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    Dedication




    This book is dedicated to my great-grandparents, Arthur and Lily.


    I never met you, but the story of your love


    has inspired me from a very young age


    to believe that true love really does exist,


    and that sometimes, you find it


    in the most unexpected places.
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    Love is like a friendship caught on fire.


    …Bruce Lee


  




  

    Chapter One




    Black and White




    BLACK. DREW LOOKED AROUND and all he could see was black. Black clothes, black expressions, black moods. Gran would’ve hated that. Drew knew if there was any part of her still watching over them, she’d be deeply disappointed in her funeral.




    “Margaret Finlay was a strong woman who overcame many challenges in her life and rose to become one of the most celebrated artists of her time…” the priest droned on.




    Drew looked down at the program in his hands and at the photo of Gran. Her wrinkled, smiling face looked back at him, and he felt a tear prickle behind his eyes. He was going to miss that old bird; she was the only person in the family who understood him. She was the only one who let him be free, who let him be himself.




    Drew’s parents loved him; he knew they did. But he was a huge disappointment to them. He should have been successful like his father or motivated like his mother. He should have been married by now and have a junior Malik to carry on the family name.




    He looked over at his mother and saw her crying quietly against his father’s shoulder. She’d lost her mother, but in a way it felt like Drew had lost his too. His parents hadn’t been the hands-on type, often leaving him with a nanny while they indulged in their life of parties and functions. So, Drew had often spent time with his Gran when he got lonely.




    People started moving and standing up. Drew looked around, confused. He knew he should’ve been paying more attention to what was going on, but he just couldn’t listen to people talk about his Gran when they hadn’t really known her. They didn’t know anything about her real life, only what they’d read in the papers. When his grandfather had died four years ago, it was Gran who had stood up to give his eulogy. It felt wrong that she didn’t have someone to give hers. Drew’s mother had said she wasn’t strong enough, and they’d said it wasn’t proper for Drew to do it. His reputation as a playboy wasn’t the image they wanted portrayed to their friends or the media. As if it wasn’t already all over the tabloids.




    “Are you coming, Drew?”




    “Where?” He looked up, staring at the cold eyes of his father.




    “For God’s sake, weren’t you even listening? Don’t you have any respect for anyone?” Sounding frustrated, his father repeated the words Drew had heard him say more times than he could count.




    “Please calm down, Aaron.” Drew’s mother, Laura, put a hand on her husband’s shoulder and whispered into his ear.




    Aaron Malik sighed and gave his son an irritated look. “We’re going to hear the reading of the will.”




    Of course. The will. It made sense that his father was more concerned about the financial aspect of his mother-in-law’s passing than the emotional effects his wife and son were obviously feeling.




    Drew walked slowly behind his parents as they made their way to one of the back rooms. It seemed morbid to read the will in the church, but Drew wasn’t going to provoke his father further by questioning it.




    They entered a small room and sat down on some uncomfortable, rigid wooden chairs with Mr. Goldsmith, the family’s lawyer.




    “I’m sorry for your loss, Laura.”




    She gave a weak smile and folded her hands tightly in her lap. He fumbled around in his suitcase and pulled out a thick stack of papers.




    “I, Paul Goldsmith, in the presence of the deceased’s family, am reading the official will and testament of Mrs. Margaret Rosemary Finlay.” He cleared his throat. “The Hollywood Hills property and London property, as well as Mrs. Finlay’s entire share portfolio and bank account contents, are left to her daughter, Laura Louise Malik.”




    Drew’s mother and father both nodded. It was expected; his mother was an only child and would of course be the main beneficiary.




    “Andrew Aaron Malik, grandson of the deceased, is to receive the property in Los Feliz,” Paul read on.




    Despite his low mood, Drew couldn’t help but smile at the news. That house had been Gran’s hideaway. His grandfather had bought it for her as a getaway/art studio ten years before, and she’d spent much of her time there. Drew had often visited, and it was a special place for him. He was glad Gran had known how much it meant to him. It also meant he could finally move out of his parents’ house.




    “Are you sure that is a good idea? Maybe we should wait until he’s a bit older,” Aaron asked.




    “I’m twenty-six years old. Most people my age have long since moved out of home, Dad,” Drew protested.




    “Yes, but most twenty-six-year-olds have worked hard at college and made something of themselves. You, on the other hand, have done nothing in the past few years but drink and hang out with your friends.” He said the words “hang out” with disgust, as if his son had committed some horrible crime.




    “We can discuss Drew’s living arrangements later,” Laura scolded. “Let’s just listen to the rest of the will.”




    Paul nodded and looked down at the papers again.




