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      “You’re the best.” My client says, signing with a mixture of relief and awe. He’s not stroking my ego or sucking up either.

      I am the best. It’s a fact, and people don’t pay me for my humility. “Did you doubt me for a second?” I say toward the Bluetooth mic and signal before maneuvering my car around a truck. It’s too beautiful of a morning to be stuck staring at a back bumper for the next mile.

      “Maybe, but I shouldn’t have. Seriously. Saved my ass on this one.” He swears under his breath before his deep chuckle fills the line. Satisfaction. Joy. It’s as clear in his laughter as it is his next words. “I don’t know how you do it, man, but damn am I grateful. I called everywhere. I had my assistant calling every single breeder in the state of California.”

      “You know I take care of you.” A genuine smile works its way on my lips, and regardless of what a total pain it was to track down his thirteen-year-old’s only birthday wish list item—a pair of teacup terrier puppies, available and ready to leave their mother in a matter of days—I’m happy I could come through. After all, it’s how I’ve built my business.

      “And they’ll be here Wednesday? I want to surprise her the moment she walks in after school.”

      “I’m delivering the little rascals myself. Pups will be there in time. Promise.”

      “I’ll be working from my home office all day. She leaves for school at eight, so any time after is fine.” We’ve already worked out the details, but clients tend to reiterate them, and I get it. This is important to him. It’s personal.

      “They’ll be there. You have my word.”

      After ending the call, I lower the windows and inhale the cool, salty air. This mid-morning hour provides a rare and peaceful moment to cruise down the coast without weekend beachgoers clogging the road. I’m on the way to one of my favorite suppliers, at the request of a client, but this doesn’t feel like work at all. In fact, the only thing that could make it better would be someone to share this moment. I glance at the empty passenger seat—the perpetually empty seat—then shake off the idiotic longing. I’m where I am right now because of my tenacity for business and my sheer stubbornness to prove everyone wrong.

      Maybe not everyone. No, I’ll never live up to my father’s standards.

      Not that I care what he thinks.

      I am living my best life. This is my dream. I enjoy the challenge of waking up each day to hunt down the next treasure to suit a client’s need. To some I may resemble an overpaid errand boy, but they have no idea how difficult it is to find a signed first edition of Dracula someone is willing to part with.

      I’m the dealer my rich and famous friends call when they need . . . anything. Antique set of vintage China your great-grandmother used to serve Sunday dinner with? I’ve got it. A ’56 Aston Martin? I’ll find it. Original display art made one hundred percent from repurposed and recycled items. I know a guy. In fact, that’s exactly what has me headed to Hermosa Beach.

      One of my best clients likes to commission artwork for her high-end hotels, designed specifically to fit each décor, and after she explained what she wanted for her new Malibu location, I knew a Chance Bateman original would be the perfect fit. He’s about halfway through the finished product, and since Darlene Sheehan asked for an update, I thought I’d drive to see it for myself. That, and after working with Chance on over a dozen projects this last year, I consider him as much a friend as colleague.

      I pull up to the curb of his bungalow, a view of the beach in the near distance. Chance enjoys gardening—hence the immaculate yard—and I find him outside digging through dirt and flowers. I step from my Bugatti and shut the door before making my way up the drive.

      Chance notices my approach, pulls the gloves from his hands, and meets me halfway. “Hey, Jude.” He lifts a hand and sings his greeting in tune to the iconic song.

      It’s only the thousandth time someone’s said hello this way, but because Chance Bateman is a friend, I don’t have to play polite. I flash a sarcastic smirk. “Never heard that one before.”

      He chuckles and clasps me across the back. “How the hell are you, mate?”

      “Can’t complain.”

      He nods toward the house. “Beer? I have a few growlers from that brewery I told you about last time you drove down.”

      “You know I can’t say no to that.” I follow him inside to the kitchen. “It’s five o’clock somewhere.”

      “I grew up in Oz, so your rules of propriety don’t apply.” Chance spent so many years in Australia his accent stuck, along with the belief that any time is a good time for drinks. He pulls the beer from the fridge, filling two glasses before handing one over. He nods for me to follow him out back to his studio—a converted detached garage that allows him space to make a mess—or art, as he calls it. Right now the object in question looks more like a hunk of junk, but I’ve no doubt in a matter of weeks it’ll be show-stopping.

      “So what do you think?”

      Before me is the bones of what looks to be three headless mermaids—sunning themselves on the hood of an old Impala. At least that’s the only item of value I spot amongst the art piece as it stands. “Why don’t they have heads?”

      “They will.” Chance points to one of the headless creatures. “I decided to use plastic water bottles for the hair. It’s a process melting them down and then shredding the material to resemble hair, but I think I’m on the right path. That, and collecting enough cans and metal bottle caps to get the scales right.”

      I nod, noticing now how the mermaid tails will glint and shine in the full light. Chance is brilliant, though I don’t inflate his ego by telling him so. Only an artist would be able to take all this trash and turn it into something beautiful.

      “Aubrey and I walk the beach in the morning and collect what’s washed up, but it’s slow going.”

      “If scheduling is a problem, get a few cases of water and soda from the store and empty them down the drain?”

      “That’d kind of defeat the point of it being made from repurposed materials, yeah?”

      I open my mouth to answer, but before I can, a loud bleat sounds from behind. I practically jump out of my shoes and beer sloshes from my glass. “Jesus, Pixy.”

      The pet wanders by as if he didn’t take a few years off my life.

      I wipe my hand on the rag Chance offers. “Your goat scared the shit out of me.”

      “That’s what, a dozen times now?” Chance laughs and rubs the animal behind his ear. “He’s better than any guard dog.”

      “Then get a pup. Should be easy enough with your wife’s job.” Aubrey runs a local animal shelter, and you’d think they’d be a normal couple and adopt dogs and cats. Goats scare the shit out of me. It’s the eyes. Wide, giant, glassy things that might as well be possessed.

      “Aren’t you an animal lover?”

      I eye Pixy warily, and take a step out of the goat’s view. “I’m more a dog guy.”

      “You aren’t scared of ol’ Pix, here?”

      “What? No!”

      “Sure, mate.” Chance chuckles and stands, retrieving his beer to take a long sip and propping his back against the doorway.

      Aubrey enters the studio doorway and hands the baby monitor to Chance, her yoga mat tucked under her other arm. “Baby’s asleep. I’m heading out.” Her gaze finds mine, and her smile brightens. “Hi, Jude. I didn’t know you were stopping by.”

      “Had to get a preview of your husband’s next masterpiece.”

      “It’s brilliant.” She beams at Chance as if he painted the Sistine Chapel. Or holds the stars. He looks back with the same devotion and desire. Completely, totally in love. That. That, right there is something I wouldn’t mind at all. There’s nothing fake or fabricated about the affection these two share.

      “But you already know my husband is always right on schedule.” Aubrey lifts her brow when I bring my beer to my lips for a sip. “You aren’t fooling me, Jude. You stop by to shoot the shit. And for the free beer.”

      Busted. Fuck, am I that obvious? Does she think it’s pathetic I resort to unnecessary vendor meetings when I get too bored or restless? More importantly, is that what Chance thinks?

      “Princess, you’re the one telling me I need more friends. Don’t chase this one off.” Chance loops his arm around her waist, dropping a kiss to her lips and whispering something in her ear to make her eyes light. Knowing Chance, probably something filthy. I tip back my beer to give them a tiny thread of privacy.

      “Enough of that. I’ll be late.” Aubrey giggles and shoves Chance away with a grin. She lifts her hand to wave. “Jude, always good seeing you. Next time you pop by, why don’t you stay for dinner? Bring a lady friend, or let me set you up with someone.” She waggles her brows suggestively.

      “Yeah, yeah.” I wave her off with a chuckle, but I don’t want to be set up with one of Aubrey’s friends. I’ve had enough awkward blind dates to last a lifetime. Unless . . . “Do you have a sister?”

      “No.” Chance glares, his brow creased with irritation. “And find your own princess, my wife is taken.”

      “Not moving in on your woman.” I hold my hands up. I am not a cheater, despite what some might think. “Just searching for someone as beautiful and smart as her.”

      He shakes his head, but a chuckle escapes his mouth. “I should hit you for that, but she’s the best thing to happen to me, so I get it.” Their road to happily ever after wasn’t an easy one, but it was paved with fate. He’s told me the story so many times, and I’d be lying if I didn’t wish for the same instant connection. A sign from the universe to make things clear.

      “Wait.” My brows shoot up. “Don’t you have a sister? Is she single?”

      “No.” He really does punch me this time, his fist making contact with my shoulder with enough momentum it stings. “Hands off Adele. She’s finally happy, and you’re a player.”

      He’s not wrong. “Maybe I’ll become a reformed ladies’ man, like you.”

      “No doubt you’re capable, but it takes more than a whim, mate. When you meet the right woman, you’ll know.”

      “Yeah.” I nod, but what if I never meet the right woman? How will I know if she’s the one when I do? I don’t even know where to go looking. It’s not that I have problems attracting the female population. Quite the opposite. I have no trouble finding a woman to warm my bed, or suck my dick. The issue is, I never know whether they’re only after a piece of my fortune. Call them what you will. Gold diggers. Advantageous hustlers. But I want a woman who’d be satisfied with my companionship even if I were dirt poor. I release a sigh and take another sip of my beer. “We all can’t pick out a girl from a rest stop and marry her like you did.”

      “Not really that simple.”

      “Too bad.” I sigh into my beer glass. I wish it worked that way. “It’d be easier. Sometimes I think I’m getting too old for the LA scene.”

      “Must be a real trial. All those willing and wanting women, following you home each night like puppies for a roll in the sack. I don’t know how you do it.”

      Okay, so yeah. It’s not all that horrible. I fight back a grin, but it quickly spreads across my lips. “They’re more like tigers. A few cougars.”

      “Might want to take a break from playing the field if it’s true love you’re in search of.”

      “That your master advice?”

      “Nah, mate.” He laughs, heartily and loud. “Fuck, it’s common sense. Can’t meet your princess if all your nights are spent in the brothel.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind. Now, let’s get some photos of this monstrosity for Mrs. Sheehan.”

      “You mean masterpiece?”

      “Hunk of junk.”

      He presses a hand to his chest. “You wound me.”

      “Beauty’s in the eye of the beholder. That’s all that matters, Chance, and to Darlene Sheehan you’re a mad genius.”

      “Mad?”

      “You play with goats, man.”

      “Goat. One goat. I’m an artist, mate, but I have a heart. Go easy on me.”

      “Next time I’ll bring lube. Now, smile.” I hold up my phone and back up to get him in the frame. “Or don’t. A tortured artist sells better than a happy one.”

      “You’re crazy, you know that?” Chance chuckles, then sobers for me to take another photo.

      “Aren’t we all?” I lift my brows over the screen of my phone and grin, because yeah, we all do what we gotta do to make the money.
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      There is nothing worse than listening to running water on a full bladder. I know this because it’s a regular experience in my current living situation. Today is my fault though, and I mentally slap myself for sleeping through my first alarm—that and downing a protein shake after getting dressed. My half of the bedroom shares a wall with our apartment’s only bathroom and I’ve had to pee for a good thirty minutes—the last fifteen of them pure torture as one of my roommates steals the last of the hot water.

      Squeezing my thighs together, I lean forward to stare at my magnified reflection. With a steady hand I swipe another line of black across my eyelid. My ears perk at the cut of the shower. I cap my eyeliner and race to wait for my roommate to exit the bathroom before anyone else cuts the line. My roommates have a very strict bathroom schedule—it’s the only way five women can co-exist with one bathroom and all get to work on time—but Kari Ann is going way over her allotment this morning.

      I knock on the door. “Can I get in there, please? I have to pee.” She doesn’t respond, or even acknowledge my interruption. Not that I expect her to. Hell, if I didn’t have to go so badly, I’d just stop at a gas station on the way to Americana Studios. But I don’t have time, and a few more minutes and I really might piss myself. I knock at the door again.

      “Jesus.” The door cracks open and with it comes a staggering fog of steam. I step back as Kari Ann pushes past with her shower caddy in hand and a towel wrapped around her. She gives me a disapproving glare. Because I’m the asshole here.

      It doesn’t bother me though—not enough to pick a fight—because I’m already inside the bathroom, lock flipped shut and pants down. My bladder practically sighs in relief, but it’s short-lived.

      An aggressive knock at the door interrupts my second of peace. “Almost done? I really need to shower!” Jenni shouts.

      Sharing a two-bedroom, one-bath apartment with four others is a special kind of hell. The rent comes as close to affordable as Los Angles gets, but sometimes I question whether it’s worth the sacrifice. Hell, these days I question most of my decisions, including the one to up and leave my comfortable life in Chicago for a shot at following my dreams. I quickly wash my hands and open the door so Jenni can get ready for her auditions. “Sorry. Break a leg today.”

      “Thanks, Rae!” Jenni smiles as she and I switch places.

      I make a quick stop in my room, trying not to notice as Kari Ann struts around in her undies. My roommates also have no qualms about walking around naked, or close to it, something I’m still adjusting to. I grew up with a big brother and fairly conservative parents, in the Midwest where such shenanigans might result in frozen nips for more than half the year. “Bye, Kari Ann.” I wave, my gaze averted.

      She doesn’t answer.

      I sling my bag over one shoulder and check to make sure the keys are inside before I tug the handle of my rolling cart toward the front door. It’s currently loaded down with every makeup brush and beauty product I own. “Have a good day!” I call out to no one in particular. My roommates aren’t the friendliest people I’ve encountered since moving, but I’m still the new girl. They don’t know me. Not including Jenni, the others have been pretty cold, but I try not to take it personally. Besides, I’m paying for a place to stay, not friendship.

      I didn’t move to LA to find a best friend anyway. I’m here to claim my independence. To build a career. To pursue the life I’ve always wanted. Oh, and to escape the aftermath of a horrible breakup.

      Yep. I’m that woman. The one who needed to hit rock bottom to realize how much life had passed her by. Stuck in a career I never wanted. In a city with winters so frigid I was miserable at least four months a year. Dating one rich, pompous asshole after another until I woke up, twenty-nine and alone—once again—and said, fuck it. I wasn’t going to waste another day doing meaningless shit.

      Who knows? Maybe one day I’ll thank Ethan for breaking my heart. Without him I would never have packed up all my life’s possessions—a small enclosed trailer full—and made the drive across a half dozen states to start a fresh life. Okay, that’s pushing it. Hopefully I’ll never have to thank him, because I never want to see his cheating, pretentious face again.

      I only wish living my best life looked a little more glamorous. A little less one-step-away-from-being-broke-and-homeless.

      Unlocking the trunk to my car, Iron Maiden as I named her years ago, I arrange the cases of makeup and supplies so they won’t tip over. It’s a system I have down pat, placing my collapsible roller cart inside last. Sweat beads on my upper lip and brow, the California mid-morning summer sun in full force. There isn’t a cloud in the sky, and I can’t even complain, even though my makeup is about to be toast, because this is what I came here for. Sunshine. Warmth. A new life.

      “Hey, lady! You moving or not?” a man shouts from an idling car.

      “Sorry!” I hold up one finger to indicate he should wait, then slam my trunk shut and slide around to start up Iron Maiden. The Buick is as old as I am, with rust marring her silver paint, but I wouldn’t dream of trading her in. Not that I could afford something better.

