, basically giving them the cold shoulder for three weeks. Since I had been ignoring their phone calls and holing up at the hospital, I didn’t realize my nephew had gone in for emergency surgery to have his appendix removed. Don’t worry, Jessie came over and informed me. Very loudly. Very angrily. She also tossed a pack of diapers into my arms and said if I was going to act like a baby, I might as well dress like one. The forethought she had to put into that insult was astounding.


I’d never met the woman before, and she was up in my face, pregnant belly practically pressing against me as she very thoroughly explained exactly how I should get my head out of my ass, stop acting like a chauvinistic dirtbag, and go show up for my sister. So you can see how it was pretty easy for me to dislike her from the get-go, and every other interaction between us has looked pretty much the same. The last time I saw her, she was eating an entire bowlful of pickles. Like thirty pickles! As a medical professional who happens to specialize in maternal care, I advised her to be careful of her sodium intake. She showed me her favorite finger as a response.


We are mortal enemies now, and I had a chance to end that, but instead I’ve made it worse.


For all of thirty seconds, I feel terrible. I let Jessie down in a big way, and I wish I could fix it. But then I read the last text message she sent me, and I decide maybe I don’t want to bury that damn hatchet after all.




JESSIE: I hope you know that you are scum. I would rather walk around with dog poop clinging to the bottom of my shoe than have to look at your ugly face one more time. You want a war, Andrew? You got one.












CHAPTER 3


Jessie


“I’m so sorry Levi woke you up at five again this morning.” Lucy is sitting across from me at the breakfast table as we both nurse our coffees.


I moved in with Lucy last week after my pipe-bursting fiasco. I had to shut off my water, but I really thought it would be one of those situations where I’d just pile on the dry shampoo until they could repair the pipe. I thought wrong. Once the repairman went under my house, he found that not only do I have old pipes, I also have black mold due to said old pipes leaking for an extended period of time. Isn’t that wonderful? So much fun.


Thankfully, Lucy and Cooper were sweet enough to let me move into their guest bedroom for as long as I need (which, according to Bob the Builder, will be about a month). That would have been fine—if Levi didn’t take it upon himself to become my human alarm clock, specifically one that wakes me up three hours earlier than necessary every day.


“It’s fine! Don’t worry about it,” I tell Lucy, hoping I sound genuine.


She can see right through me. “No, it’s not. You’re miserable.”


“Well . . . only because I still have insomnia at night, so mornings are really the only time I sleep well. But that’s okay!” See? I can be nice even though I feel like Ursula the sea witch under this sunny smile. Because the truth is, I love Levi to pieces. That said, if he wakes me up one more time, his favorite teddy bear might go missing.


“It’s not just Levi, though. I know the hot water has run out twice now while you’ve been in the shower.”


I wave a dismissive hand like pssshhhh. “Cold showers are all the rage, and it’s not anyone’s fault that this house has a small hot water tank.”


“And you have to watch TV every night with me and Cooper. I know it’s driving you nuts not having a place of your own.”


I set my coffee mug down. “Are you trying to convince me I’m miserable here? Because I’ll give it to you—you’re making some headway.”


She grins. “Yes. I am.”


My shoulders slump. “Oh. Do you want me to leave? Lucy, I’m so sorry! I should have thought about how inconvenient it would be for you and—”


“Oh my gosh, I’m going to slap you if you keep talking! No, you’re not an inconvenience! I love having you here. But I also know living with another family while you’re in your last trimester is probably really annoying.”


“I don’t have any other options. I can’t afford to rent anything on top of paying my mortgage and saving for this baby’s birth.” To say I’m scraping my nickels together would be an understatement. I’m not only scraping, I’m diving under couch cushions and searching grocery store parking lots with a magnifying glass, and never once have I turned up my nose at a penny.


“Actually . . . I can think of somewhere you can stay for free.” The mischievous glint in her eye makes me frown deeply, because instinctively I know who she’s referring to.


“No. Never. Not his house.”


“But Drew has a spare room! And he’s great with roommates because he’s always had one.”


I stand up from my chair. “And he’s evil and unbearable to be around. So no. Absolutely not. I’m done with him, and you know this.” I wish she would give up trying to force Drew and me to like each other. It’s not going to happen. I won’t let it.


As I’m walking out of the kitchen, Lucy yells, “But Drew is hardly ever home! You probably won’t even see him. You’ll have the house practically all to yourself.”