    “Drew is also to receive full payment of his trust fund, in the amount of eighteen million dollars, on his thirtieth birthday, or the day of his marriage, whichever occurs first.”




    Drew stared blankly at Paul to see if he was joking. He wouldn’t get his inheritance until he turned thirty or got married? Well, there went the idea of moving out of his parents’ house. There was no way he could afford to live on his own without the trust fund. Acid burned all the way up his throat and left a bitter taste in his mouth.




    Drew’s friends had all received their funds when they’d turned eighteen or, at the latest, twenty-one.




    “We agree with those terms,” Aaron said.




    Drew sighed. “Of course you do.”




    “Mrs. Finlay also states she would like ten percent of her liquid assets to be donated to the California Arts Council,” Paul added. “With any of her unsold works to be auctioned for charity.”




    “We can facilitate that,” Laura agreed.




    “Okay. Well, that’s everything. If I can just get each of you to sign this, to state you agree to the terms of the will, then I will arrange the transfer of funds to you,” Paul said, holding up a pen and pointing to a piece of paper on the desk.




    Laura signed, and Drew stood up, slowly walking over to the table. He knew there wasn’t anything he could do, besides contesting the will, and that would take time and money to pay for a lawyer. Money he didn’t have. Sure, people would look at him and laugh if he told them he couldn’t afford something. Drew was the only child of one of Hollywood’s biggest action movie stars, and the only grandchild of the very successful painter Marg Finlay. But the money wasn’t his. He had no access to it, and his father made sure he knew about every dollar Drew spent from the family account.




    Grudgingly, he picked up the pen and signed his name.




    “Thank you, Paul.” Aaron reached out to shake the lawyer’s hand.




    “If there’s anything else I can do, please let me know. I’ll be in touch when the transfer documents are ready.” Paul packed up his briefcase.




    Aaron looked over at his son with a smug smile. Drew rolled his eyes and walked out of the room. As he passed Gran’s coffin, he stopped and laid his hand on the smooth polished wood.




    “Good-bye, Gran,” he sighed.
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    “Over here!” Sam called loudly as he held his arms up in the air.




    Drew threw the ball around Simon’s waving hands and then ran past him to the hoop. Sam took a shot. He and Drew cheered as it swished through the net.




    “Damn!” Chris said loudly.




    “Can’t help that we’re awesome!” Sam laughed back.




    “Whatever. This is boring, anyway. Let’s go get a beer,” Simon said, walking off the basketball court.




    Drew shrugged and followed his friends. It was a hot day, and a cold beer sounded great. He grabbed his shirt up off the asphalt and pulled the hot material down over his chest.




    “What’s up with you?” Sam asked as he came over and clapped Drew on the back.




    “My parents are really pushing me to get a job.” Drew let out a loud sigh and scratched at his scruffy face. He really needed a shave.




    Aaron had spent half an hour over breakfast that morning lecturing his son on how important it was to contribute to the family, and to society, and to stop being lazy.




    “What about all the money your grandmother left you in her will?” Chris asked when they were seated in one of the back booths of their favorite bar.




    Drew laughed sarcastically. “I won’t get my hands on that until I turn thirty or get married.”




    “Well, it’s only four years away. Just suck it up and wait,” Simon said with a shrug. He took a cigarette from the pack in his pocket and lit it, blowing a long stream of smoke directly up into the air.




    “That’s easy for you to say,” Drew said to his smug friend. “Your trust fund kicked in years ago.”




    “I could give you a loan,” Chris offered.




    “Or…” Sam started to laugh.




    “Or?” Drew asked curiously.




    “Or…you could get married,” he said with a smile. Sam took a drink of his beer and looked at Drew over the rim of the glass.




    Chris and Simon both burst out laughing.




    “Drew? Get married?” Simon coughed and almost choked on his beer.




    “Fuck you. I don’t have any problem getting women,” Drew shot back.




    “No, you certainly don’t, which is why you’ll never get married.” Simon laughed.




    Drew knew they were right. He didn’t want to get married. He wasn’t the settling down type of guy. He had a new girl every few weeks, and that was the way that he liked it. He was free.




    “How would someone go about finding a wife on short notice?” Sam asked. “Hypothetically.”




    “One of those Russian bride web sites?” Chris asked, looking up at the smoke-stained ceiling in contemplation.




    “Or an ad in the newspaper?” Simon added.




    “I’m guessing it would have to be a real marriage, though, not a fake one,” Sam said.




    “Well, it wouldn’t be that hard, really,” Simon explained. “I mean, think about it. You put a discreet ad in the newspaper for a girl, you both sign a secret contract to state it’s a fake marriage, and you tell everyone you are dating her. Then marry her, get your money, and you can divorce her. I think it would work.”