      It’s okay. It doesn’t bother me. She runs just fine, even if the AC is mostly shot. The engine turns over with a gentle stutter and rumble, then I’m on my way toward today’s movie set, an indie film where they’ve hired me to do makeup. Yeah, that’s the thought that paints a smile on my face, even when I hit bumper-to-bumper traffic on the interstate. The universe might try to kill my buzz, but I refuse to let it ruin the good thing I have going. Each week I’m building my client list. Booking new jobs, working on films, photoshoots, and filling in the odd hours with “traveling makeup artist” appointments booked via a new app. Technology is a beautiful thing.

      With the windows rolled down, I sing along to an old Backstreet song, ignoring the funny looks I get. Whatever. They might act like they don’t love this song, but I bet they know all the words. If it came on while they were in the shower, they’d sing along.

      I slow for another stall in traffic. Sing another line to the chorus. Wait for the car ahead to inch forward. The brake lights clear and for the first time all morning I reach the speed limit. The cars in front pull forward, creating a safe distance to accelerate further. Only, when I press my foot to feed Iron Maiden gas, she gives a little jolt before the engine stumbles. “Shit.” The needle on my dash drops, the rpms abnormally diving. “Come on, baby,” I soothe the car, but as I tap the gas, the engine cuts completely.

      “No, no, no, no, no . . . Shit! No!” This is not happening. This cannot happen. I glance to the time on my cell, and signal as I roll to a stop in the emergency lane. I wait a moment, offer up a silent prayer, then try turning the key but there’s no rumble to life. “Oh, come on.”

      There’s no one to call. I’m already pinched for time. Hell, with as far as I have to go, I’m not sure I can even afford an Uber. I need to be on set in thirty minutes. I also really need the paycheck. “Don’t let me down. Not when I need you most.” I’m no mechanic. I don’t know what else to do, so I blow my bangs from my forehead, reach down to pop the hood, and make my way out to assess the damage. This is not how I pictured today going.
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      Another day, another dollar. Another unique delivery, along with a generous finder’s fee. I’m driving my black Escalade today, the one with the Limo tint windows. I feel exceptionally badass in this beast. With my mirrored sunglasses and tailored black suit, I resemble the hero in an action film destined to save the world, or run a drug cartel. This vehicle doesn’t have the same zip and go as one of my sports cars, but none of the fuel efficient cars attempt to cut me off, which makes for a smoother ride—my exact intent given the crate strapped to the floor of the middle row.

      I ease off the gas at the rush of red brake lights ahead. Both the driver on my right and the one to my left slam down on their horns and curse at the sudden slow of traffic. Rookies. Traffic in LA is a bitch. Plain and simple. Getting upset over it only gives a person high blood pressure. Life’s too precious to get pissed every time there’s traffic.

      I crank up my tunes and recline my seat, settling in for the delay. I was up before the sun to receive today’s delivery of precious cargo in anticipation of a long ride. I try to avoid LAX altogether, but given the circumstances it couldn’t be helped. Reaching into my center console, I pop open the bag of candy I picked up from the gas station and rip off the wrapper. I check my reflection in the mirror and chuckle. The white paper stick protruding from my pursed lips definitely kills my badass vibe, but I can’t find it in me to care. I have a sweet tooth, not to mention a bit of an oral fixation. Sue me.

      Twenty minutes and five lollipops later, I inch toward the vehicle responsible for today’s traffic jam. I kinda feel sorry for the poor sucker. Drivers ahead throw up their middle fingers and shout obscenities as they finally pass.

      I get ready to increase my speed too when I’m rendered temporarily immobile.

      Whoa. Fuck me.

      Who is this? Standing at the side of the freeway like a desert mirage pulled directly from my most erotic fantasies, I can’t take my eyes off her. She’s fucking gorgeous, even if she looks ten seconds from crying.

      Her car—no, more like boat—is parked in the narrow emergency lane, but the Buick’s wide back end sticks out into the right lane—the cause of this little traffic hiccup. The hood is popped, but this beauty in distress paces near the rear of her busted down vehicle. With her phone to her ear and her attention on the vehicle, I take a moment to study her features. Long dark hair. Tan skin. Curves for days. Her lips, painted in a ruby red that matches the tight skirt of her dress, is reminiscent of a pinup girl, and stirs a wave of desire below my belt.

      I’m jolted from my perusal by the blare of a car horn behind me. Shit. While I’ve been staring, traffic has moved, but instead of closing the empty roadway before me, I flip on my hazards and pull in behind her.

      She leans against the concrete barrier wall, distress in her scowl as I step out of my SUV and maneuver safely to stand before her. Her hand grips her cell phone. Her gaze is wary.

      “Car trouble?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Can I help?”

      “Unless you’re a mechanic”—her gaze travels down my designer three-piece suit—“and I’m gonna guess that’s a no, then not really.”

      “It’s dangerous out here.”

      “Yeah, I’ve been trying to get a tow.” Her lips press together and that expression—the one in which she looks seconds from crying, is back.

      I take a step closer. “Let me guess. No one picking up?”

      “Yeah, that and one guy said he couldn’t get here for another four hours.” She drags in a breath and blinks rapidly. I don’t know her, but something about the gesture tugs at my heartstrings. I want to take away her stress. “I have to be on set in thirty minutes.”

      Ah. I should’ve guessed. She’s too beautiful. “Actress?”

      “God, no!” She laughs, but it’s humorless. She glances at her vehicle before meeting my gaze again. “Anyway, I appreciate you stopping, but I’ve got this.”

      A smirk grows across my lips. I like her little miss independent ruse. It’s adorable, even if it’s unnecessary. “You don’t look like you do.”

      “Excuse me?” Her nostrils flare, her eyebrows shoot up, and one delicate hand goes to her cocked hip. If she could breathe fire, I’d be torched. “Might be shit luck, but I can certainly handle calling a tow truck without the help of a big, strong man.” Those last words fly from her lips with the assistance of an exaggerated eye roll.

      Hmm. This damsel in distress isn’t playing games. She’s not looking for a savior, either. With those two realizations my infatuation with her grows tenfold. I’d even bet she has no clue who I am. I have to fight back my smile as I meet her challenging glare. “But you’ll be late for work.”

      Her jaw clenches. “I’ll have to call out.”

      “See. Told you I could help.” I snap my fingers and flash her my most beloved smile—the one that always gets me what I want. “Where you working today? Americana or JD Studios?”

      She blinks, annoyed, and maybe a little impressed. I’ve dated a few actresses in my day, and it’s not as if most locals don’t already know where all the big film studios are. “Americana.”

      “Perfect.” I’m headed to Burbank, and Americana is on the way. Besides, I’m hours ahead of schedule. It’s no hardship playing chauffeur to this sexy woman. It gives me an excuse to win her over, get her number, and if I’m lucky, spend the night showing her how big and strong I really am.

      Her gaze narrows, her tone wary with suspicion. “How is that perfect?”

      I dip my chin to my SUV. “Get in. I’m giving you a ride.”

      She snorts, a real and actual snort, then crosses her hands over her chest. “I’m not getting in your car.”

      I might be irritated at her defiance if her tits didn’t look so good pressed together. My eyes want to stay there, but I glance back to her scowl before I start sporting a full hard-on. There’re two ways to play this. One would be to charm her, which, given her responses so far, chances aren’t in my favor. The other? It’s fun and a little mean. I smile just thinking about her reaction as I further rile her up. Both have about the same odds, but I’ve never been risk adverse. “Oh, come on, sweetheart. We’re both adults here. No need to play hard to get.” I allow a chuckle to escape my lips at her incredulous gasp, then add a wink for good measure. “When I give you a ride, you’ll enjoy every second.”
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      My mouth falls open and I sputter at his brash arrogance. “You’re kidding. Right?”

      “Not even a little.” He laughs again and sweeps his arm toward his ride. “Get in. I left the AC running.”

      An incredulous scoff leaves my lips and I shake my head. “Uh, I’m sorry, but I don’t get in cars with strangers.”

      “What if there’s candy involved?”

      Who says shit like that? He’s got to be joking. Or he’s crazy and planning to abduct me right off the side of the freeway. I grate my teeth and stare so fiercely any sane man would run away.

      Apparently not this one. He shoves his hands into the pockets of his dress slacks and shrugs. “Puppies, then?”

      I roll my eyes, a burst of nervous laughter escaping my lips. “Who doesn’t love puppies?”

      “Oh, I have a treat for you.” He rubs his hands together, devious as his smirk.

      I should be alarmed, but the look rather suits him. Shit. Zac Efron made Ted Bundy look real good. No matter how charming this man is, I can’t trust him. “I am not taking a ride from you.”

      “Oh, come on.” He takes a causal step forward, closing the space between us.

      I take a step backward. A horn blares, a rush of air practically knocking me on my ass. My body stiffens, realization coursing through my veins at how close that car came to hitting me or one of our vehicles.

      He grabs my elbow and tugs me back towards the cement barrier wall. His gaze is sincere as he shouts above the traffic noise. “Get in the car and I’ll take you wherever you need to go. We’re sitting ducks out here.”

      He’s not wrong. But I’m still warry. “You could be a murderer. A rapist. A psychopath.”

      “You’re in luck.” His smile pulls wide. “I’m none of those.”

      A scoff leaves my lips. “And I’m supposed to believe you?”

      “Google me. Or text my contact info to your family members.” He shifts his weight to his side in a bored manner, nodding to where my cell is clenched in my hand. “Either way, we’re losing valuable time if you’re trying to get to Americana anytime soon.”

      He’s right. God, I hate that he’s right. What option do I really have? I can wait for a tow, but I’ll miss the day of work. I’ll ruin any future opportunity of working with the director, and in this industry reputation is everything. People talk.

      If I accept his offer, I could end up dead and buried in a shallow grave. Or I could get to work and come back to deal with Iron Maiden tonight. I’ll still have my job. I won’t burn any bridges. I can’t believe I’m actually considering this. It’s crazy, right?

      I unlock my phone. “What’s your number?”

      “Here.” He takes my phone and types on the screen. Seconds later his pocket rings. Satisfaction beams from his smug grin as he hands back my cell.

      “What’s your name?” I lift my phone, snap a photo of his face, save the contact, and send it to my brother. It’s not a complete guarantee of my safety, but I’ve watched enough true crime documentaries to leave digital evidence of my last known whereabouts.

      He laughs, and when I don’t move, his eyes lift in surprise. “Oh, right. You really don’t know. Jude. And you are . . .”

      “Rachel.” I appraise his face, looking for something that shoots off warning bells or screams murderer, but come up empty. It isn’t until this moment that I appreciate his appearance. Really take him in. Hot damn. This man is heart stopping. His suit is tailored to what has to be a spectacular body. His deep, soulful brown eyes would be easy to get lost in. But it’s his hair that completely steals the show for me.

      The length of his brown locks are long enough to tug on. They’re styled and slicked back with gel, but a few more inches and the man could rock a top knot. I’ve always wanted to be with a man with hair like that. My thighs clench with the possibility. My Thor obsession knows no bounds. God, I’m getting turned on over a stranger’s hair. No. No, ma’am. I am not allowed to be turned on by this stranger. The cocky, arrogant and infuriating man who reminds me all too well of every man I’ve ever dated. “What’s your last name, Jude?”

      “Lawrence.”

      I hold up a finger while I wait for my phone’s search engine to load. I don’t expect to find much, but to my utter shock, my browser fills with photos of him—Jude Lawrence—the man staring at my astonished face. My jaw drops open. “You’re famous.”

      He shakes his head. “Hardly. I do happen to keep the company of some well-knowns in the entertainment industry.” He’s being modest. Downplaying his popularity completely. I know because I’m scrolling through dozens and dozens of gallery photos with his face. Timberlake. Pratt and his new wife. Musicians. Actors. Freaking Oprah. Jesus, does he know everyone?

      “Breathe, Rachel. It’s not that big of a deal.”

      My eyes widen as more photos load. He fraternizes with enough of the rich and famous to get invited to Grammy’s. Fuck, Emmy’s too. “You’re like really famous.” No wonder he’s such a cocky bastard.

      “Something like that. Let’s go.” The muscles of his throat clench, his smile gone. He’s annoyed. Maybe embarrassed? But why? I don’t know him well enough to understand. Fuck me. He’s being mysterious. It’s a catnip I can’t deny. Like an addict, my body thrills in response to the hint of his drug.

      I want him. I’m attracted to him. I don’t even know him, yet I imagine how good it’d feel to have his face between my legs. Shit. Is this how Stockholm syndrome begins? “Wait.” I turn to Iron Maiden.

      “Come on, sugar.” Jude runs his hands through his hair. “Enough with the excuses.”

      “It’s not that.” I walk to the back of my Buick and pop the trunk. I turn to his expectant gaze and pull out the first case of many. “My makeup.”
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      I’ve known women who couldn’t leave home without their toiletries—hell, once I dated a girl who insisted on packing a full suitcase every time she spent the night—but this is extreme. In fact, I’m a little scared. It can’t be healthy to haul this much crap around. I eye the pile of cases Rachel’s stacked outside the back of her vehicle.

      “I’ll just grab my purse and lock up the car,” she says, and before I can argue she’s already squeezing her tight, curvy body dangerously close to the cars whipping by.

      “Jesus.” I can’t look. Instead, I take hold of the collapsible dolly she’s stacked all her shit on and wait for a lull in traffic to safely get around my SUV and pack it all in the back. By the time I make my way to the driver’s seat, she’s sliding into the passenger side. “Sure you don’t have anything else we need to grab first? A Russian doll collection? A small family of raccoons?” I signal and at the next break merge back into traffic.

      She chuckles, and smiles maybe for the first time since we’ve met. I’m tempted to stare a little too long. I would if I could get away with it and not wreck the vehicle. If I thought she was gorgeous before, she’s absolutely radiant now.

      “My trunk size is impressive, isn’t it?” she says.

      I glance to her butt, disappointed I can’t admire the full shape what with her sitting and all.

      “God, don’t be a pig.” She rolls her eyes.

      I hike my thumb toward the back of my vehicle. “That can’t all be for you.” I’m hoping she’s not psychotic, and not just for the sake of my well-being, but for the gratification of my dick. She’s gorgeous. Not my usual type. But her sharp tongue and full mouth practically beg for dirty things, and I hope to discover all of them. Tonight. In my bed.

      “Oh, it’s mine. But I use it on set. I’m a traveling makeup artist.”

      “Ah.” I resituate myself in an effort to disguise my arousal. “So after you ditch that hunk of junk, there’s no Prius in your future?”

      “No.” She bites down on her lip and glances out the window.

      I can’t help but pick up on the loss of her good mood. Fuck. Did I do that? Shit. I totally insulted her car. She probably thinks I’m a pretentious asshole. She wouldn’t be entirely wrong, but for some strange reason I care. I dig into the bag at my console and produce a peace offering, hoping to earn another smile. “Candy?”

      “I better not,” she refuses politely. My eyes dart to her lips when she licks them. Fuck. I’m almost thankful for her refusal. Watching her suck on candy would provoke a special kind of torture for my dick. Thinking about my dick is getting it hard again. She’s not only going to peg me for a cocky bastard, but no better than a pubescent teen. I keep my eyes focused on the road, count down from one hundred, and will myself to act normal. Only, this situation is anything but, and when I sneak another glace her way, she looks panicked.

      I should say something.

      Make a joke.

      Talk about the weather.

      God damn it, I need to say something!

      The uncomfortable silence is broken by a soft yip and whine.

      Rachel startles and whips her head to mine. “Did you hear that?”

      “The puppies.” I nod, blowing out a breath, thankful for a topic that won’t turn me on. “They’re probably hungry. Or starving for attention.”

      “You have puppies?” She laughs, turning in her seat to look in the next row. That gorgeous smile’s back in place.