I want to say her words don’t call to me like dark magic, but they do. Possibly because at that exact moment, I step on a little metal racecar, and there is a fifty percent chance I now need a new foot. I don’t show my weakness to Lucy, though, and I’m just stubborn enough that I will set my own alarm for five A.M. every single day only to prove how happy I am here and not at all in need of a quiet place like Drew’s evil lair.









CHAPTER 4


Drew


“Can you help me find a woman to take to a medical fundraiser gala in a few weeks who will be cool with pretending she’s my girlfriend in front of my colleagues?” I ask Lucy as she puts two pizzas in the oven.


“Sure.”


My eyebrows fly up. “Really? I thought you’d say no, or at least have to think about it for a minute.”


She closes the oven door and stands back up—and now I can see her devious smile. “I don’t have to think about it at all. I know the perfect person.”


My own smile drops. “No.”


She rolls her blue eyes, which are only a slightly lighter shade than mine. “Ugh. Why are you two always saying that word? Jessie would be perfect!”


I cross my arms and lean back against the counter. “I think you’re confusing the word perfect with horrible, dislikable, rude, obnoxious, irritating . . . I could go on if you want.”


Lucy does not look amused. “Jessie is none of those things.”


“She hit me in the face with a pack of diapers.”


Lucy pauses and scrunches her face. “Okay, yeah, admittedly that wasn’t her finest moment, but she did it because you were being a childish ass toward me and Cooper. She’s very sweet most of the time.”


Not buying it. “I’ve never seen any evidence.”


“Well, you not showing up to help her that day her grandaddy was coming into town definitely didn’t help things.”


“Exactly! So what makes you think she’d even be interested in helping me enact the same ruse? More than likely she’ll wrap me up in chains and toss me off a bridge, toasting my lifeless body with champagne as it sinks to the bottom of a river.”


Lucy’s mouth is slightly open, and she shakes her head. “You two have disturbing perceptions of each other, and they’re wildly inaccurate. By the way, would you ever wear a white linen suit?”


“Hell no.”


She gives me a sassy duck lip expression and says, “See?”


My sister has lost it. She has a horrendous witch for a best friend who has singlehandedly ruined her sanity. I get it—Jessie ruins my sanity too.


“No, I don’t. But even if I did ask her—which I won’t—what makes you think she would do it?”


“Because you both have something the other needs, and you could very easily make a trade.”


I want to ask what she’s talking about, but in the next moment Cooper comes through the door that connects the garage to the kitchen and makes a beeline for Lucy.


“Hi,” he says in a sappy, soft voice as he gathers her up in his arms and clasps his hands behind her lower back. “Sorry I’m late. Traffic was really bad today.”


I’d be lying if I said it wasn’t still a little weird for me to see my best friend and sister like this, all affectionate and married. I’m getting used to it, but some days, when the loneliness feels too heavy, I have a hard time looking at them.


“That’s okay,” Lucy says, taking on a dreamy look while angling her face up to him. She taps her index finger to her lips, and Cooper takes the overt hint by bending down and kissing her on the mouth.


Annnnd gross. Two seconds in and Cooper is already kissing Lucy way deeper than any brother should ever have to witness his sister getting kissed. I gouge out my eyes real quick and then turn away, too scared to look back until I’m sure they are done exchanging saliva. I thought getting married would help them both cool off in the PDA department. Nope. It’s been over a month and it seems to only be getting worse.


After what feels like a hundred years, I hear the disgusting sound of lips de-suctioning from each other. I’m honestly kind of annoyed at them. Before Cooper met my sister, life was good. I didn’t feel like anything was missing. I worked hard, and occasionally I played hard. I dated a sufficient amount, but nothing ever got serious, and everything felt comfortable that way. And then . . . Lucy came along and stole my best friend. But that’s not why I’m mad. I’m upset because now I see them together—a family—and I want what they have. I want to love someone like Cooper loves Lucy, and I want someone to love me like Lucy loves Cooper.


The uncomfortable truth is, I don’t get many second dates. In the past, I’d tell a woman I’m a doctor and she’d be all in. But then by the end of the date I’d break the news that I’m a gynecologist, and when I blinked, all that would be left is a trail of smoke from how quickly she ran away. Apparently it’s going to take a very specific type of woman to feel comfortable having a committed relationship with a man in my profession. And I honestly get it.


I hear Lucy whisper to Cooper that I’m in the room, and he laughs. “Dude, sorry. I didn’t realize you were standing back there.”