    “That is the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard!” Drew told him.




    “Ridiculous or genius?” he asked with a smile.




    Drew rolled his eyes. While his friends joked around, continuing their fantasy about the fake marriage, Drew excused himself and headed to the bar. He needed a shot of tequila—now—to calm himself down.




    As he downed his drink, he looked over and saw the guys whispering together…something bad was being planned.
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    White. Everything around her was white. White chairs, white flowers, white dress. What was so romantic about the color white, anyway? Why was white the traditional color for weddings? Wouldn’t red be more appropriate? Red was passionate. White was stark and cold and…perfect.




    Jade drank a whole glass of champagne in one gulp—she needed it. All around her were happy faces. Her best friend, Clare, had just married the love of her life, Stuart, and Jade was happy for them. Really, she was.




    Jade loved Clare like a sister and was thrilled beyond measure that she’d found love. Jade was happy for Clare. But she wasn’t happy for herself.




    “Bridesmaid again, Jade? You must be getting used to that role.”




    Jade gritted her teeth and tried her best to smile. “I’m so glad to be able to support Clare today.” She turned and walked from Martha, her supervisor at work, and headed for the bar. She whispered to herself over and over, “Punching your boss isn’t a good idea,” as she made her way through the crowd.




    Two shots of tequila and another glass of champagne later, Jade was happily dancing with a groomsman. Clare and Stuart twirled past them, and Clare winked, their secret code that she thought the groomsman was hot.




    Jade looked at his face with blurry vision. He was tall, obviously younger than her, and his green eyes were mesmerizing. He smiled, apparently having noticed that she was staring.




    “You wanna get out of here?” he asked, his voice gravelly.




    “Yes.”




    The word was out of her mouth before she’d really thought it through, but the fact that someone wanted her was too good to pass up. If there was a sure-fire cure for feeling rotten about yourself, it was a hot guy finding you attractive. At least it was a short-term cure, and that was all she needed.




    Jade woke up naked with a pounding head on a mattress on the floor of some apartment she didn’t recognize. She could hear snoring next to her but didn’t want to face the nameless groomsman who had momentarily boosted her self-confidence. Instead she decided to creep out of bed, put on her bridesmaid dress, and run outside to find a taxi.




    “I love Sunday morning shifts,” the driver said with a laugh when she climbed inside his car.




    “Excuse me?” she asked.




    “I get to see all the girls doing their walks of shame,” he explained and then laughed again.




    “Just shut up and drive.” She slumped back into the seat and closed her eyes.




    She didn’t need guilt and shame laid on her by a taxi driver. She felt it enough already. She must have looked a sight, wearing a large pink tulle dress with makeup smeared all over her face and her hair sticking out in various directions from the massive amounts of hairspray she’d had to use yesterday for the wedding.




    When she got home, Jade threw her bag and heels down on the floor and went straight to the bathroom, stripping the dress and corset off on the way and leaving them on the floor in the hallway. She turned on the shower but had to wait a few minutes for the ancient system to heat the water before she could get in. She shampooed her hair three times to get all the product out before she scrubbed her face with exfoliant and finally started to feel like herself again.




    Once she was dry and dressed in an old pair of sweats, she picked up the dress from the floor and hung it in the closet alongside the bridesmaid dresses she’d worn for other weddings. Slamming the closet door a little harder than was necessary, she stomped into the kitchen and pulled a large tub of ice cream out of the freezer. Accidently banging her wrist on the broken drawer next to the sink, she took a spoon off the drying rack and sat down in front of the TV. A spring in the couch cushion was sticking into her thigh, and she sighed loudly. She wished she could afford to buy new furniture and not have to put up with flea market or yard sale cast-offs.




    A part of her felt guilty for eating ice cream at eight in the morning, but a bigger part of her didn’t care—and, besides, she didn’t have much other food in the house. After she’d eaten about a quarter of the tub, her restraint came back. She forced herself to put it back in the freezer before she finished the whole thing. It had happened before.




    She picked up yesterday’s newspaper, which was still sitting on the coffee table, unread. The headline caught her eye.




    Marg Finlay dies at age 72.




    She scanned the article. It seemed the famous artist had died of lung cancer. Her seven-figure estate was left to her daughter and grandson, who was the son of Aaron Malik, the actor. As if that family needed more money.




    She began to flick through the pages and decided to have a look at the classifieds, just for a laugh. She often enjoyed reading the messages people wrote and thought it might cheer her up to know she wasn’t the most lonely, desperate person in Los Angeles.