      “I told you I did.”

      She glares. “I thought you were lying.”

      “I never lie.” I cross my heart to punctuate the truthfulness of my admission. “And I’d never joke about puppies.”

      “Oh, my God!” she gushes. “They’re so cute! And tiny! I wish I could hold one.”

      “Go ahead.”

      “Are you serious?” Her eyes widen with delight, and then she’s diving under her shoulder strap, twisting and bending in a move that rivals any yoga expert.

      It’s a challenge to keep my eyes on the road and not on her ass as she hangs over the center console. If I weren’t concerned about the safety of the pups, I’d tap the brakes just for an excuse to reach out and grab a handful. But I have restraint. “Careful you don’t let Tweedle Dee out when you play with Dum.”

      “Please tell me those aren’t their names.” She whips her head up and pins me with a serious stare.

      I chuckle at the horror in her voice.

      Before I have an opportunity to answer, or to explain how they aren’t mine, she’s upright in her seat. Clutching one of the tiny terriers to her chest, she coos and admires, “Oh, baby. Aren’t you just the sweetest thing? You just needed some love, didn’t you? You wanted to be held?”

      “Fuck, yeah,” I mutter under my breath.

      “Hmm?” Rachel lifts her gaze distractedly, her attention still fully captured by the expensive little rat.

      He nuzzles his face between her tits. Lucky bastard. Am I really jealous of a puppy? Yes, yes, I am. I sneak another glance before fixing my eyes on the road. “You’re a dog person, then?”

      “I love dogs.” She sighs.

      “You have one?”

      “Oh, no. Complex doesn’t allow them, and I’m not sure my roommates would approve anyway. Besides, I work too much. I’d feel guilty leaving a little nugget this precious alone all day. You are just the cutest, aren’t you?” She stops showering the dog with kisses to throw me an unfiltered grin. “But growing up, we always had dogs.”

      “Was that here in California?”

      “Iowa. We lived on a big lot. One with enough room for us and the dog to run wild. But I haven’t had a pet in years. I moved to Chicago for college and lived most of my adult life in the city.” She shakes her head, stroking the body of the pup who is now snug and asleep in her arms. “I don’t know why I’m telling you my life story.”

      I don’t know either, but I yearn for more. I want to know everything about her. “Must be the puppy. He’s cast you under some kind of truth serum haze.”

      “Must be.” She grins and looks up at me from beneath impossibly long lashes.

      I listen to her chatter about her family dogs. The golden retriever, a crazy mutt who only lasted a week before he went to live with friends. A black lab who still lives with her parents. Her storytelling comes easily, and I’m as entranced as the small pup she holds. Eager to hear more of this All-American upbringing.

      “We used to catch frogs. I always wanted to keep them, but my parents made me put them back.”

      “Don’t tell me, you caught fireflies in summer and put them in jars?”

      “Yes.” She shoots me a skeptical glare. “Are you poking fun?”

      “No. I thought those things only happened in movies or books.”

      “It might’ve been simple, but I had a good childhood.” A good childhood. I don’t even know what that looks like, but it explains the joy she exudes when she lets her guard down. I don’t want her to stop, but as we pull into the lot for Americana she twists to place the puppy back in its crate. “Here.” She digs through her bag and produces a badge.

      I show it to the security guard and then Rachel points out directions until we’re pulling up to the building. A foreboding sense of dread settles over me as I realize this is where we part. The car ride was pleasant enough, but I’m not foolish enough to believe she’ll agree to seeing me again. Not unless I bribe her with puppy time. That idea is as irrational as my need to get to know her.

      “Thanks, Jude. I really appreciate the ride.” She slips off her seat belt and opens the door.

      I shift the SUV into park. “Let me help you with your bags.”

      “Oh, you don’t have to.” She waves me off.

      Right. A scowl forms at the thought of allowing her to struggle with her bags while I sit in the air conditioned vehicle. I might be a prick sometimes, but my mother raised me with manners. I keep the engine running and make it around to the back lift gate before she does. When her mouth opens—most likely to argue against my help—I pin her with a glare.

      She steps back and allows me to stack her bags.

      “Thank you.” She blows out an exhale, as if the words are difficult. I’d guess Rachel doesn’t accept help easily, or from just anyone.

      That knowledge only fuels my desire to provide her assistance. “Give me your keys.”

      “Why?” Her brows narrow with her frown, and she stands tall with defiance.

      “So I can get your metal deathtrap off the freeway.”

      “I’m not giving you my keys.”

      “Why? Worried I’ll steal her?” I joke, then wonder if that’s true. Do I look that desperate? I’m wearing Armani. I hold out my hand, palm open, and meet her challenging glare with one of my own. “Give me the keys. I’ll get it towed to a reliable mechanic.” I don’t know why I’m so insistent to help, but I want to do this for her. Okay, so my intentions are not completely altruistic. I want much more from her than conversation, but that’ll never happen without an excuse to see her again.

      She studies my expression, then sighs with obvious defeat as she digs through her bag and produces a lanyard with a set of keys. She works the Buick’s off of the silver circle and hands it over. “I don’t have a lot of money.”

      “I’m sure we can work something out.” With her key tucked safely in my pocket, I try not to grin. I won. I love winning.

      Her mouth falls open and she gasps. “Look, I don’t know what you mean by that, but I don’t trade sexual favors for car repair.”

      Shit. My eyes widen. “No!” I hold up my hands, attempting to rein in my laughter. “That’s not at all what I meant.” Interesting. For as put off as she is, she was thinking it. “Though I love where your mind is.”

      Her nostrils flare. “I changed my mind. Give me back my key.”

      “No take backs.” I take a step away, my lips curling with my triumphant smile.

      “What are we, ten?” She rolls her eyes.

      “Tell me, do you have a problem accepting help from everyone, or is it just me?” Clearly my words strike a nerve.

      “Excuse me?”

      “I’m offering to help. Out of the goodness of my heart.” And the hardness of my dick. “And you’re offended.”

      “I’m not offended. I—”

      “So it’s me, then?”

      “I don’t like being indebted. To anyone.” She grips the handle to her mammoth cart of makeup. “I need to get to work and I really don’t owe you an explanation.” She turns and begins walking.

      I admire the view a long moment before calling after her. “What time do you get done?”

      She twists and meets my gaze. “Pardon?”

      “What time do you finish work?” I enunciate clearly, then hold up my hands at the return of her angry glare. “It’s only a question, sweetheart.”

      “I should be done by six.”

      “I’ll be back then to pick you up, and I’ll call you with any updates from the mechanic.”

      “I—”

      “Don’t try to argue with me, Rachel. I always get what I want. See you at six.”

      “I—”

      But I don’t stick around to give her further chance to debate. Instead, I turn on my heel and head back to my ride with more pep in my step than I’ve had all year.

      “Okay, pups. You ready to go see your new home?” Excitement thrums through my body as I weave my way back onto the main road, and it has nothing to do with the payday coming once I deliver the mongrels. No, it has everything to do with the promise of more face time with my sultry, feisty, reluctant hitchhiker. I’ll win her over. My mechanic will fix up that hunk of metal, and Rachel will be so appreciative she’ll have to agree to a date. If I’m lucky, she’ll beg for it. I wasn’t lying when I told her I always get what I want. Right now, I want her.
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      Jared: OMG what’s with the hottie? I’m taken, but he’s yummy.

      Jared: Rae! Text me back.

      Jared: I know you’re working today, but I need you!

      Jared: It’s an emergency

      Jared: Not a 9-1-1 emergency (don’t want you to worry)

      Jared: Call me!

      A slew of messages from my brother lay waiting on my phone when I finally have an extended break on set. I skipped lunch; there wasn’t time. But now I’m out of snacks, and I can’t leave until they finish shooting for the day. I grab a banana from the craft table and peel it as I walk outside to call Jared back.

      “Finally! Jesus! What does a guy have to do to get you to call him back?”

      I cringe a little at his choice in words. My brother can be dramatic. He has a flare for making everything about him. I am, after all, the one who was stranded on the side of the road not ten hours ago. Without a doubt his emergency won’t top mine, yet I can’t find it in me to be annoyed. “What’s going on?”

      “I’m elbow deep in a cashmere catastrophe.”

      “Is that some new sex position?” I say through a bite of banana. “Your husband is a lucky guy.”

      “Shut up, Rae! This is serious. My new sweater is ruined, and it’s all because of Marilyn’s viper lip stain.”

      “It was easier to deconstruct your ramblings when we lived in the same state.”

      “Lip stain, bloody fucking lip stain marred my cashmere sweater. Tell me I’m not trashing a hundred bucks. Give me hope.”

      “Send me a photo of the damage and I’ll ask around. There’re a few people on set who might know.”

      “You’re my hero. You know that? Even two thousand miles away and you still save the day.”

      Homesickness, a pang sudden and unexpected, tightens my throat. “I do what I can.”

      “Hey, baby girl. Everything okay?”

      “It’s fine,” I say brightly.

      “We both know it’s not. Especially when you say it is.” I can practically hear his scowl through the line.

      “Just been a shitty day. Iron Maiden let me down today.”

      He gasps. “Not that hunk of metal!”

      “Shut up.” I roll my eyes. “She’s been good to me, or rather was until this morning.”

      “What do you need?”

      Ten grand to buy a reliable replacement. “Nothing yet.” I try not to sigh, or allow another wave of anxiety to claim the last of my nerves. There weren’t any messages or missed calls from Jude, and though I don’t think he’d leave me stranded and steal my broken car, I don’t really know anything about him other than he’s important enough in Hollywood circles to get invited to red carpet events. Definitely not someone with anything to gain by jacking my car.

      But he did promise he’d get back to me by the end of the day, and it’s almost six. He seemed sincere, but maybe I’m a fool for believing him. The thought of having to figure out an alternative ride home causes my temple to pound. “I won’t know what she needs until I hear back from the mechanic.”

      “Okay. Let me know if you need to borrow money. I could talk to Logan. I’m sure we could swing a couple grand. I hate that you’re all alone there.” And that right there is why I can’t accept his help. My big brother will always try to rescue me. But I need to make this work on my own. I have to if I expect him to see me as an adult.

      Asking our parents is out of the question. They get by, but there isn’t much left after necessities. Besides, my dad is set to retire this year. I won’t derail those plans. Not when moving to Los Angeles was my idea.

      “I’m fine. Besides, there’s always public transportation.” It’s how I got around in Chicago, though granted, everything was much closer. I lived in the city, and worked in the same building every day. Here is different. Some of my work has me on set for ten-hour days, like today, and others book me in San Diego for a two-hour photo shoot prep.

      “Your roommates wouldn’t come get you?”

      “I’m sure they would.” But really, I’m not. We don’t have years of history, or a shared college experience. I’m just some girl sharing a room. I help them make rent. I lean back against the building’s exterior and hold back a groan. Closing my eyes, I allow the evening sun to kiss my face and force a lightness into my tone. “It’s fine, Jared. Don’t worry.” The last thing I need is his concern balanced on top of my own fears. “I’m a big girl, and I’ll pull on my big girl panties.” I’m almost thirty, and in some LA circles that’s practically ancient. Besides, this is part of the reason I moved to the West Coast. To find myself. To prove I don’t need a man, or anyone else, to handle life’s messes. I can deal with a broken-down car, even if it breaks my bank account. “I should get back to work.”

      “Wait. You never told me about the hottie. Or why you sent me his number this morning. I am a happily taken man, but damn, sis, that’s some eye candy.”

      I think about Jude Lawrence and his devilishly handsome smile. I should tell Jared how he delivered me to work. Or the puppy snuggles. But for some reason I don’t. Maybe because my brother will blow it out of proportion. Make it more than what it is. Plant a seed of hope for more, when I know damn well I have no business pursuing anything with a man like Jude Lawrence. “I’ll fill you in later, but if I end up missing, that’s where you point the police investigation.”

      “Cryptic much? You sure everything’s okay?”

      “It will be.” I infuse every ounce of positivity into my words. “Don’t worry. I’ve got this. Promise.” Hell, I almost believe myself.

      “I love you, Rae babe.”

      “Love you too.” Ending the call, I chuckle as it immediately lights up with a string of texts. The photos showcase my brother’s sweater and sure enough, it looks as if someone decided to use it as a canvas for their mouth. When I have the time to listen to the full story, I have to know what caused this disaster.

      “So you wear big girl panties?” A masculine voice calls from a few feet behind.

      I know before glancing over my shoulder it’s my highway savior, and I brace myself for Jude’s charming good looks before meeting his gaze. Maybe I was suffering from heat stroke this morning. Maybe he’s not as attractive as I remember. Stress does funny things to a person. Maybe when I turn around he’ll have gone from prince to frog.

      I lower my cell and yeah, he’s as handsome as earlier. No, scratch that, he’s even more devastating. His hair flops forward on his forehead as if he’s been running his hands through it, and the tie at his neck is loosened. I don’t know why, but seeing him less polished gives off a bad boy vibe. Not good. It’s more catnip. Doesn’t matter that I’m a reformed bad boy dater—I’ve always been a sucker for a work in progress. Bad boys, billionaires, artists. I’ve dated them all. I’ve been what they needed while putting myself on hold. Which is why I decided months ago to abstain from men in general. But seeing Jude all mussed and adorable causes my heart to stutter like it missed the memo.

      Straightening my spine and putting on my best game face, I harden myself against his swoony pheromones. At the hint of his scowl, I get a little defensive. He asked me a question, but I can’t imagine he was being serious. Does he think I’m some hopeless girl who needs a big bad man to save her? Of course he does. Well, I might’ve been in distress earlier, but I won’t be his pity project. “And that’s disappointing because?”

      “I was hoping you weren’t wearing any.” He flashes a wolfish grin.

      God, he’s trouble. “I hope this isn’t how you lure women back to your home.”

      “Why’s that?”

      Because it’s disappointing to think he gets away with saying whatever he wants because of his pretty face. Because part of me wants him to work a little harder for my attention. I don’t say any of those things, because it doesn’t matter. I will not be doing anything extracurricular with Jude Lawrence. “I don’t talk to strange men about my undergarments.”

      “Like you don’t get into strangers’ cars?” His brow rises in challenge.

      “You had a puppy.” I cock my hip. “Couldn’t be that dangerous.”

      “That mean you’ve agreed to let me drive you home?”

      Drive me home? Why does that conjure up images of him taking me home—to his place—to do dirty, wonderful things. Jeez. I need a cold shower. Or my head examined. I will not be sleeping with Jude Lawrence . . . or anyone. Doesn’t matter that he’s completely saved me today. I’m a strong woman. I can resist the charms of a well-dressed, successful, charming man. I just need a ride. Yeah, I do. Home. Damn it. A ride home. That’s all. I avoid eye contact, and respond with a grunt that I hope sounds more yes than the my panties might catch fire if I keep looking at you thoughts circling my mind.
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      “I’m almost done.” She glances at the studio door, and I wish I could read her mind. Despite her earlier irritation, she almost appears relieved to see me. That possibility alone makes the time I spent tooling around Burbank after the puppy delivery worth it.

      “Great. I’ll make a few calls.”

      “Great.” But she doesn’t move. Or meet my gaze.

      I lift my brow, taking a few steps closer until she lifts her stare. “You’ll come get me when you’re finished.”

      “Okay.” She studies my face as if trying to decipher all my secrets. As though she hasn’t quite decided whether I’m trustworthy. I hate whomever it is that made her cynical. Mostly because they likely hurt her in the process. Probably whatever idiot I overheard her talking to on the phone. I hate that she said I love you before ending the call. He doesn’t deserve her. I don’t know who he is, but he isn’t good enough. Not when he obviously accepted her refusal of help.