“You should be. That was horrifying to witness. As payment for seeing and hearing way too many things, you have to help me talk Lucy into setting me up with a woman for a night.”


Cooper’s eyebrows shoot up, and clearly his mind has gone somewhere less G-rated.


I grimace. “Let me rephrase that: I need a fake girlfriend to go with me to a fundraiser so I don’t have to date my colleague.”


His face clears, and he looks relieved that I’m not asking Lucy to find me a hookup. Apparently these two have really high opinions of me these days.


“Didn’t you just ditch Jessie for something similar to this?”


I throw my hands up. “I didn’t ditch her. I was sleep-deprived and forgot. There is a difference. But even if I did do it on purpose, could you really blame me? Who in their right mind would help someone so rude and abrasive?”


“Well, you’re not exactly daisies and roses yourself there, Dr. Stuck-up.” Jessie suddenly appears from around the corner like an evil genie I accidentally summoned. My skin prickles at the sight of her sharp green eyes. They are blazing. Strangling. Smothering. One dark-blond eyebrow is cocked up, her arms crossed over the yellow T-shirt pulling tight against her chest and small baby bump. The corner of her mouth is tilted. She looks like venom wrapped up in sunshine.


“Jessica,” I say, giving her a short nod like we’re in a saloon in the Wild West. If I had a cowboy hat on, I’d tip it down, so it covered just one of my eyes. I need a piece of wheat.


Jessie’s gaze falls down the length of my body, tripping like a rock skipping across a pond. Face. Shoulders. Biceps. Torso. Thighs. Feet. At first, I think she’s checking me out, until her head tilts and she smirks. “Your fly is down.”


I chuckle once. “Nice try. Did you steal that shirt from a toddler?”


“Nope. From your mom.”


Somewhere in a schoolyard, a group of teenage boys all crow with laughter.


“You two aren’t very nice,” my sister mumbles quietly from the sideline. Poor Luce. She’s still hoping Jessie and I will kiss and make up, and no doubt that’s what she was imagining would happen if Jessie moved in with me. Over my dead body.


Jessie and I lock eyes, and both of our smiles fade. Blue rams into green, tension racing between us like a current. It’s not the good kind, though. It’s that special brand that has turned friends into foes, made business partnerships crumble, and sent countries to war. It’s not a delicate string tying us together. It’s quicksand, gripping our ankles and pulling us both down inch by inch until we’re smothered. It’s loaded and charged, and—


Lucy’s loud clap zings around us. “Okayyyyy! Who’s hungry? The pizza will be coming out of the oven any minute, so everyone grab a plate.”


Jessie walks up and stops right in front of me. I know I’m partially blocking the cabinet that holds the plates, but I’m a mean bully now and make no attempt to move out of the way. She, of course, won’t back down either. She’ll drill a hole right through my body to get to the dishes if she has to. Inching up closer, she stands directly beside me, and her arm presses against mine as she reaches partially around me into the cabinet.


In the second before she pulls away, she leans close to my ear. “I’d watch your back if I were you, Dr. Stuck-up. I’m not good at forgiving and I definitely never forget, but I’m excellent at getting even.”


I tilt my head just enough to look her right in the eyes. “Looking forward to it, Oscar.”


Oscar is the nickname I christened her with the day she started calling me that awful Dr. Stuck-up, and she still has no idea what it means. When she’s not calling me by that little gem, she calls me by my first name, Andrew . . . which I might hate even more. Every single thing between us is an equal back-and-forth, so if she calls me Dr. Stuck-up, I call her Oscar. She calls me Andrew; I call her Jessica. It’s how things are done around here.


Her full mouth blooms into a wicked smile before she pulls back with her plate and walks away, promises of future torture hanging in the air.


That’s when I look down at my jeans. “Dammit,” I mumble, and then I zip up my fly.









CHAPTER 5


Jessie


Dinner was a tense affair, as it usually is when Drew and I are forced to breathe the same oxygen. I feel bad that we’re both so disagreeable around Lucy, who is just a sweet little sprite, an angel-fairy sent to the world to bestow goodness and happy vibes on all of us. But it’s Drew’s fault. He had a chance to mend the strife between us, and instead he threw new logs on the fire. It burns before my eyes.