    She chuckled her way down the columns of singles ads but stopped when one caught her attention.




    Wife wanted. Write to Drew.




    There was a post office box address supplied. Was this guy for real? She stared at the ad, wondering if it was meant to be a joke. Was that what our society had come to…advertising for a wife? What about courting and romance and falling in love over long walks under the moonlight? Who did this Drew think he was, anyway? He was probably in his fifties, balding and overweight, with too much money for his own good. He probably wanted a trophy wife who cooked, cleaned, and sucked his cock like a Hoover. What an ass.




    Jade felt heat rise in her cheeks as her blood boiled. He was making light of something she was desperate for, something she dreamed every night of finding. Her fury continued to build until she decided to write him a letter and give him a piece of her mind.




    She pulled out her notepad, found a pen under one of the cushions of the couch, and started to write. Onto the paper poured every thought, every injustice from her past, every idea about what love and marriage meant to her, and when it was done, she read through it to make sure she hadn’t missed anything important.




    Satisfied, she sealed it in an envelope and dug around in her purse for a stamp. She wanted to make sure she sent it before losing her nerve.




    She ran out of her apartment to the mailbox down the street and dropped it in, relishing the clanking sound the slot made when it closed. She wondered if the mysterious Drew would contact her back. Probably not. He’d read her letter, throw it in the trash, and look for a bimbo with fake tits and a bubblegum name ending in an I. (What was so wrong with ending names with Y or IE—like they were meant to, anyway?) At least it made her feel better to have written it.


  




  

    Chapter Two




    You’ve Got Mail




    MONDAY MORNING was no different than any other. Drew didn’t get the Monday morning blues that the rest of the population lived with; he didn’t have to get up and do anything. There was no difference between Monday and Thursday, or even Saturday. Day after day of the same thing.




    He wondered if that was why people went to work: to entertain themselves with something, to have something to break up the week. Was work a way to gain more enjoyment from their time off—a “value what you don’t have” kind of thing? Drew had nothing but spare time. Day after day of hours to fill.




    He was lying in bed, staring at his bedroom ceiling and pondering his life, or lack thereof, when his phone beeped. He reached onto his nightstand for the phone and read a text message from Sam.




    You might wanna check your mail! Ha!




    Drew wondered what that could mean, but he decided that he probably should get out of bed regardless. It was almost noon.




    He went downstairs and saw a large stack of envelopes and boxes piled on the kitchen bench. The family housekeeper, Caroline, must have already been to the post office to collect it all. If not for the text from Sam, he wouldn’t have looked twice at the postage haul. His father was always getting fan mail and packages from sponsors wanting him to promote their products.




    He grabbed a muffin out of the fridge and made his way over to the pile of mail. Every single envelope and box was addressed to him. It wasn’t his birthday, and he couldn’t think of any other reason to receive so many packages, but he figured the only way to find out what this was all about was to open them.




    He picked up a box, ripped it open, and tipped the contents onto the counter. Horrified, he stared at the folded piece of paper and the pile of lace. Was that a thong? He left it and opened another box, allowing several photos to fall onto the bench, all of a very naked woman.




    What was going on? He quickly scanned the letter that accompanied the thong and found that the sender had some kind of idea that they would be getting married. He picked up the letter that went with the nude photographs and found the same theme.




    “The world has gone crazy!” he muttered to himself, taking a bite of his muffin.




    He knew Sam was behind it, so he picked up the wall phone in the kitchen and dialed his number.




    “Yo,” Sam answered.




    “What the hell?” Drew yelled.




    Sam burst into hysterics and kept trying to get words out. Eventually he calmed down.




    “What did you do?” Drew asked, staring at the thong still sitting on the counter.




    “I got you a wife,” Sam said, still chuckling.




    “You got me a hundred stalkers—who all appear to be strippers or porn stars.”




    “Huh?”




    “Well, I’ve only opened two of the dozens of packages, and I’ve already got a thong and a handful of naked pictures,” Drew explained.




    “I’ll be there in ten minutes.” The line went dead, and Drew could practically see Sam running to his car.




    Drew sighed and stared at the pile of unopened mail that he would still have to go through. He thought about just throwing it all in the trash, but he couldn’t deny he was a bit curious to see what else people had sent. He piled his arms high with the boxes and letters and carried them up to his bedroom, dumping them on the bed and then heading back downstairs for a second load. As he carried the last of the mail upstairs, he heard the doorbell ring.




    Knowing Caroline would let Sam in, he sat on the floor of his bedroom and started opening the packages. Sam, Simon, and Chris all filed into the room and burst out laughing when they saw Drew sitting cross-legged, surrounded by mail.