      Not me, though. I convinced her. Won her trust. Okay, I bribed her with puppies and took the keys to her hunk of rust. That’s gotta count for something.

      Her gaze narrows, but her lips soften. I wish I could read her features. Know what she’s thinking right this very second. Like a bright beckoning light calling a ship home, I have an insane desire to earn her trust. She’s a challenge I want to win.

      I take a step back, holding her gaze, but unable to stop the grin from spreading across my lips. “Just don’t want you going rogue, trying to ditch your ride or anything.”

      She laughs, almost as if she didn’t expect to. “You worried?”

      “Yeah.” I take another few steps backward.

      “You should be.”

      “Just remember. I have your car.”

      She gasps, but the smile on her face gives away her amusement. “Are you holding Iron Maiden hostage?”

      “Maybe.” I full on grin. I can’t help it. This back and forth is a breath of fresh air.

      “I should—” She hikes her thumb at the door.

      I point at where I’m parked. “Go. Finish up and come out when you’re done.”

      She nods and it’s only after she slips back inside the studio that I head back to my vehicle.

      My phone buzzes with an incoming call before I shut the door. It’s Darlene. I’m surprised it’s taken her a few days to get back to me since sending over the progress photos with Chance on Monday. She usually responds within hours.

      “Just the woman I wanted to hear from.”

      “Jude, save the charming for the ladies who bat for your team.”

      “What can I do for you, Darlene? Did you get the photos I sent on Monday?”

      “That’s why I’m calling. They look fantastic. God. You know nothing makes me more excited than a Bateman Original.”

      “Does your wife know that?”

      “Ha! She certainly does. We have three in our home, remember?” There’s a shuffle of papers before she speaks again. “But that’s not why I’m calling. I just got some really exciting news from the developer. Construction is ahead of schedule.”

      Ah. She wants the piece sooner. “How much?”

      “A full month. Which means we could open by Labor Day. But that lobby is going to look pretty disappointing if there’s no artwork.”

      “Let me talk with Chance. See if he can’t speed up the deadline.”

      “You’re the best, Jude.”

      “You know it. I’ll get back to you by tomorrow.”

      I glance out the windshield, and watch people move in and out of the different studios. I say good-bye to Darlene and make the call to Chance.

      “Hey, mate. Miss me already?”

      “Always.”

      “How’s it going?”

      I reach for my bag of candy and dig out one of the lollipops. “I need a favor.”

      “I’m not giving you Adele’s number.”

      I chuckle, unwrapping my candy. “It’s not that.”

      “Oh? Give up so easily on the hunt for your Cinderella?”

      “No, actually.” Instantly I think of Rachel. My lips pull into a smile and I take a lick of the sweet candy, wishing it were her.

      “Oh? Please tell me you didn’t take up stalking rest stops.”

      “Funny enough, I did pick up a beauty on the side of the freeway.”

      “There you go.”

      “She might not be the one, but she’s piqued my interest.”

      “Right. So, business as usual, then.” Chance is clearly unimpressed.

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “You don’t have to take my advice. You’re a grown man. But if this one’s special, then treat her so. Women enjoy the chase as much as men do.” It’s not the worst suggestion. I already know Rachel isn’t a quick lay. I’m not usually one for the long game since it leads to messy feelings and expectations for relationships. That alone should make me wary, but for some reason it doesn’t.

      “So, you’re saying to get to know her before getting her in my bed.” I infuse an extra dose of sarcasm into my tone for Chance’s sake.

      “Most definitely.” He chuckles and I can almost see him shaking his head. “Maybe stop saying shit like that too.”

      “Yeah, I agree to that,” Aubrey says.

      “By the way, you’re on speaker.” Chance chuckles.

      “Jesus. Warn a man next time. What if I said something to offend your wife?” I run a hand through my locks, retracing the conversation to be sure I haven’t done just that. “And hi, Aubrey.”

      “Bring her to dinner,” Aubrey says. “This girl you met on the side of the road.”

      “Like a double date?” I like the sound of it, though I don’t exactly think Rachel will be okay with me whisking her off to Hermosa Beach. Yet. “Yeah, okay. Give me a few weeks to work my magic.”

      “Good luck, mate.” Chance laughs again. I can’t tell whether it’s at me or because of something he and Aubrey are doing. “So, did you call for relationship advice, or is there something else?”

      “How do you feel about getting those mermaids out of your studio early?”

      He groans. “How early are we talking?”

      “Four weeks.”

      “A month! Jude, man, I love you but there’s no way I’ll even be able to collect enough materials to make that deadline.”

      “What if I helped you?”

      “You’re going to dig through trash?”

      “Of course.” I cringe. So, maybe I’ll hire someone else to. “And if we hit this new completion date, I’ll make it worth your time. Promise.”

      “I don’t do it for the money, mate.” He isn’t lying, either. Their financial security doesn’t rely on his art sales. But for the next few minutes we discuss the new timeline along with moving details and installation. Any areas we built in buffers that can be stripped to make this happen. I make a few notes on my phone and fire off an email to my transportation guy. Which leads to another dozen calls and emails. I don’t stop working, or look up from my phone until there’s a knock at my passenger window a good thirty minutes later.

      Rachel waves and nods her head toward the back of the vehicle. I pop the lift gate and hop out of my seat, meeting her at the back of the SUV to take her bags.

      “Good day?”

      “Uh . . .” She stares at me a long second, as if she can’t process the question or believe I asked. “Yeah. Beyond my car dying on the side of the freeway and almost being late to work. It was peachy.” Sarcasm drips from her words.

      I lift my brows and bite back a chuckle. “So, you’re a glass-half-empty kinda person?”

      “No.” Her brow pinches and she shakes her head, stepping back for the back gate to close. “I’m a very positive person. It’s just been a day.” It’s then I notice the bags under her eyes, the effort to her smile. Shit. I’m an ass. Here she is coming off a long work day, obviously exhausted, and car-less for the foreseeable future. A strange, foreign feeling settles in my chest. Protectiveness. The urge to make her feel better. To fix this. To help. It’s something I rarely experience for anyone outside my small circle. But there’s no mistake; I feel it now. As we climb back into the vehicle, I make it my mission to do whatever is in my power to brighten her day, even if it’s merely earning a few laughs on my behalf.
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      My stomach grumbles with hunger and my temple aches with what’s sure to be the start of a horrible headache. Still, a few minutes into the ride home and I can’t help but smile as Jude regales me with the tale of his one and only time on a movie set.

      “So, the director glares at some actor, who at this point is fully in the midst of an adult temper tantrum, and then turns to me and asks, ‘How big is your dick?’”

      “No!”

      “Yes! Swear it!” Jude glances my way, eyes wide and smile big, before focusing back on the traffic. “I was only there to deliver a crown. My client had called in a favor for a friend, stressing it had to be authentic. Took the whole damn day to track down a jeweler who’d lend one out. Here I was thinking it was for some historical film, and instead I ended up on set for an erotic film.”

      “What did you do?”

      He shrugs. “Obviously, I bragged about my cock and put on the crown.”

      “No!” My mouth falls open.

      “Of course not!” He laughs and shakes his head. “No! Jesus! I don’t need to brag about my dick. Only men with inferiority complexes do that.” He flashes me a cheeky grin and winks.

      “What did you do with the crown?”

      “Part of the agreement with the jeweler was that I couldn’t let it out of my sight. Not once. And I had to hire armed security. So we waited until the actor had his fit, and filming was back on, and then we pulled up chairs to watch the most awkward porn scene in the history of skin flicks.”

      “No!” I can’t stop laughing and he joins me. I’m practically in tears. “You didn’t leave?”

      “I would have,” he says through his own laughter, “but it was a really important client.”

      “Wow. And I thought my job was strange sometimes.”

      “Thankfully, that was a one and done.”

      I catch my breath and lean back in my seat. Relaxed for the first time all day, it feels really good to smile. I open my mouth to ask him more about what it is he does for a living, but he speaks first.

      “Oh, before I forget. I had your car towed to my mechanic. He won’t have a chance to look at it until tomorrow, but I’ll let you know as soon as he does.”

      “Right.” Reality snuffs out my moment of reprieve. I straighten in my seat and try not to fiddle with my hands. I don’t know how much a tow costs, but that’s not what has me concerned. It’s more whether I have enough for the repairs. “Uh, how much do I owe you?”

      “Don’t worry about it for now.” He glances away from the traffic to meet my gaze. I don’t want him to feel responsible, or worse, pity my situation, but by the gentleness to his features, I must do a shit job of keeping my feelings hidden. “We can settle up once he assesses the problem.”

      Maybe Jude would spot me the money, but the thought turns my stomach. I can’t ask him for that. I refuse to play the damsel in distress. I’ve done that before, and look where it left me. No. I can’t expect anyone to see me as an independent, strong woman if I can’t handle this challenge on my own.

      “Do you know if he takes credit cards? Or maybe I should talk to him about a payment plan before he starts work. Depending on how much it is—”

      Jude holds up his hand. “He’s a friend. He knows I’m good for it. You don’t have to worry.” Yep. He pities me. I don’t know why, but that stings more than it should.

      “I can’t let you cover the bill, Jude. I barely know you.”

      “Right.” He nods, his gaze on the road. “That’s a problem.” He glances at his mirrors, signals, and cranks the wheel. The seat jostles as we cut over two lanes of traffic and slide into the next exit. Someone lays on their horn, and I don’t have to look around to know we probably cut them off.

      I glance at the GPS and then at the sign overhead. “Oh, my exit’s not for another five miles.”

      “Right. But like you said, we don’t know each other very well. So, I know just the thing.”

      I don’t know what he’s planning. Shit. Maybe I let my guard down too soon. This is the part where my Dateline special begins. Only, Jude doesn’t appear anything other than normal, and my gut says I can trust him. To be sure, I level him with a stare and pull out my phone. “You’re not going to murder me now, are you?” I drop my location to Jared, along with a text to call me in an hour.

      Jude sneaks glances my way, his lips fidgeting with restrained amusement. “Nope. But you might want to die after you try this restaurant. It’s so damn good.”

      “We’re going to a restaurant?” My stomach rumbles so loud I’m almost positive he hears.

      “Dinner, Rachel.” He chuckles to himself, turning into a strip mall of different shops and restaurants. “We’re grabbing dinner.”

      “Oh, I can’t let you—”

      “Do you not eat?”

      I roll my eyes. “I think it’s pretty obvious I do.”

      “Good. Because we’re going to be friends.” He flashes me another smirk. “I’ve decided. Then you won’t argue with me when I use my connections to repair your metal deathtrap.”

      “Iron Maiden.” I press a hand to my chest. “She’s sensitive, so don’t speak about her like that.”

      His smile grows. “Right. We’ll fix up your Iron Babe and in the meantime, I’ll convince you to enjoy my company. I’m prepared to bribe you with free burgers and milkshakes.” With that he pulls into an open parking spot and cuts the engine.

      “I want to argue with you, but something tells me you’ll still get your way.”

      He grins, releasing the clasp of his seat belt. “See. I feel like you already get me.”
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      Jude Lawrence might not be a psychopath or serial killer, but he is delusional. “How have you never seen a Marvel movie?” I momentarily abandon the best milkshake I’ve had in years to throw my hands in the air. “Like, how is that even possible?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe because I’m not a teenager?” During dinner he ditches his jacket, rolling the cuffs of his dress shirt. A simple, practical move before digging into these mammoth craft burgers, but also incredibly distracting.

      A gasp leaves my lips. More from the shock he’s dissing my favorite franchise, and a little from how he fills out his dress shirt. I wish he didn’t look so good. It’d be easier to stay angry.

      He only smiles smugly and shoves another fry into his mouth. “What? You can’t tell me you actually like those movies.”

      Too far. “Take that back. Take it back now, or I am never speaking to you again.”

      His brows lift. “You’re serious?”

      “Dead.”

      “Fine.” He holds up his hands. “I am sorry I don’t like Batman.”

      “Batman! Do you know nothing? I thought you were successful!”

      He chuckles and swipes one of my fries.

      “Hey.” I tug my food closer to my side of the booth. “Next you’ll tell me you’re one of those adults who doesn’t dress up for Halloween.”

      A laugh bursts from his lips, lighting his entire face with his smile. God, he’s beautiful. Even if he’s mocking me. “I haven’t dressed up since elementary school, maybe? I don’t even hand out candy.”

      “Bah humbug. Aren’t you the regular Mr. Scrooge?”

      “I think you have the wrong holiday.”

      “Oh?” I tilt my head and level him with a mock glare. “Do you decorate for Christmas?”

      “No comment.” He holds his smile, but for a split second he almost appears sad. Or maybe I only image it, because as soon as it’s there, it’s gone. “I don’t put up a tree for Christmas, but I do give really good gifts, so that has to count for something.”

      It does. Though I’m not surprised. He’s been more than generous in our interactions, and I’m practically a stranger. Knowing he takes pride in his gift giving makes my heart warm a little more toward the man. “Okay, you get a point for that. But I’m still not over the fact you don’t share my love of Thor.”

      His brow crinkles and he shakes his head, sending a few locks forward on his face.

      I almost sigh. Speaking of Thor. If Jude lightened his hair just a shade he’d make the perfect one. I don’t imagine he’d be caught dead in costume, but a girl can dream.

      “You’re fun to tease, you know that?” He leans back into his seat.

      “Don’t mess with my movies. Holidays. Or my fries.” I take another bite of food, covering my mouth as I chew because he’s staring again. It’s a penetrating gaze in which he’s the match and I’m the kindling ready to be set ablaze. Unnerving. Knowing. As though he’s prepared to peel back all my layers, whether I want him to or not. And I kinda do. I divert my gaze back to my mostly eaten meal, because if there’s one thing I don’t need right now, it’s to lose control.

      “Noted.” Jude takes a sip of his drink, and then slides it to the edge of our table. I watch his hands as they play with the end of a napkin. He finished off his burger and fries ten minutes ago. Since arriving, we’ve filled the minutes with conversation, avoiding any awkwardness or lulls. Now, with only the sounds of the restaurant to fill the space, I discover an ease and comfort falls between us. It’s unexpected and nice. A little bit like home. Which is ridiculous, really, because we only just met. But I miss these kinds of moments so much that this one stands out. I don’t feel I have to pretend, or impress, or “be on” with Jude.

      “I’m going to grab a to-go box.” As much as I don’t want to be the one to end this, it is getting late.

      “Let me.” He drops his napkin to the table and hops up before I can argue. He spends a few minutes chatting with the manager on duty. I wonder exactly what about, but unfortunately, lip reading has never been my forte. He slips the guy his business card, shakes his hand, and heads back my way with a container in hand. “Here you go.”

      “Thanks.” I pack up my food, and a server comes by to clear our empty plates from the table.

      He already paid for my meal when we ordered, and he drops a few bucks next to our empty milkshake glasses. “Shall we?” Jude slides out of his seat again, and gestures for me to lead the way.

      “Thank you again for dinner,” I say over my shoulder as we exit the restaurant.

      His palm brushes against the small of my back and my body zings with awareness from his touch. Innocent as it is, I relish in the possessiveness. Warm under the illusion. As if we’re together, and this is a real date. A stupid, childish thought because I am not the woman a man like Jude Lawrence dates. I know, because I Googled him again during one of my breaks. He’s not so famed as to have his own Wiki page—a shame for my research purposes—but there were hundreds of photographs, all from different high-end Hollywood events and galas. Him with a different woman each time from what I could tell, and all of his dates skinny and rich. Both of which I am not.