Drew’s not in the room right now. He walked down the hall again to make a secretive phone call to his doctor, saying the meds still aren’t working and the butt rash is getting worse. At least that’s what I’m assuming the calls are about. So I’m on the floor with Lucy’s little boy, Levi, and we’re putting together a puzzle while Lucy and Cooper snuggle on the couch. Basically, our nightly routine.


I’m trying to focus, but this twenty-piece dinosaur puzzle just isn’t holding my attention. My eyes keep sliding down the dark hallway in the direction of where Drew disappeared. I have no idea why, but I’m curious about who he’s talking to back there. It’s definitely not because I wonder if he has a girlfriend or anything. I mean, he may be attractive from an objective point of view—like, classically speaking, I suppose his broad shoulders and muscled frame might be considered paintable—but his personality is garbage. How he could get any woman to date him with his macho, man-in-charge demeanor is beyond me. I don’t even know how he’s managed to have any patients at his practice. I would never want to see a stuck-up, know-it-all mansplainer like him.


“Uh—I’ll be right back. I need to go to the bathroom.” I state this out loud like I have never before done in the history of my existence. I look suspicious as I stand up and walk like a nutcracker toward the hallway. Right leg, left arm. Left leg, right arm. Or should it be the opposite? How do I normally walk?


“Why are you walking like that?” Lucy asks.


So not like this, apparently.


“Trying not to pee myself,” I say, because that’s an excellent excuse for every abnormality when you’re in your third trimester. Then I scurry down the hall. A couple of feet into the dark, I hear Drew’s voice coming from a cracked door at the end of the hallway. Levi’s room.


I inch forward, my back pressed against the wall like Ethan Hunt from Mission Impossible until I can hear him.


“. . . no, no, I promise you’re not bothering me at all. It’s okay to be nervous—this is your first baby. It’s perfectly normal and expected.”


He’s on a call with a patient? I guess that makes sense. He is a doctor, though I have trouble actually picturing it. Also, I know I should turn and walk away to give him privacy while he’s on a medical call, but anyone who would think I’m capable of turning and walking away right now is clearly unacquainted with me. I’m getting a glimpse of Drew in the wild, and I fully intend to put on my safari hat and pull out my binoculars.


I step forward an inch more and peek through the crack. There he is, phone to his ear, profile to me. He’s starting to get the slightest five-o’clock shadow, and his mussed brown hair looks as rebellious as his attitude. I’m not afforded many moments like this where he looks away, giving me enough time to examine him without repercussions, so I seize the opportunity to catalogue each of his features. His soft blue cotton T-shirt pulls, hugs, and kisses his upper body like it wants to have his babies. His facial features are symmetrical and sharp, perfection chiseled out of a rare, smooth stone, contrasted beautifully by his full, soft lips. But it’s his dark-blue eyes that are the real killers. They’ll pull you in and knock you out in a flash if you’re not careful.


But I hate him, so it’s fine, and I barely even notice his attractiveness.


“You did great just now. How was your pain during that contraction on a scale of one to ten?” There’s a brief pause while he listens to whoever is on the other end of the line. “Okay. Well, I tell you what. I’m going to hang out on the phone with you until the next one starts so we can time it together, and then if—” Another pause. “No, don’t apologize. It’s okay to cry. You went into labor with your first child while your husband is out of town. That’s a lot to deal with, and if I were in your position, I would have already gone through a whole Kleenex box.” He chuckles, and for some reason I find myself smiling too. I almost don’t recognize this side of Drew. He’s . . . tender.


Suddenly, I can’t stand here and listen any longer. I need to get far away from this version of him. I skip the bathroom and go right back to my place on the floor beside Levi, absentmindedly picking up a dinosaur tail and trying to shove it into the spot where its head should go. Levi notices and silently takes the puzzle piece out of my hand, then replaces it with the right one. What a kid. I think this is his way of apologizing for waking me up at the butt crack of dawn every day.


After a minute, Drew comes back into the living room. I peek at him from the corner of my eye and watch him stuff his phone in the back pocket of his dark jeans.


“Everything okay?” Lucy asks him.


He nods and lets out a deep breath. “Yeah. I just might have to go into the hospital later tonight depending on how one of my patients progresses over the next hour.” Drew’s eyes lock with mine, and I hate that I’ve heard how tender he can be. I suddenly blush under his attention, which is so ridiculous I want to kick myself.


Drew crosses the room and sits down in the armchair directly behind me. He does it on purpose; I know it. There are plenty of other seating options in the room, but he chose the one hovering over my shoulder so he could breathe down my neck and rattle me.
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