    “Let’s see these titty pics,” Simon said with a laugh. He sat down on the end of Drew’s bed and started rifling through the envelopes.




    “Ha! Listen to this one…” Sam started to read from a letter. “Dear Drew, I would make the perfect wife. I can cook, clean, and I always swallow. I have the ability to deep-throat the biggest dick without gagging—”




    “What did you guys do?” Drew asked, cutting his friend off.




    “We put the plan into action. Out of all these girls, there has to be one you might like. So, you marry her and get your inheritance. Easy,” Chris said with a shrug of his shoulder.




    Simon whistled and held up a picture. “This girl is hot!”




    “I’m not going to marry some random girl,” Drew said. “And especially not any of these girls!”




    “Let’s just open them all and put them into ‘yes,’ ‘no,’ and ‘maybe’ piles,” Sam reasoned.




    “Fine,” Drew said with a long sigh. “But I need a drink to get through this.”




    He pulled some vodka from his desk drawer and drank straight from the bottle. They spent the next hour opening letters and deciding if they were suitable or not. Drew wanted to put them all in the “no” pile, but the boys added some they thought were interesting to the “maybe” pile.




    A lot of the letters smelled of perfume and most of them included photos. Some of the photos were nude, but a lot of them were just pictures of smiling girls. In a way, Drew felt bad for them; they’d put themselves out there, and he wasn’t even going to let them know he wasn’t interested. There was no way he could contact every one of them.




    “This girl just wrote out her whole life story,” Chris said as he threw her letter into the “no” pile.




    “I think this one is after a green card,” Sam scoffed as he scrunched up the letter.




    “This one is promising four blowjobs every single day.” Simon laughed, but then he put the envelope in his pocket when he thought no one was looking.




    “Whoa! We have a hater.” Chris waved the letter he was currently holding in the air. “Check this out, Drew,” he said as he handed Drew several sheets of paper.




    Dear Asshole,




    Your ad for a wife disgusted me. How could you treat something as sacred as marriage with such disrespect? I have been searching for love for years, and time after time I have been left with a broken heart and a little less self-esteem.




    You might think of marriage as a joke, but trust me...I am a single girl who has all married friends. I would do anything to find that right guy and commit our lives to each other.




    Drew stopped reading and looked up to see Sam sling-shotting one of the many thongs at his face. He was only just able to duck out of the way in time.




    “Gross, Sam. I think that one had been worn!” Drew yelled.




    “So, what does the hater say?” Simon asked.




    “I don’t know. I didn’t get to finish reading it. But from what I can gather she’s disgusted with the idea that someone would be so disrespectful as to advertise for a wife, and I have to agree with her. I can’t believe you guys would do that to me.”




    “We were seriously just trying to help. There has to be one girl here who’s caught your eye. What about that blowjob girl? Simon…which letter was it?” Chris asked.




    “Uhhh…I’m not sure,” Simon said, his face turning red. His hand automatically touched his pocket.




    “Look, so far the only girl who has any sense is this—” he looked at the bottom of the letter to see the hater’s name “—Jade.”




    “Well, I hate to tell you this, Drew, but I don’t think the hater is going to marry you,” Sam said, standing and clapping his friend on the back.




    “This was a stupid idea!” Drew said angrily. He stood too and gathered all the envelopes so he could throw them in the trash.




    “Wanna go see a movie?” Simon asked.




    “No, you guys go. I’m just gonna clean up this mess,” Drew said dismissively.




    He didn’t feel like being around them anymore. He couldn’t believe they had been such idiots as to think he would find a wife through an ad in the newspaper. After the three of them left, he collected all the envelopes and boxes and took them down to the garbage.
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    “Is everything okay, Drew?” Aaron asked over breakfast the following day.




    “Yeah.” Drew spooned in another mouthful of Count Chocula.




    “You’ve seemed down for the past few weeks…Are you still upset about Gran?” his father pressed.




    Drew shrugged. He and his father had never been very close, and talking with him about emotions was extremely uncomfortable. Drew hoped he would just drop the subject.




    “I know you were disappointed with the terms of the settlement, but your mother and I have been talking. We think it might be good for you to move into your grandmother’s house.”




    Drew’s head shot up, and he looked at his father carefully. “Really?”




    “Yes. You’re an adult, and having to take some responsibility for yourself might help you to mature. Now, you would have to pay all your own bills and clean up after yourself. I’m not going to pay for a maid, and I don’t want to hear about you calling Caroline over to work for you. She has enough to do here.”