      I’m also not naïve. If I encouraged his advances, flirted and sent all the right signals, I’m certain he’d fuck me. But it would be just that. I’m not the woman for Jude. And it’s a good thing, because I’m not looking to focus my energy on anything other than my career. I don’t need a man-project, or a savior.

      He walks me to his car and drops his hand to open the passenger door.

      Sigh. Of course he has to be a gentleman. A cocky, self-assured man who still opens doors.

      Now. Now, I can’t help wondering what his hands would feel like on my bare skin. Squeezing my thighs. His face between them. That know-it-all-smirk heading straight for my center.

      I bet he’s good at oral. He smiles with the confidence of a man who makes a woman come with his tongue.

      “Rachel?” he says with a soft chuckle. Still holding the door. Smirking. Waiting. Because I’ve been lost in a dirty daydream for God knows how long.

      My face heats with embarrassment. I can’t even look at him. I slide into my seat wordlessly and wait for him to close the door before I suck in a large breath. Get it together, Rae.

      The rest of the drive is silent but for the music that streams though the speakers at a level just above the hum of the motor. I try to think of something to say. To break the ice. But instead, my mind keeps going back to him catching me in my daydream. Does he know how dirty it was? How aroused I am? God, I hope not, but by the cocky lift of his lips when I sneak a glance his way every few minutes, I can’t help but wonder. So much for comfortable silence. If my cheeks could catch fire, I’m sure they would.

      Thankfully, the traffic is light with the later hour and it’s only ten torturous minutes before the GPS directs him into my neighborhood. “It’s the beige building up there after the stop sign. It’s easier if you pull into the second entrance.”

      He nods, then his brow pinches as it comes into view. Judging. My building is underwhelming with its lack of design and paved parking lot in desperate need of a resurface. The neighborhood is a little rough. I’m sure he’s less than impressed. Though, with my car, I don’t know what he expects.

      Jude certainly lives somewhere a lot nicer. Shit. It hits me that I actually have no clue where his place is. “I’m sorry, this is probably way out of your commute. I’m sorry.”

      “Rachel.” His scowl grows as he turns into my complex, then pulls to the side to let the engine idle while he directs his full stare my way. “Please, for the love of all things holy, stop apologizing.”

      “I’m—” Damn it. I almost apologize. It’s second nature, and I never thought about how often I must do it until now. My fingers clench around the strap of my seat belt with nervous energy. “I feel bad putting you out.”

      “There’s two things you should know about me.” The lines on his forehead disappear with his expression and he lets loose a wry chuckle. “I don’t do anything I don’t want to; you have no reason to feel guilty. If I offer you a ride home, or to help with your car, it’s because I want to.”

      “What’s the other thing?”

      “I don’t apologize. Ever. And it drives me mad each time you say sorry for something I want to do.”

      Fair enough. But now I feel bad about apologizing to him all day. I don’t say that, though. Something tells me it’d only bring back his scowl, and I much prefer Jude smiling. “I still don’t understand why you insist on being my Uber driver.” My teasing does the trick, and his grin fills me with more satisfaction than it should. I point to the end of the building. “My apartment is around that corner. One-twenty-seven.”

      He gives me one last grin and steers the vehicle closer, finding an open spot along the way to idle in since the entire lot is full. At least any spaces within walking distance.

      “You can drop me here.”

      “I can park.”

      I reach out to touch his arm. “Jude. Right here is good. Thank you.”

      He looks as if he wants to argue, but nods. He shifts the SUV into park and hops out to meet me around the back at the lift gate. “Here you go.” He grabs my bags and hands them to me so I can arrange them on my travel dolly.

      “Thanks.” I raise my hand to wave. “For dinner and everything.”

      “What time do you need to be to the studio tomorrow?” He closes the back of his SUV with the touch of a button.

      I tilt my head. “Nine. Why?”

      “I’ll be here at seven.”

      “Jude.”

      “Rachel.” He drawls my name out in an almost comically long manner.

      “I’m too tired to argue.” I sigh and shake my head, tugging on my cart of makeup. I hate that I’ll only be indebted to this man more, with no way to pay him back, and yet grateful all the same because I really do need the assistance.

      He winks and lets loose another of his goose bump-inducing chuckles. “Never underestimate me. Not when it comes to getting what I want.” There he goes again with that cocky assurance. I hate it. Because I like it too. He turns and raises his hand, calling out loud enough I hear, “Night, Rachel. Get some rest, sweetheart.” His backside looks mighty fine walking away. So good that I almost forgive him for getting in the last word. Almost.
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      The next morning I wake early, shower, and dress for the day before heading over to Rachel’s apartment. Traffic’s a bit much, as usual, but I crank my tunes and enjoy the promise of my next conversation with Rachel. I don’t think it’s possible we can be in the same room without arguing, but there’s something about the challenge that works me up in the best kind of way.

      I don’t love her neighborhood, and the complex doesn’t appear very safe. I passed several sketchy-looking men on the short walk from the parking lot to her apartment door. The thought of her having to make the same walk by herself gives me a sick feeling. I give the door a knock and wait until it opens.

      “Oh, hello,” a gorgeous brunette, taller and thinner than the one I am here to collect says with an inviting smirk. “I’m Crystal. I don’t think you’re here for me but we should change that.”

      I can’t help but chuckle at her forwardness. Normally, it’s something I would relish in, at the very least get her number and save it for another time, but for some strange reason the urge to do so isn’t there. “I’m here for Rachel.”

      Her brow scrunches. “Who?”

      I tilt my head, not liking her game. A sense of protectiveness comes over me. Is this woman Rachel’s friend? God, I hope not. Before I can open my mouth to answer her question, Rachel appears from the hallway.

      It’s as if I lose all sense of propriety at the sight of her, because the smile that stretches across my lips is neither suave nor contained. I’m a little boy at Christmas who’s just caught sight of presents wrapped beneath the tree. Fuck me, I’d like to unwrap that dress she has on right now.

      “Hey!” Her brows lift in surprise. “Sorry, I didn’t realize you were here. Give me one minute.” She holds up one finger and ducks back into the hallway.

      Crystal looks between me and Rachel before shaking her head. Maybe I read into her expression more than I should, but it’s almost as if she can’t fathom the two of us together. I glance down at my well-tailored suit, shake out my wrist where a glimpse of my Movado watch peeks through, and check to make sure I didn’t accidentally throw on an old pair of shoes. Nope. I’m perfectly polished. A prime specimen of wealth and prestige. I look downright fuckable, in my not so humble opinion. So, I surmise Crystal assumes Rachel is the lesser, undeserving of our coupling. In that instant I decide Crystal is a backstabbing bitch.

      “I’m ready!” Rachel’s arms flex with definition as she hauls two giant duffel bags, one on each side. She looks like a wet dream. Today her hair is slicked back into a tight, low bun. Her oversized hoop earrings draw attention to her long neck and the generous cleavage on display from the V cut of her dress. The wrap design plays peek-a-boo with my gaze, and the tease of a slit shows off her strong legs. The dress hugs her curves the way my own hands ache to do. I shuffle forward in an effort to release the ball of lust burning me from the inside.

      “Here, let me.” I reach for one of her bags.

      “Oh, you don’t have to.”

      “Let me help,” I say with more force. I anticipate an argument, but if she thinks I am the kind of man who will let her struggle to carry her bags while my hands are empty, she must take me for a total douchebag.

      Her lashes blink with surprise and she looks up at me, the striking depths of her eyes meeting mine for the first time today.

      I take one bag from her arm and she doesn’t fight me. “Jesus, what do you have in this thing? A dead body?” Seriously, though. This bag has to be at least forty pounds.

      Rachel grins and throws a wave over her shoulder as she follows me out the door. “Bye, Crystal. See you tonight!” She doesn’t wait for a response, but flips the lock on the door before pulling it closed. “Sorry, my makeup cases are in there.”

      “Do you always carry a warehouse with you?”

      Her lips lift with a grin. “Depends on the job. Why? Too heavy for you?”

      I scoff and make a point of flexing my muscles, even though she can’t see them beneath my suit jacket. I fish my keys from my pocket and disarm the SUV before popping the back. “I work out regularly. And can pick up much heavier things, thank you very much.”

      We load up and as I pull into traffic, the run-in with her roommate flits at the edge of my mind. “How come your roommate doesn’t know your name?”

      “Huh?”

      “The mean one who opened the door. She acted as if she didn’t know you.”

      “Oh, Crystal. Yeah, she’s a special snowflake.”

      I laugh.

      “Sorry.” She winces, but a grin paints her beautiful lips. “I go by Rae to most everyone. So if you asked for Rachel, she was probably confused.”

      But she lets me call her by her full name. I don’t know why, but that fills me with so much satisfaction I have to smile.

      “Ugh. Don’t make that a thing.”

      “What? I didn’t say a word.”

      “I used my full name with you because I don’t know you. We aren’t friends.”

      Well, that hurts. “Ouch.” I try to keep the scowl off my face, but I doubt I do a good job. “We shared milkshakes and everything.”

      “I mean”—she rolls her eyes and makes a show of patting my arm. Doesn’t matter that she’s voluntarily touching me; doesn’t make me feel better—“you basically abducted me with your puppies.”

      “But that was almost twenty-four hours ago.” I pout my lower lip, playing into her teasing. “I thought our relationship evolved.”

      “Yeah.” Her lips twitch with the hint of a grin, then it’s gone. She turns in her seat, her full attention on me. “Hey, did you hear from your guy? The mechanic.”

      “He should call me today.” I glance away from the road to meet her gaze. “I’ll let you know the damage as soon as I do.”

      “Great.” But by the way she says the word, it doesn’t sound great. I wonder if she’s still worried about the cost. Or maybe she hates accepting my assistance in the form of a ride because she can’t stand my company. Fuck that. I’m charming as hell. I own nice cars. I don’t know what it is about this woman that has me doubting my abilities.

      I chance another look away from the road to study her features. She bites on her lower lip—God, what I’d give to be doing the same. Those red painted lips are utterly erotic. I want a taste. I want them wrapped around my cock. I want to fuck them. Hear my name leave them as I make her come. I look away before I embarrass myself. This woman sparks my desire, and although I consider my dick noteworthy, I don’t think she’ll find my spontaneous hard-ons impressive.

      “No pups today?”

      “Nope. Delivered them to their owner yesterday.”

      “Is that what you do? Transport dogs?”

      “Sometimes. I’m an acquisitions expert for those with spectacular taste and loaded wallets.”

      “Is that your official title?”

      “It’s not what I have written on my business card, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      She leans back in her seat and studies me. “I don’t get it.”

      “People pay me money to hunt down the things they want.”

      “So, you’re like an errand boy?”

      “First off, I am a man, not a boy.” I hold up a finger. “Secondly, what I do is a little more complicated and involved than running errands. Jesus. You make it sound like I’m offering overpriced delivery boy services.”

      “Don’t get offended. I’m just trying to understand how you can afford to drive this. And wear clothing like that.”

      “Careful, Rachel, it almost sounds like you’re giving a compliment.”

      “There you go again, skirting the topic. Do you deal drugs? Is that where the money comes from?” Her brows shoot up along with her hand. “Wait. No, don’t answer that.”

      “Ha! It’d be lucrative, but I don’t deal in anything illegal.” Despite the rumors and despite the legacy my dad left me, I learned my lesson early on to steer clear of anything that could be construed as a slippery slope. Sure, there’s money in cleaning up messes, or providing escorts, but I don’t work my ass off to be mistaken for a high-class pimp. My clients understand my expertise lies in legally acquired goods and materials.

      “So, you’re the dealer? The go-between? And people actually pay you good money?” She shakes her head. “I’m in the wrong biz.”

      “Now they do. I hustled for years to build my business to what it is today. All my clients come to me on referral. I’m good at what I do. I always deliver.” I flash her a cheeky grin, and am rewarded with one of her exasperated groans. Though I don’t miss how she squirms a little in her seat. Good. I want her as hot and bothered as I am. “The puppies I delivered yesterday were a present for a client’s daughter. I got him exactly what he needed, and he didn’t have to lift a finger. Just pull out his wallet.”

      “Must be nice.”

      “Something I discovered a long time ago is that people who have money never have enough time to spend it all. I help with that.”

      “A real humanitarian.”

      “I do what I can.”

      The jingle of my cell phone ringing interrupts our conversation.

      I glance at the caller ID and inwardly grown. Pierce Bowen. One of my best-paying clients. We went to prep school together and our fathers were friends. Pierce’s dad always gave me a scummy vibe and his son does the same. Only, he really is one of my best repeat customers and I have no doubt whatever it is he wants will pay next month’s rent. I turn to Rachel. “Sorry, do you mind?”

      “Not at all.”

      I press the button on my steering wheel that allows me to accept the call. “Hey! Pierce, my man, how’s life?”

      “Jude! It ain’t all strippers and blow, but I can’t complain!” He chuckles. “But that’s not why I’m calling. I need something.”

      “Tell me and I’ll find it for you.”

      “I’ve recently delved into the . . . darker side of pleasure.” His rough laughter comes through the line, dropping his voice just above a whisper. “How versed are you on the BDSM scene?”

      I don’t want to look at Rachel. I don’t even want her in the car right now. Jesus. Why did I pick up on speaker? I should’ve sent him to voicemail. But then he’d have gone elsewhere and I cannot pass up an opportunity. It’s why I flash her my most apologetic smile before speaking confidently. “Are you looking to go antique or new? I have a carpenter who does amazing custom work, and he can match any look you’re going for.”

      “Damn, Jude. Should’ve known you’re a kinky fucker, what with the way girls fawned all over you back in prep school.” Over sixteen years ago, which is not much to brag about. We were young. Everyone was stupid. But I caught the attention of Pierce’s then-girlfriend and kissed her behind the bleachers at the start of our homecoming game. By halftime she’d dumped him. He was sore about it then, and brings it up enough that he probably still is.

      I have no interest in reliving the glory days of my youth. They weren’t all that great, and nothing to boast about—not when you’re a thirty-four-year-old man. I also don’t want to piss off a paying client. “I know a few things.”

      “Yeah you do. Bastard.” He laughs. “Have you been to The Dungeon in West Hollywood? Their red room? I want it recreated in my basement, right down to the last detail. But you know how my father is. Doesn’t care what the fuck I do, as long as there’s no paper trail.”

      I haven’t been, but I’ll find a way. “Do you have a completion date in mind?”

      “As soon as fucking possible.” He clears his throat, his voice low again. I imagine he’s probably in his office. “I can’t get enough, man. And I can’t risk getting caught coming from one of the clubs. Much better to host my own parties, you know?”

      “Right on. I’ll put together an itemized list and invoice for you by the end of the day. If you think of anything specific, shoot me an email or call.”

      “You’re the best, Jude. And hey, once it’s all set up, you can come by to help me test it out. We can get away with a lot more in a private residence.” The joy in his tone sends my skin crawling. Worse, I can’t imagine how uncomfortable it’s making Rachel. God, I need him off the phone, and now.

      “Sounds good. Hey, I’m stepping into a meeting, but look for my email end of day.” I end the call before he even finishes saying good-bye. “So, um.” I slide my fingers along the grooves in my steering wheel.

      “Yeah.” From the corner of my eye, she shifts in her seat.

      “Just so you know, I’m not . . . He’s just—”

      “You don’t have to explain yourself to me.”

      “I am not kinky.” I chance a glance her way, relieved she doesn’t appear as horrified as I anticipate. “At least not like he implied. Not that there’s anything wrong with that lifestyle.”

      Her lips quirk up to one side. “No whips and chains for you?”

      “I’m more of a whip cream and chocolate guy.” A vision of Rachel, shirtless and in my kitchen as I lick my favorite flavor from her skin flashes in my mind. Yeah, that’s more my speed.

      She bites back a smile. “Sweet tooth.”

      She has no idea. I shift in my seat in hopes she doesn’t catch sight of my growing arousal. “You?”

      She laughs. “You saw me suck down my milkshake in record time last night.”

      Yeah, I did. Her lips around that straw gave me naughty daydream material to last all month. “But whips and chains?” She’s going to slap me. She should, because I have no business asking about her sexual preferences. Only, I can’t help myself. It’s Pierce’s fault.

      She glances out the window, and fiddles with one of her earrings. “I think some of the more sensual aspects of play can be stimulating if shared with the right partner.”

      Oh? My interest perks. “You’ve played?”

      “Uh, yeah.” Her cheeks redden. She glances at me before looking back out the window. “I dated a guy who was into the scene.” She clears her throat. “A Dom. At least, he liked to play one in the bedroom.”

      The thought of her with another man quashes all lust-filled thoughts. I don’t want to hear about that. I don’t want to imagine her with anyone but me. A crazy instinct since she and I are hardly friends and she’s given zero interest as to anything more.

      Still. I can’t help but notice how she crosses her legs. The slit in her dress falls open to her thigh. If she notices me staring, she doesn’t move to fix it. That’s got to count for something.

      “Oh, I love this song.” She leans forward and turns up the console. I don’t know if she’s really into the music or doesn’t want to talk, but it’s not as if I can ask without sounding like some desperate weirdo.

      Patience. I need to have some fucking patience.

      Focusing on the drive, I let myself enjoy the music. Rachel sings along with some of the lyrics, and I try not to stare at her lips. Much too soon, I pull into an empty space in front of the studio.

      “Let me help you.” I say, slipping out of my seat and ignoring her protests before they start. She can carry these bags herself. She’s been doing fine without me, but I’m not ready to say farewell. Thanks to Pierce’s call I missed out on conversation we could have shared. I grab for her bags and sling the straps over my shoulder, not minding a bit that it wrinkles my suit.

      Rachel stares pointedly and lifts an eyebrow.

      “What?” I grin, “And don’t tell me I don’t have to walk you in, because you know I’m going to anyway.”

      “But—”

      “Nope.” I hold up a hand and walk toward the building, praying to God she follows. “The only thing I want to hear out of those gorgeous lips is a thank you.”

      Her hips swing purposefully with each step matching my stride. “Thank you.” The words leave her mouth just above a whisper. I try not to stare. Or trip. Jesus. I can only imagine how she’d never accept my help again if I dropped these bags. I’ve spent enough time with women to know there’s got to be thousands of dollars’ worth of product in these bags. The cost of beauty isn’t cheap.

      “Well, this is me.” She stops a few steps before we reach the door, and accepts her bags as I hand them over.

      Even though I’m a little bummed she doesn’t invite me inside, I appreciate the fact she takes her career seriously. “Same time tonight?”

      “Oh, you don’t—” She stops when I hold up my hand, letting loose a wry laugh. “Right. Well, then. I think we’re shooting longer today. I probably won’t get done until closer to seven or eight.”

      “I’ll be here at seven. Text or call if something changes.”

      “Okay, then. Thank you.”

      “See. The more you say it, the easier it becomes.”

      “Don’t be an ass.” She rolls her eyes, but there’s a smile on her lips.

      “Have a good day, Rachel.”

      “You too, Jude.”

      I practically skip back to my SUV in triumph. I’m wearing her down. Winning her over. I don’t care if it takes me weeks. I’m good at more than dealing puppies and sex toys. Soon enough, she’ll want more from me than a ride to work. I’ll convince her I’m someone worthy of her attention. Windows down and music up, I settle in for the ride back to my condo in bumper-to-bumper traffic.

      I’m almost home when my phone rings, my mechanic’s name lighting up the screen on my dash. “Hey Jude, I’ve got bad and good news.”

      “Mark.” I roll up the windows to better hear. “Don’t you always. What’s the damage?”

      “You know as much as I, this car is worth more for scrap and parts. That’s about all a LeSabre is good for, especially when they’re as old as you are. She’s not a collectable. Not with that body style. The rust spots. She’s obnoxious as hell.”

      “You talk about all your cars that way?”

      His hearty chuckle comes through the line. “Not your precious babies, which is why I was a little confused when you sent this one my way.”

      “Just give it to me straight, Mark. What’ll it take to get her up and running?”

      “It’s the cam. They go when the oil isn’t changed regularly. I’ll have to take apart the whole motor. Five days, maybe four. But that’s just to start. The entire vehicle needs a tune-up. New filters. New hoses. I’d be surprised if the AC works, so if you want that repaired too, we’re talking four, five grand. Maybe more.”

      Something tells me Rachel doesn’t have the means to cover it, but the thought of being able to provide this for her does something funny to my insides. I have the money. She doesn’t have to know I paid for it. Mark and I go way back. I’m sure he’d whip up a fake invoice if need be. “You know I’m good for it.”

      “Sure you don’t want to replace it? I can get you a reliable starter car for less.”

      “This one’s special.”

      “Mm’kay. You’re the boss. I can order parts and have her back within a week. That work?”

      A week. Yeah, that should give me enough time to wiggle my way into Rachel’s life. Become so annoyingly charming she’ll want to snuggle me to her rack like she did the puppy. If not, I’ll have Mark do extra work on the car. “It’s a deal.”
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      Today is bittersweet. This job is one I wished could last forever, but since the film itself is a short and studio time costs money, we’re wrapping after three days of work. I’m thankful for the opportunity, though. Grateful knowing there are hundreds of other makeup artists they could have selected, but somehow they picked me. I focus on that, and not the bleak outlook of my future once I walk off set.

      I don’t know how, but even with my car out of commission and next month’s rent looming, the time I’ve spent on this set has provided a much needed escape. Maybe because this is the first professional studio set I’ve worked on. Or when I’m here no one sees me as another struggling artist. Or because work on set has been fulfilling, and if anything, cements my decision to be in Los Angeles.

      I only pray this isn’t a fluke. As good as it gets. Because I really need another break. A sign or something.

      “Let’s break for lunch and finish the final scene when we get back,” Shannon, the director, says after checking the time. It’s well after two and my stomach grumbles in agreement with her decision.

      “Rae, you wanna join us? We’re gonna head to the café on lot seven.”

      As much as I want to, I don’t have the funds. “No thanks. I’m good.”

      “Cool,” Shannon says. “Be back in one hour.”

      “I won’t be late.” I won’t be going far, either. There’s a coffee cart one studio over, and they sell yesterday’s baked goods half off. If I’m lucky they’ll still have a muffin or scone, which will pair great with the banana I have packed in my purse. That and a shot of caffeine will get me through the day.

      I pull out my cell on the short walk over, but my steps falter at the on-screen notifications. Three missed calls. Two from my brother. But it’s the other one that fills my stomach with dread, a number I’ve been successfully avoiding for over six months. Each call has a corresponding voicemail. Putting off bad news, I click on my brother’s first.

      “Rae! You are a godsend. Motherfucking fairy godmother. The stain came out and now I don’t have to explain to Logan what my coworker was doing in my sweater. Seriously, you saved my life and the cashmere. Okay, gotta run. Talk soon. Love you!”

      Harmless enough, and I can’t help but smile at his antics. I don’t know how Logan puts up with my brother’s drama. Oh, wait. I do. They’re the perfect match. I sigh and offer up silent hope that someday I find a partner who loves and accepts me so completely.

      I tap on the next voicemail. Another from my brother just an hour ago.

      “Shit! I almost forgot to tell you. Guess who I ran into last night? Ethan. He looks bad, Rae. Really bad. Matches his personality. But he asked about you and I kinda laid it on a little thick. Said you were working your dream job and loving Los Angeles. Which isn’t entirely untrue, right? Anyway, you should have seen his face.” My brother laughs. “If I could have snapped a photo, I would have. Like he finally realized how stupid he was to let you get away. But I wanted to warn you, because well, I know how men like him operate. I think he might call, and if he does, do not waver! I know how you are with that man-child. I don’t understand it, but I accept he’s basically your kryptonite. Anyway, stay away. Don’t play with sharks. Or assholes with big dicks. The dick ain’t worth it! Okay, gotta run. Talk soon. Love you!”

      The next message is from Mr. Big Dick Kryptonite himself. I should delete it. I should block his contact from my phone. I don’t know why I don’t. Or I do, but won’t acknowledge it. Even though leaving him was probably the best thing I ever did, he represents a future I thought I’d always have. Ethan was it for me. My forever guy. We shared a home. I wanted to have his babies. He talked about marriage, though he didn’t get a chance to propose. Together we planned adventures, shared interesting conversation, and yeah, the sex was amazing. Too bad I wasn’t the only one he was sleeping with.

      A glutton for punishment, I press play on the waiting voicemail and hold the phone to my ear.

      “Rae, baby. How are you? I ran into your brother and he says LA looks good on you. I am going to be in town for business next week. I’d love to hook up for dinner or something. Let’s try and connect while I’m there.” His smooth-as-honey voice conjures up all sorts of memories. Joy. Hurt. Love. He sighs. “I miss you. We were good together, yeah?”

      I miss you. It shouldn’t get me, but it does. I blink back the urge to cry and delete the message before I’m tempted to replay it. Or worse, return his call. I cannot go there. Not again. I learned my lesson. I’m not going down that path again.

      Sliding my phone into my bag, I walk the remaining steps to the coffee cart. The barista smiles with recognition. “Tall coffee, right?”

      “Yep.” I glance to the basket of half-priced items, but today it’s empty.

      Her face falls a little, noticing my gaze. “Oh. We just sold the last muffin. The only thing I’ve got left is a cake pop and tea loaf.” She gestures to the glass case, but those aren’t discounted and really, I can get by on what I have packed in my purse.

      “Just the coffee. Thanks.” I peel and snack on my banana while I wait for my coffee to cool, then walk back to the set, trying to stay positive. Outlook and frame of mind are everything. They can make an obstacle feel like a speed bump or a mountain. So Ethan called? What? That doesn’t need to change anything about my day. I’m more disappointed there aren’t any muffins.

      If anything, his call serves as a reminder that I can’t get tied up in a man again. Someone who’s willing to swoop in and save the day, make promises and earn my trust, only to screw me over when I’ve become dependent, needy, and half the woman I want to be. I’ve come a long way since leaving Chicago. I’m stronger. I know what I want from life, and I’m no longer willing to settle.

      As I reach the set, my stomach rumbles with another wave of hunger, my coffee and fruit not nearly enough to keep me satisfied. I scrounge in my bag and produce a granola bar. It’s crushed and by the look of it, has been at the bottom of my bag for God knows how long, but it’ll do. I just have to get through a few more hours.

      I wonder if Jude will want to have dinner again. As much as I enjoyed last night, I can’t accept if he does. I already feel an imbalance in our relationship. He’s wealthy and I’m not. He’s offered me so much: his assistance with my car, free rides, and dinner. I can’t lean on him. It would be too easy to fall into old habits.
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      “Fantastic. Thank you.” The VP on the line sings my praises and I can’t help but pump my fist at the small victory. “I really appreciate your commitment to the environment and local art.”

      Last night at dinner with Rachel, the perfect solution for procuring bottle caps struck me when I noticed how many beers and specialty soft drinks the restaurant was tossing in the trash. The store manager was open to my idea of collecting them, and today’s call with corporate gains me even more support.

      “Thank you for reaching out, Jude. This is a fantastic idea. We’re always open to ways we can support our communities.”

      I thank him again, say good-bye, and hang up the phone feeling accomplished. Chance will have all the bottle caps—and more—he needs to finish his sculpture on time.

      The bigger challenge will be collecting the volume of plastic he requires. Especially with his insistence they be collected authentically. I ditch my home office, grabbing my wet suit and board to spend a few hours in the surf. I get my best ideas out in the ocean. Away from the hustle. Away from the day-to-day grind. The cold water revitalizes my mind. The exercise is good for my body as much as my soul. Out here, I can’t think about the next project or looming deadlines. It’s just me, a man and surfboard, against the ocean’s ruthless power.

      Sometimes the waves are easy, my path smooth and practiced. Other times it’s a constant battle, the riptide threatening to pull me under. I’m a sick bastard, because I prefer the days when I have to work to stay afloat. When there’s a chance I might not make it out alive. I don’t know what that says about me or my mental status, but I don’t ponder it more than a few minutes. I can’t because all my attention is focused on not drowning, and attempting to catch the next killer wave.

      Today, I’m distracted, though. Frustrated, and it’s all thanks to a certain woman. Rachel is as tenacious and unpredictable as today’s surf. Maybe that’s why I’m so enamored. Why I can’t stay away no matter how many times she knocks my ego down. I’m sure a shrink would have something to say about it, but I’ll stick to my surf time therapy.

      When my muscles strain to the point I’m hardly able to push myself to my feet and the sun begins to set, I call it a day. I notice a few water bottle tops on my walk from the shoreline to the parking lot, and toss them into the center console of my Escalade. Three down, a few hundred to go. Great. I grab a quick shower back at my condo before changing back into my suit, then race to the studio to pick up Rachel.

      I shouldn’t be so excited, I’m only giving her a ride, but the promise of seeing her again is the highlight of my day. I’d like to do a whole lot more than give her a ride home. I’d prefer if she let me take her back to my place. Like she’d agree. One step at a time. I hardly know the woman. I need to gain her trust first. The mind-blowing sex will come later. Call me cocky or plain self-assured, but I’m counting on it.

      Me: Here when you are ready

      Rachel: Wrapping up now. I’ll just be a few minutes.

      Me: Take your time.

      I find an open parking spot and then wander outside the studio. This time of day, the lots are still busy. Some still filming. Others breaking for dinner. One thing most people don’t realize is the crazy hours that come with the film industry. I wonder if Rachel always works on sets, and if she has a regular gig. Something tells me she doesn’t. Not with the way she lugs her own makeup kits around.

      “What the hell? Jude Lawrence?”

      I turn toward my name and the man jogging my way. I recognize him instantly. “Trent Donavan.” Rock star. Business owner. He hired me to track down a few guitars for his wife’s recording studio a year or two ago. Classics, no longer available for purchase, and played by icons like Hendrix, Idol, and Joplin, make for a challenging hunt and stellar payday.

      “How are you?” I smile wide.

      “Great, man.” He holds out his hand and then pulls me into a hug, releasing me with a slap to the back.

      “How’s business?”

      “Dude.” He shakes his head, smile wide. “My wife and her sister have been signing artists left and right. Albums going platinum. Couldn’t ask for more.”

      “That’s great.” I glance around for Lexi, or any of the guys from his band, but he must be alone. “Conquered the music scene. Now on to movies?”

      “Oh, no. Meeting a friend for dinner.” He rocks back on the heels of his combat boots. “She’s supposed to be on break now, but you know how that goes.”

      I’ve dated a few actresses over the years, so yeah, I do.

      “Jude?” Rachel’s voice reaches my ears like a hit of my favorite drug.

      “Good to see you, man.” I clasp Trent on his shoulder, and nod over to where Rachel stands. “I have my own dinner plans.”

      “I won’t keep you.” Trent grins and tips his chin, offering Rachel a wave good-bye as she approaches. “See you around.”