    “I can’t afford to live there,” Drew said. “I know I should have a job by now, but there isn’t anything that I want to do, and I don’t see the point of starting a career when in a few years I won’t need to work anyway. It’s a waste of time.”




    His father’s face went cold. Drew knew his father didn’t like his attitude about work. Aaron certainly had enough money that he didn’t need to work, and yet he had a new movie coming out every summer. Drew and his father just didn’t have the same work ethic.




    “Your mother agrees with you,” Aaron said through gritted teeth. “So, we have a suggestion. I will pay you a generous allowance until your trust fund is released…”




    “Deal!” Drew said with a smile, cutting him off.




    His dad leaned back in his chair and pressed his hands carefully onto the table top. “I have a condition.”




    “I knew you would.”




    “You have to do volunteer work. I don’t care what kind of volunteer work it is, as long as you do it.”




    “How much would the allowance be?” Drew asked, trying not to show how interested he was.




    “Three thousand a month.” Aaron took a bite of toast.




    “That’s not enough,” Drew said simply, shaking his head. He knew there was no way he could live on that. He could go through that in just one weekend out with his friends.




    “Drew, many people support whole families on that amount of money, and you won’t have rent to pay because you own the house. If you budget properly, it will be more than enough.”




    “Why are you doing this?” Drew asked.




    “Your mother and I love you, Drew, and it makes us miserable to see you so down. And you’re right when you say that most people your age are looking after themselves. I would’ve liked it if you had gotten a job and worked to support yourself, but your mother agrees with you that starting a career isn’t a priority for you. We want to help you to learn how to budget and look after yourself so that when your trust fund is paid, you can be independent. The monthly allowance is all you will get. Don’t come and ask for anything else, because I’ll say no.”




    It made sense, even if it was uncharacteristic for him to see things from Drew’s point of view. Drew thought about it for another second, but there really wasn’t much else to consider. It was the only option he had if he wanted to get out of the house. All he’d have to do was find some volunteer work, and that shouldn’t be too hard. His mom had been doing it for years. He was sure she could help him pick something.




    “Deal!” Drew said, holding his hand out for his dad to shake.




    “Good,” Aaron said. He shook his son’s hand, and for the first time in a very long time, he looked proud.




    After breakfast, Drew raced up to his bedroom and started to pack his belongings. He couldn’t believe he was actually getting out to live on his own. Caroline would’ve happily done the packing for him, but he was so excited he wanted to do it himself.




    Drew got down on his knees and started pulling storage boxes out from under the bed when he saw a folded piece of paper on the floor. He opened it up and laughed when he realized it was the letter from the hater girl. It must have been dropped when he threw the rest out into the garbage. He put it in the trash pile and kept working.




    After he’d packed the majority of the things he wanted to move, he went to have a look at the house. Paul, the lawyer, had brought the keys two weeks ago, but Drew hadn’t been there yet as it was too depressing to know it was his and not be able to live there.




    He pulled his car into the drive and looked up at the house. It was imposing and looked vacant. Newspapers were piled up on the stoop, and several of the windows to the front room were smashed. The homey feeling he associated with it was gone.




    When he got inside, he coughed from all the dust lying around. It looked like Gran hadn’t used this place in a while before she died. He made his way around and got more and more disheartened the more he explored.




    The electricity was disconnected, and there was some kind of insect infestation that would need to be taken care of. The floor of the front room, which Gran had used as her studio, was coated in paint splatters, and one of the steps to the top floor was broken. When he walked into the formal lounge, there was shattered glass all over the floor and a rock on the rug. Someone had thrown it through the original stained glass windows. There must be thousands of dollars’ worth of repairs needed before he could move in.




    There was no way his father would give him that much money, and the allowance he was offering wouldn’t cover it. Drew was back to square one. He’d have to sit in his parents’ house for the next four years or find a way to get some money.




    He drove home feeling extremely depressed and went straight to his bedroom, avoiding his parents. Drew hated feeling bad, so he found the almost empty bottle of vodka in his desk drawer and drained it. Hopefully it would kick in soon and lift his mood. He lay down on the bed and rolled onto his side. He just had to find a way to get some money. It was so frustrating to have such a huge amount sitting and waiting for him and not be able to get his hands on it. If only there was a way to get…




    He glanced over and saw the hater’s letter sitting on top of the pile of trash he hadn’t taken out yet. He snatched it up and read it again. The girl was actually quite funny. She was angry, that was obvious, but she had a dry sarcasm that he liked. Maybe his friends hadn’t been so stupid after all.