      As Trent walks away, I turn to meet Rachel. Slack jawed and eyes glued to the rock star, she’s distracted by his retreating form. Irritation prickles down my spine. I want her looking at me like that. Only me.

      “Was that who I think it was?” She all but bounces on her toes.

      My lips pull down in a frown. “He’s married.” I grumble. I stalk to the Escalade and unlock the doors.

      “I know that!” She blinks and shakes her head with a smile, catching up to round the vehicle and climb in. “I also listened to his album on repeat for most of my senior year of college.”

      “You went to college?” I snap my seat belt into place and start the engine.

      “Yeah.” She rolls her eyes. “Didn’t you?”

      “Sure. Yeah.” I mean, technically I went. For a semester. She doesn’t need to know I dropped out, and I have no desire to take a walk down memory road.

      “But because I’m a makeup artist, what, you assume I’m not smart?” Her smile fades. “That I couldn’t possibly have a degree? That instead of working some corporate gig, I decided to take a chance and follow my passion? Do you even realize how competitive this industry is? How difficult it is to find regular work?”

      My mouth hangs agape as I try not to cringe under her rant. Shit. I have a lot of work to do if I expect to convince her to have dinner with me again. I pull out of the lot and into traffic.

      “What?” She juts her chin in defiance.

      “First off, I guessed you didn’t go to college because I assumed you went to school for this. You’re really good, Rachel.” I sneak a side glance. “That doesn’t happen overnight.”

      “How do you know I’m any good?”

      “I did a little stalking of my own last night.”

      “What?”

      “Sorry, that sounded wrong.” I inhale a breath, not understanding how I always end up saying the wrong thing around this woman. I scrape up what’s left of my bruised confidence and try again. “I found your social media accounts. You’ve worked on a lot of different sets and jobs. The costume makeup is especially impressive.” I might have watched all her YouTube videos last night. Okay, I did, but that’s something I won’t admit.

      “Oh, yeah.” She shrugs, but her cheeks redden with my compliments. “It’s fun. I’ve always been into that.”

      “Do you work on a lot of movie sets?”

      She shrugs. “Some.”

      She’s closed off, her focus elsewhere, and I don’t know how to get her back.

      “Mind if I—” She leans forward to mess with the radio controls.

      Once the volume goes up, I’ll have missed my window. But I can’t very well demand we not listen to music. “Sure. Hey, I don’t know about you, but I’m starving. Burgers and fries again? Or something else?”

      She bites her lower lip and her gaze darts to mine with an apologetic shrug. “I better not.”

      That wave of opportunity approaches. Crashes. Tosses me head first into a mouthful of kelp. “Right.”

      She turns up the music and drowns out any further chance at conversation. My hopes for this evening die a slow and painful death to the tunes of ‘90s top hits. I’ve reached a new low. Yet I spend the rest of the drive concocting some way to salvage this.
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      My hand reaches for the door handle the second Jude shifts into park outside my apartment. The ride was almost painful, my silence and music selection warding off any friendly conversation. I almost broke on more than one occasion. But then I remembered Ethan’s voicemail and my resolve to keep things one hundred percent platonic between myself and Jude cemented with each mile. As much as I enjoy Jude’s company, I can’t fall into old habits. I won’t lose myself in another man.

      “I’ll pick you up tomorrow.”

      “Oh, no. I don’t need a ride.”

      He sighs. “I thought we’ve been through this. I’m driving you.”

      “No, it’s not that.” I fiddle with the strap on my handbag. I hate having to explain myself to anyone, not because I’m embarrassed, but because I don’t want to think about my future. Even though Jude’s been so helpful, basically the nicest person I’ve met since moving here, he deserves to know. Besides, I wouldn’t put it past him to show up to my apartment every morning if I didn’t give him a reasonable explanation. “My contract for the job is up. I don’t have anything on the books, just a modeling shoot over the weekend, and for that I’m driving down with one of the models.”

      “Model?” His harsh tone catches me by surprise.

      Is he jealous? I don’t know why he would be, but I sort of like the idea. Which is bad, bad, bad. Get it together, Rae. No leading him on. No thrill at the glimpse of his alpha protectiveness.

      “Also one of my roommates. She got me the job.” I probably imagine it, but his shoulders seem to relax.

      He drums his fingers on the steering wheel, his gaze not meeting mine. “So you’re between gigs, then?”

      Of course. He’s not jealous of me spending time with models. He’s concerned I’m going to ghost on him. Probably why he’s so insistent on giving me rides. “If you’re worried about the two grand to fix Iron Maiden, I’m good for it. I can get you the cash now.” Sure. It’ll drain my entire savings and I will have to resort to a strictly ramen diet to make rent next month, but I knew I’d have to shell out money for the repairs soon.

      “Rachel.” He grinds his teeth and flashes me a glare. “Stop.”

      “What?”

      He opens his mouth as if to say something, but shakes his head in the negative. “The mechanic doesn’t need the money until you pick up the car. I trust you won’t screw me over. Or abandon that old car you seem to love, though I don’t understand why.” He chuckles. “Besides, I know where you live.”

      I roll my eyes, but his teasing brings a grin to my lips. “You’re going to miss hauling my ass all over LA, that’s it, then?”

      He grins back, his smile growing wider. “You have no idea.”

      “Sorry to disappoint.”

      “If anything changes, you’ll text me?”

      “Sure.” I reach for the door again.

      He reaches out, brushing my bare arm with a surprisingly gentle touch. “Promise me, Rachel.”

      “Fine.” I draw out the word as if it pains me to relent, but the truth is this is a deal I have no problem agreeing to. It’s not as if I’ll get a call out of the blue between now and next week. I meet his gaze. “I promise.”

      He smiles, too pleased with himself and sporting an I just won grin. He hops out and helps me unload my makeup.

      “Later, Jude.” I lift my hand in a wave, determined to walk away before he offers to see me to the door. Behind me I hear him mutter something that sounds a lot like, “Sooner than you think, beautiful.”

      God, if Jude turns out to be some stalker psycho, I am going to lose my shit. First Iron Maiden, now my lack of work. I can’t take another hit. I stick my key in the door and glance over my shoulder. Sure enough, he’s staring. Only, he doesn’t give off creepy vibes. No, the look in his eyes is one of unapologetic interest. The focus of his gaze is on my lower half. Yeah, he’s checking out my ass.

      I’ve still got it. I sway my hips with an extra dose of confidence as I push into the apartment and lock the door. Music assaults my ears, along with the clatter of dishes.

      “Hey, Rae!” Jenni pops her head beneath the upper cabinets that separate our small kitchen from the living area. She shimmies her hips and wields a big spoon in the other.

      “Hey.” Is that pasta? The aroma of cooked tomatoes and spices fills my nostrils and my stomach grumbles. “You look happy.”

      “I got the part!”

      “That’s fantastic!” I don’t remember what role, because let’s face it, she goes on dozens of auditions, but I know from my own experience how exciting it is to get selected over others when it’s something you want so badly. “Congrats!”

      “Thanks! I can’t wipe this smile off my face. You missed the happy dance and screaming.” She points her spoon at a boiling pot. “You hungry? I made too much.”

      “I’d love some. Smells good.”

      “Steady work for the next two weeks calls for celebration. It’ll be done in fifteen.” She turns back to the stove.

      I pass by on my way to my bedroom, noting the usual absence of bodies. “Where’s everyone else?”

      “Working, I think.”

      I roll my traveling makeup cart into my corner of the bedroom, then ditch my clothes for cotton shorts and an old T-shirt. My phone is low on battery, so I plug it into my charger before heading back to the kitchen.

      Jenni dishes out two plates of pasta and my mouth waters at the sight. She nods to the barstools and I join her after filling my water.

      “Oh, my God.” The first bite hits my taste buds with a burst of pleasure. I don’t stop chewing as I turn to Jenni and convey my appreciation. “You made this? It’s so good.”

      She twists noodles around her fork with a smile. “Yeah? Not bad, right? My grandma taught me. I can make, like, this and two other things.”

      “I would eat this every day.”

      She laughs and nods. “Right? If I could get away with the carbs, this is all I’d ever want. But I felt like celebrating.” Jenni is a stick. Her figure is that of actual movie stars, which does not come easy. I’ve seen the extreme diet and exercise most of my roommates abide by. No, thank you. I’ll happily take my curves and carbs.

      I swallow another bite, then force myself to slow down to make the meal last longer. “Tell me about the role.”

      “It’s a cheesy teen romance mini-series and I’m the mean girl!” Jenni turns her chair and flips her hair over one shoulder with a contagious smile. “I have lines. Plural. It’s being produced by Terrance Underwood. And the best part? They need me on set for an entire month. I’ve never been more excited to be a raging bitch.”

      “That’s amazing.”

      “And if it gets picked up for another season?” She laughs, shaking her head. “God! I can’t even start to think what that could mean for my career. I’ve literally been waiting for something like this. Some kind of reassurance I’m not wasting my life on a stupid dream, you know?”

      I swallow down my last bite of pasta. Yeah. I know exactly what she means. Only, this woman before me is twenty-two with her entire future ahead of her, with years to figure things out. She has time to give. I’m almost thirty without a home, job, or working vehicle. Am I wasting my time? Fooling myself? I mean, this isn’t all I want out of life. Someday, I want a family. A husband and a couple of children. By pursuing my pipe dream of a career, am I giving up on everything I’ll later regret? I shake off the defeatist thoughts. Thinking like that will get me nowhere.

      I am happy for my nicest roommate. But damn, I sure could use a sign myself. I stand from the barstool and take my dish to the sink. A few dirty saucepans litter the stove top. “I’ll clean up.”

      “Oh, you don’t have to.” Jenni practically skips to my side, setting her plate atop mine in the sink. She moves to my right as I start to scrub and rinse the dishes, holding out her hand with a clean dishtowel in the other. “Here. I’ll dry.”

      We work in companionable silence, music from her small speaker filling the space. This is the most time I’ve spent with Jenni, or any of my roommates. It reminds me of living back in Chicago. Dinners with my brother and his husband, or at Mia and Matt’s. Back when my friends were a train stop away. Where there was always an ear to listen, a shoulder to lean on, a girlfriend to grab drinks with. I’ve been so consumed with working in the three months I’ve been here, I never allow myself to realize just how lonely I am. Rinsing the last suds off a final dish, I swallow back the urge to cry.

      “Hey, so like, I know you’re probably busy, but maybe would you want to go out and celebrate with me this weekend?” Jenni takes the dish from my hand to dry. If she notices me blinking back tears of homesickness, she doesn’t let on. “I’m getting together with some friends Saturday night. We’re gonna hit up a club. Have a few drinks. Nothing crazy or anything, just a good time.”

      I open my mouth to answer, but realize if I try to talk I’ll probably cry. I haven’t been asked to go out with any of my roommates since moving here. Not socially. Once they discovered I did professional makeup I was invited to help them get ready, or hired for a few small gigs. But this, this is just Jenni being kind because she wants to.

      She must read my hesitation as disinterest. “I know you work a lot, and like, my friends are way younger so I totally understand if you don’t want to hang with us, or it’s not your—.”

      “No,” I interrupt. “I would love to go out. Thank you for asking.”

      She grins, placing the last of the dishes into the cabinet. “Cool. I’ll head out sometime after eight. Nothing too extravagant. A little black dress, and well, I don’t have to help you with hair and makeup.” She laughs lightly. “My friend knows the bouncers for a few clubs, so we won’t have to pay cover.”

      “Cool.” I force a natural smile. Crap. I didn’t even consider the expense. If I don’t book more work, I won’t have much in my bank account for a night out. Even if I do, it’ll be cutting it close. But I can’t turn her down. I am in desperate need of socialization and fun. I’ll eat beforehand, and I can sip on water instead of drinking. I need this. All work and no play makes me a very sad girl. I wipe down the counter and sink, then straighten the hand towel. “I’ll be ready. I’m working a shoot that day with Andrea, but we should be back way before that.”

      “Awesome. Okay, well, I’m gonna memorize lines and turn in.” She claps and bounces on the balls of her feet.

      I can’t help but grin. “Thanks again for dinner.”

      “No problem, roomie. Just call me Chef Ramsey.” She flashes another smile and I see how much Hollywood is going to love her. She has one of those genuine smiles. A confidence that isn’t faked. Her energy is addictive.

      I walk back to my room to grab my bathroom caddy. I should turn in as well. Attempt a few hours of sleep before the late-night crowd comes back from late shifts at their respective serving jobs. But I’ll wash my face and brush my teeth before collapsing in bed.

      The buzz of an incoming phone notification catches my attention. By the rhythmic beat I can tell it’s a phone call and not a text. The only calls I ever receive are from potential clients or my family back home. I drop all my stuff without making a mess and dive across my bed before the call goes to voicemail. “Hello?” I say, slightly out of breath.

      “Is this Rachel Delgado?”

      “Speaking.”

      “I’m Jake Ryan and I’m one of the production managers for Americana Studios,” he says, and I nod even though he can’t see. “I’m looking at your work right now. Very impressive. I also like your online presence.” He hums appreciatively.

      My stomach flutters with anticipation. Is this a joke? I search my memory for a Jake Ryan but come up blank. Why is he calling, and more importantly, where did he get my number?

      “You come highly recommended.”

      Right. This is some sort of follow-up satisfaction survey. God, I hope I’m not in trouble for anything. I was very careful to follow all the rules in my contract, and used my pass and everything. My pass. Shit. I wasn’t supposed to let anyone on set, which I didn’t, but I did allow Jude to borrow my parking clearance pass to get inside the security gate. I swallow, hoping and praying this mistake doesn’t blacklist me from ever working on Americana’s lots for future projects. “Yes, I worked on The Sentencing. We wrapped production today.” If need be, I am prepared to apologize, grovel, and beg for forgiveness.

      “That’s right. Yes.” He clears his throat. “I’m gonna get down to the reason for my call. I’m short a makeup artist on one of our feature films. It’s a six-week contract, six days a week. Starts Monday. If you’re interested I can send over the contract.”

      A job. My jaw falls open, as my mind repeats his words over again just to ensure I heard him right. A big job! I spring from my bed and do a little dance, resisting the urge to scream. Holy crap! A feature film makeup artist job! I school my features and force myself to play it cool and collected. “Yes, I’m very interested.”

      “Great. Fantastic. This email address on your Instagram account still best?”

      “Yes, that works perfect.”

      “Good. Sending now,” he says, and my phone buzzes with an alert. I pull it away from my ear enough to see the incoming email. “You have any questions, or decide it’s not a good fit, please let me know by tomorrow at nine. Otherwise, the job’s yours.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Ryan.” I want to ask him who referred me. I wonder if it was one of the techs, or if my work on set stood out to one of the producers. In this industry, it’s all about who you know, which is why I made a point to be friendly to everyone. Today’s struggling screenwriter could be tomorrow’s Spielberg.

      “You have a good night.” He hangs up before I ask the question, though it doesn’t matter. Work is work, and I’m no longer looking at a month in the poor house.

      Opening the email, I pull up the contract to scan the terms. The set—wow—my eyes bulge and I almost scream again. This is one of the larger ones usually reserved for films, and the pay—I blink to make sure I’m not mixing up the numbers. Holy . . . crap! Scrolling down to read the movie title, I plug it into a new web browser and when the articles populate showcasing Cora Bentley, one of the biggest female actors in Hollywood, I almost die. This gig isn’t just gonna pay my bills. This is going to be my big break.