    Drew got up and went over to his desk to write her a reply.
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    The days went on as they usually did, and Jade forgot about the jerk, Drew, who thought he could advertise for a wife. She went to work every day and hung out with her friends most evenings before returning to the tiny, grungy apartment. It was the same routine she’d had since moving from Florida.




    Jade enjoyed her job working as a character in the world’s happiest theme park. She got to dress up as a princess every day. It was like fulfilling a childhood dream. That was how she’d met Clare; they worked there together. They spent their days wearing gorgeous gowns, smiling, waving, and having their photos taken. There were worse jobs in the world. The illusion of being a princess was short-lived, however, when she went home to her shoebox of an apartment with a hot water system that kept breaking down and a refrigerator that only worked some of the time.




    She waved good-bye to the smiling children who were calling out to her—“Ariel! Ariel!”—and went to the break room.




    “You’re so lucky you don’t have to wear a wig!” Clare groaned as she pulled the mass of brunette curls from her head. Her own blond hair was smashed under a hair net.




    “One advantage to being a natural redhead,” Jade laughed.




    She fluffed the thick red hair that fell down her back in soft waves. The starfish clip that held her bangs back was pinching her scalp, so she repositioned it and then grabbed her lunch out of her locker.




    “So, you’ve been back at work for three days now. Are you settled back in?” she asked Clare.




    Clare and Stuart had just spent two weeks in Mexico, lazing on the beach for their honeymoon, and Clare had come back with the most delightful tan.




    “I guess,” she sighed. “I miss the beach. Maybe we could go over to Malibu one weekend? Or a weekend in Hawaii would be amazing!”




    “Yeah, maybe,” Jade said. She knew she wouldn’t have the cash for that. She was saving up for a new fridge so her food wouldn’t go bad. She didn’t feel like dying of food poisoning anytime soon. Although if she did get food poisoning, she’d probably have a killer bikini body after all the vomiting.




    That afternoon she collected the mail on her way home. It was something she did weekly, so she only got that depressing I’ve-got-more-bills-than-money feeling once instead of every day. There were several bills and some advertising catalogues as well as one hand-addressed letter.




    She threw the rest of the mail down on the counter to look at later and ripped open the envelope. A quick scan of the handwriting told her she didn’t recognize it, and the signature at the end, Drew Malik, was also unfamiliar. She wracked her brain but couldn’t think of anyone she knew by that name. Of course there was Aaron Malik’s son…Jade thought his name was Drew. She’d seen him stumbling drunk on TMZ a few nights before. But what would he be writing to her for? With her curiosity piqued, she started to read the letter.




    Dear Jade,




    Thank you for taking the time to share all of your concerns with me. I agree that advertising for a bride is a horrendous thing to do. I assure you I had nothing to do with it. My friends placed the ad in the newspaper as a semi-joke.




    I find myself in a situation where having a wife would be greatly beneficial to me, and my idiot friends were trying to help me out. I assure you I don’t take the idea of getting married lightly.




    Since we seem to have a similar view on this, I was thinking maybe we could get together and see if an arrangement could be made to benefit us both.




    If you’re curious, or interested to hear my proposal, please meet me at the Griddle Café on Sunset at 7 p.m. on Friday night. I’ll wait for you, in hopes that you’ll come.




    Drew Malik




    aka “The Asshole”




    She stared at the letter and re-read it three times before she gave up trying to understand it. The letter didn’t confirm if he was Aaron Malik’s son, but one thing was for sure—this was the same Drew she’d written that letter to two weeks ago. Jade didn’t know whether to believe he’d had nothing to do with the ad. And she certainly couldn’t think of a reason why it would be advantageous for him to have a wife.




    But he was right about one thing: she was curious.


  




  

    Chapter Three




    The Proposal




    TONIGHT WAS THE NIGHT. Jade still hadn’t decided if she was going to meet Drew or not. He’d said he’d be waiting for her, which in a way made her feel like she should go. She knew how bad it felt to be stood up. But did she really want to face a guy who thought of marriage as a joke? On the plus side, if he pissed her off, she could throw her coffee in his face—she’d always wanted to try that.




    Would she or wouldn’t she? Should she or shouldn’t she?




    Her mind was made up when she got home and stood naked in her bathroom for nearly ten minutes, waiting for the shower to get hot. Eventually she gave up and settled for a freezing cold shower. She couldn’t live like this anymore.




    As she toweled herself dry, her stomach rumbled loudly, and she sighed, knowing she didn’t have any food in the cupboard. She worked full time, but the majority of her wages paid her rent and tuition loans. There wasn’t a lot left over for luxuries like food. In his letter, Drew had said his proposition would benefit them both. Could she interpret that to mean that she would get some kind of payment for helping him?




    She changed into a pair of jeans and a sweater that didn’t have any holes and ran out the door before she changed her mind. She wasn’t sure if it made her a prostitute for offering a service for payment. It felt wrong. But she shook her head to clear the thoughts; she didn’t even know what he wanted from her. Surely it wasn’t sex. And she knew she wouldn’t do that anyway. She would rather starve.




    Her car door creaked as she opened it, and her heart clenched in the daily routine of would or wouldn’t the car start? She buckled her seat belt and rubbed her hands on the steering wheel.




    “Come on, Gertrude, you can do it,” she said as she turned the key.




    The car sputtered but came to life. Jade quickly put it into gear and pulled onto the street before the engine stalled.




    “Good girl!” She found it helped to encourage the car.




    Her mind raced the whole way to the Griddle Café. She’d heard of the place but never actually eaten there. There was a long line of people standing outside in small groups, chatting as they waited for a table. She checked in, giving her name, and followed the balding man as he led her into the tiny, crowded space, ignoring the grumbles of the other people in line. Her stomach rumbled at the smell of pancakes and coffee as she squeezed her way through the tables.




    She realized she didn’t even know who she was looking for. She scanned the room and saw several teenagers, some couples, an older man reading a book, and one guy sitting on his own who was about her own age. He looked familiar, the way a radio personality did…You’d seen their faces on billboards, but you didn’t know them personally. It was Drew Malik…the actor’s son. Shit!




    Slowly, she started to walk toward his booth while trying to casually smooth her hair. As she got closer, he smiled and stood up.




    “Are you Jade?” he asked.




    She nodded and sat down, in shock. She hadn’t actually expected the Drew Malik from the letter to be Drew Malik. What was she going to say to him?




    “I’m Drew,” he said, smiling, and held his hand out for her to shake.




    Jade moved her hand forward, almost hesitant to touch him. Drew was handsome, and not just normal guy-in-the-street-that-you-look-at-as-he-walks-by handsome. He was movie star handsome. His blue eyes sparkled as he smiled at her, and his perfect white teeth shone in the dim lights of the diner. He looked almost exactly like his father.




    “I’m glad you came,” he said when he released her hand and ran his fingers through his messy brown hair.




    Jade tried to open her mouth to speak, but no words came out. All kinds of dirty thoughts ran through her mind, and she was frightened that if she did say something it would be about how much she wanted to suck on his luscious bottom lip. Suddenly the idea of prostitution wasn’t as repulsive as it had been.




    “Would you like anything? Coffee?” he asked politely.




    She nodded, and he waved over the server, asking her to bring two coffees.




    “So, what do you do?” he asked.




    “Excuse me?” Jade forced herself to concentrate and to stop staring at him.




    “I feel at a bit of a disadvantage. I’m sure you know about my life already from the media, and I know nothing about you. What do you do?”




    “I’m a princess,” she replied.




    Drew laughed and waited, but when she held her neutral expression, he frowned. “What?”




    “At Disneyland. I’m one of the princesses.”




    Drew’s eyebrows raised. “Seriously? You wear the dresses and the crown?”




    She nodded.




    “Which princess are you?”




    “Can’t you guess?” she asked, her voice a little flirty, flipping her long hair over her shoulder. That’s it, girl. Just be cute and casual.




    “You’re the sexy mermaid one!” he cheered.




    “Well, I’m not sexy at Disneyland. But, yes, I’m Ariel.”




    The waitress put two cups of coffee down on the table, and they each drank, allowing their conversation to fall away.




    “You must think I’m very strange.” Drew chuckled, sounding just as nervous as Jade felt.




    “What? Oh…no, not at all,” she said meekly.




    “You seemed to think so in your letter,” he countered.




    That snapped Jade out of her trance. She smiled shyly, keeping her eyes locked on the Formica table top. “Yeah, sorry about that.”




    He laughed again. “It was actually quite refreshing, and I want to assure you again that I didn’t place that ad. I swear it was my friends.”




    “If you don’t mind me asking, why would they do that?” she asked and immediately felt nosy.




    “It has to do with what I wanted to talk to you about tonight. Maybe I should start at the beginning?”




    Jade nodded and reached for the coffee cup that had just been refilled. She brought it up to her lips, blowing on it gently before taking a sip.




    “My grandmother died recently…”




    “Oh, I’m sorry,” she blurted, cutting him off. “I did read about that in the paper.”




    “She lived a good life,” he said with a shrug of his shoulders. “In her will, she left me a house and a trust fund.”




    Jade nodded to show her understanding, although why the son of Hollywood’s biggest action hero needed a trust fund was beyond her.
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