      A glimmer of hope breaks through the clouds and blooms with possibility. This is happening. All the struggle. All the doubt. The crappy days and hard work, it’ll all be worth it. My eyes sting with tears for the second time tonight. Things are finally happening. I squeal and jump off my bed to pump my fist. “Yes! Oh, my God! Yes!”

      “Good news?” Jenni peeks her head in my open door.

      “The best! I just got booked on a dream job.” I stop dancing but there’s no holding back the grin on my face. I swipe away a few happy tears. “Sorry!”

      “Don’t apologize.” She laughs, skipping down the hallway to her bedroom. “Now we both have something to celebrate on Saturday.”

      I slide onto my bed, my nightly beauty routine temporarily delayed. I’ve never been more delighted to read through the fine print of a contract. There’s no way I could sleep right now anyway. Hot damn. This week might’ve started out disastrous, but now the horizon is filled with promise.

      On set: 8:00 AM.

      Crap. My scrolling halts at that time. Not only because I’m not the biggest morning person. No, it’s because I need a ride, at least for a few days. Iron Maiden will still be in the shop by then, which means . . .

      I have to ask Jude for a ride.

      No. I could just Uber. I’ll be making good money on this job. I can afford it. But . . . I shake my head. I don’t have the freedom to throw cash around. At least not until I get my first paycheck. Maybe one of my roommates will take me? I cringe at the thought of asking anyone other than Jenni, and she has her own work to deal with.

      I don’t want to ask Jude. I don’t want to be that needy woman reliant on a favor from a man to get to work. I don’t have to call him. He’d never know.

      But I promised.

      Ugh. Why did I do that? I’ll be riddled with my own guilt if I don’t ask him for a ride. Whatever. It’ll be a day or two at most. “Suck it up, buttercup,” I grumble to myself and pull up his contact on my phone. I decide to send a text rather than call.

      Me: Looks like I’ll need that ride after all.

      Jude: So what you’re saying is I’m right?

      Me: Never mind.

      Jude: Don’t be a poor loser. Besides, I take it this is good news?

      Me: Yeah, I’ll be on set at Americana Studios. They want me there Monday morning.

      Jude: That’s fantastic! Congrats.

      My stomach flutters with excitement. I don’t know why his validation matters, but it does. Another smile blooms on my lips.

      Me: Thank you.

      Jude: What time should I pick you up?

      Me: You really don’t have to do this. I’m only reaching out because I promised.

      Jude: What time, sweetheart?

      Does he really have to use pet names? And why do I like it so much? Ugh. He probably uses them with all women. I’ve known men like him. Privileged. Beautiful. Wealthy. A player in a well-made suit. Jude is the kind of man to make a woman feel special even when she’s just another one of many. Not like it matters, because I don’t have feelings for the man.

      Liar.

      Ugh. Not going there. So he rocks a suit like he’s born to wear them. That, and his smile gives me butterflies. Doesn’t matter. I didn’t come to Los Angeles for a man. He’s offering me a ride out of the goodness of his heart, and I’d be a fool to pass up the offer.

      Me: Can you get here by 6:30? I need to be on set by 8.

      Jude: It’d be my pleasure. Sweet dreams, beautiful.

      I can almost hear him say the words in his deep timbre. Maybe his voice is scratchy with sleep. Where is he this moment? Home in his bed? Out of his suit and wearing nothing but boxers? Or maybe nothing at all. Fuck me. My eyes squeeze shut, but the image is still there. Is his chest clean-shaven or smattered with hair? Is he a grunter or dirty talker? My face flushes as my body tingles with the thrum of desire.

      Glancing around the room, I decide to take advantage of my roomie being out, along with most everyone else, and tiptoe to the door to shut and lock it. The only dreams I’ll be enjoying tonight will be of the dirty variety. Might as well put my vibrator to good use. Besides, it’s not as if Jude will ever know. Minutes later, when I come with visions of him sweaty and spent, his body heavy above mine, I’m not sure that’s exactly true. The next time I look him in the eye, I won’t be able to stop wondering if real Jude fucks anywhere close to imaginary Jude. That’s a very dangerous thought.
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      I’m bored. I’m horny. And since it’s Saturday and I’m caught up on client work, I have nothing to distract myself. I surfed this morning. I even longboarded to and from lunch. Still, I’m restless with pent-up sexual energy. One can only jerk off so many times before chafing is involved.

      I know because I’ve put that theory to the test. A strong libido is something to be proud of for a man of any age. Not that I am worried. I’ve never had a problem getting it up. But the number of times I’ve gotten hard this past week would put my teenage self to shame. And that’s all thanks to one woman.

      Rachel. I can’t get her out of my head. I haven’t slept with the woman, yet the very idea has me rock hard and stroking myself as if the world is ending and I’ll never get to use my dick again.

      Fuck me. I’m pathetic. Lusting after a woman who only agrees to spend time with me in exchange for free transportation. Hell, she’s even begrudging about that. She doesn’t want to sleep with me. She doesn’t even want to see me.

      I’ve only known her a matter of days but she isn’t the kind of woman you fuck once. She isn’t in it for money. She doesn’t use people for connections. She’s the kind of woman you cherish, thank your lucky stars she ever gave you a shot, and put a ring on as soon as possible so every other fucker knows to keep his hands off.

      But that’s crazy talk. We hardly know each other. She could be a wolf in sheep’s clothing. She hasn’t shown any interest, and I’m not the forever kind of man. Yet the thought of her with anyone else sends me into an unexplainable fit of alpha male rage.

      How pathetic can a grown man be? I need to do something. Or rather, I need to do someone. Since work isn’t an option at the moment I scroll through my contact list, checking my digital black book for a potential good time.

      Jessica. Nope. Too chatty.

      Vanessa. No. I think she got married.

      Jenese. Promising. I tap on her number and wait.

      “Look at that! He is alive.” Her melodic laughter skirts through the line. “How the hell are you, Jude?”

      “Better now that I’m talking to you.”

      “Always the charmer. What do I owe the pleasure of this phone call?”

      I’m bored and my dick is aching for some real pussy. That’s the heart of the matter, but I’m not such a ruthless asshole to say it. “I was hoping for the pleasure of your company. What do you have going tonight?”

      “My friends and I are hitting up a few clubs. But I wouldn’t turn down a little man candy. Join us?”

      “Only if I get to take you home afterward.”

      “Oh, honey, I’m counting on it. We’ll swing by and get you about ten?”

      “I’ll be ready.” But when I end the call I find that my dick has gone flaccid at the prospect. “Fucker,” I mutter under my breath. Of course the first time all day I’m not rocking a semi, and it comes with the promise of getting laid.

      Because my dick doesn’t want Jenese. He wants Rachel. Join the club.

      Doesn’t matter, because Rachel doesn’t want me or my dick. No matter. I’m sure by tonight we’ll both have moved on. At the very least I’ll find a shiny new distraction. A willing partner to extinguish some of this sexual frustration. Though I’m probably fooling myself. I doubt I’ll be able to get Rachel out of my mind at all this weekend.
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      “Rae Rae, honey. I need more drama. Andrea isn’t glowing. I need her to glow.”

      I pinch my lips together lest I snap at this idiot photographer and turn today into a complete waste. When I took this job—a favor to my roommate since I earn more booking private makeup clients and working half the hours—I knew I’d be working with a newer artist. I didn’t do my usual check—a phone conversation to see how we’d gel. Newsflash, we don’t. This kid is barely legal and a total diva. We’re set up under a pop-up tent in a parking lot with one tiny generator. No fan. No food. I’m hungry and hot, and not in a good way. My patience for his non-directive demands is melting away with my foundation.

      Glow? He wants her to glow? “I can retouch her bronzer. Darken her blush?”

      He pinches his lips together and lets out a long hiss. It’s the sound he makes when he doesn’t agree.

      “What would you like?”

      “Rae Rae, honey. I just need you to feel me.” He sighs again. “Get in this scene with us. She’s high fashion. She’s stepped off a fucking runway, ya know?”

      God, I’d love to throw a dish of glitter on his stupid face. If he calls me Rae Rae once more, I might.

      He throws up his hands and spins away. “This isn’t working. I need a break. Everyone take thirty.” With more flair than a strutting peacock he stomps out of the tent, a half dozen of his minions racing after.

      Andrea glares and makes her way to my side while a few people remain, packing up clothing into the back of a car.

      “You can’t talk to him like that.” Her voice is low, her gaze sharp. She glances over her shoulder, as if to check whether anyone is watching, then turns back to me. “I got you this opportunity because we’re roommates and you’re good at makeup, but if you fuck this up, Randall won’t ever work with me again.”

      I almost scoff when I realize she’s being serious. I think back over the last hour. How horrible he’s been to everyone on this shoot. The cutting things he’s said to the models are worse than anything I’ve ever witnessed. “He’s not a nice person.”

      She rears back, her eyes wide and blinking. “Nice?” She laughs, but it’s a mean sound. “You think anyone gets anywhere by being nice? This is the fashion jungle, Rae. Eat or be eaten. At your age, you should already know that.” She pulls out her phone and starts scrolling; a dismissal.

      I’ve never really liked Andrea. She’s catty, and I’ve seen it time and time again. But after working under these conditions for the past eight hours, my tolerance is at an all-time low, and I actually hate her. This shoot was supposed to wrap up hours ago. I should be home right now, maybe enjoying a nap before going out with Jenni. But instead, the photographer threw a tantrum for the third time today and I’m left waiting—without lunch or snacks. But I refuse to cause a scene or get into it with her. “Do you know what time we’ll be done?”

      She looks around, and shrugs before going back to her phone. “I don’t know.”

      “Okay.” It’s really difficult to bite my tongue. I press a smile onto my lips. “I’m going to walk over to that Starbucks. Do you mind watching my stuff?”

      “Whatever.” She rolls her eyes, and turns her back. On me. On my makeup supplies.

      Whatever. I need something to eat and a few sacred minutes of air conditioning. I grab my wallet and walk across the busy crosswalk to the promised land. Since I’m still strapped for cash, I go with a sandwich, trenta water, and venti black coffee.

      Settling into a cushioned seat, I relax for the first time all day. Munching on food, I scroll through my phone and take in photos of my brother and his husband at a music festival. A surge of happiness at seeing their smiling faces is doused by loneliness. I’d give almost anything to be back in Chicago for the weekend with people who actually care about me. But it’s not good to wish for things I can’t have. I close out of the app, but before I tuck my phone back in my purse my finger hovers over the texting icon.

      I wonder what Jude’s doing. I almost text him to ask, which is an insane thought. He’s not a friend. We hardly know each other. Yet our interactions have been the closest to what I miss having back in Chicago.

      Putting my phone away, I finish my sandwich and coffee, then drag my ass out of the coffee shop. Back to work I go. We’ve got to be close to wrap; the sun will be setting soon. I can deal with Randall and the ride back with Andrea, though a few more hours and it’ll go down as the absolute worst day of my life. The sun hits my skin and I sweat while waiting for the light to change at the crosswalk. My gaze travels back to the parking lot as I sip my ice water. What the—?

      The tent is gone. The cars are gone. Andrea is gone.

      I blink, wishing and willing my eyesight to be failing. But no, in the lot where we’ve been slaving to a psycho photographer’s whims all day is nothing more than a stack of crates. My makeup!

      The light changes and I race across the street at the first glimpse of green.

      “Shit. Shit. Shit,” I murmur under my breath, my gaze darting around in search of some clue as to what the fuck happened. I was only gone a few minutes. Fifteen tops! Where the hell is my roommate? I reach my makeup and exhale a little sigh of relief that everything seems to be in order. I’m already down a car; if I lose my supplies, I’m screwed.

      Where the hell is Andrea? My fingers shake as I pull out my cell, expecting a missed call or message, something, but find nothing. I’m so angry, I could scream, but instead I touch her name in my contacts list. It rings once before going to voicemail. My stomach clenches with apprehension. She’s my ride home. We’re hours from the apartment. Over one hundred miles. Fuck. Fuck. Fuckity. Fuck.

      Me: Where are you?

      I pace while I wait for her reply, tears filling my eyes even as I blink them back.

      Andrea: Hey, went to grab dinner and drinks with friends. Shoot’s canceled.

      Laughter. Manic and unhinged bubbles from my lips.

      Me: And you just left? I asked you to watch my stuff.

      Andrea: I didn’t know how long you’d be. Someone said they’d stay until you showed.

      My pulse races, irritation growing into full-blown anger. How could she just leave? What kind of person does that?

      Me: I was right across the street.

      Me: You could have called.

      Andrea: Sorry.

      But she’s not sorry at all. It’s clear by her actions. And I just got stiffed for a full day’s work. Damn it! What a fucking waste of a day.

      I grate my teeth, ready to scream, or cry, but attempting to calm down. As much as I hate Andrea right now, I need the ride back to LA. Sucking up my pride, I shoot off one more text.

      Me: What time are you coming back to get me?

      Andrea: I’m staying the night in San Diego with friends. Sorry.

      “Fuck!” I scream to the empty parking lot. Great. Just fucking great. Not only has today been a complete waste, but now I’m out an Uber ride back.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      By the time I pull up to the apartment three hours later, I’m done. Done with this day. Done with hemorrhaging money I don’t have. Done with everything. I don’t want to do anything other than shower, put on my comfiest pajamas, and eat an entire bowl of butter noodles. Okay, I’d like to scarf down an entire pepperoni pizza—with extra cheese—but a box of noodles is what I have in the pantry.

      My feet drag as I head up the walkway, praying the rest of my roommates are out for the evening. I don’t think I can handle any drama or niceties.

      “Rae! Hey! You ready to party?” Jenni pops off the couch, her hair wrapped in a towel atop her head. “I was worried you weren’t gonna get back in time. If we leave in thirty does that give you enough time to get ready?”

      Oh, shit. My stomach drops at the thought of going out, being social, or forcing a fake smile, but . . . I promised. I don’t go back on my word. Besides, Jenni is the only ally I have in this house, and I could use a friend. “Sure.” I force myself to brighten. “I need a shower, but I’ll hurry.”

      “Yay!” Jenni claps and skips back to her room. “This is going to be awesome!”

      “God, I hope so,” I mutter under my breath. After the day I’ve had, it’s almost too much to hope for.
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      “Smile, Jude! You promised me a good time!” Jenese shouts above the music. A blaring bass beat pulses in my chest.

      I hate to admit it, but I might be over the club scene. Everyone in this place is dressed to impress. All the beautiful people and a ton of entitled assholes gather to be seen and partake in the simple pleasures of life. Drinks flow plentiful, along with inhibitions. Bodies press together, dancing and grinding, the perfect foreplay for a one-night stand. Only, all of it is meaningless. The idol chit-chat and banter with a sexy stranger holds no challenge. Even Jenese, who is a sure thing, doesn’t excite me. A crying shame, because she’s gorgeous as ever, charming, and adventurous as hell in the bedroom.

      But when I look at her my cock doesn’t stir. Fuck. My dick might actually be broken. “I’m getting another drink!” I shout back.

      She smiles and spins back to her friends, shimmying her hips to the music.

      I weave my way through the thick crowd, wondering when it got so crowded in here and when I can get away with leaving and not hurt Jenese’s feelings. My gaze darts between the door and the bar. I could leave now. Bail and apologize with a text message. She’d probably stop calling, but that wouldn’t be a bad thing considering whatever we had is played out anyway. I take a step toward the exit, but stop in my tracks when I catch sight of a familiar profile.

      Rachel.

      No fucking way. My libido springs to life at the sight of her in an ungodly short black dress. The design is simple, but it hugs her body in the best possible way. My fingers ache to take it off.

      She tips her head back, her lips spreading with unbridled laughter, and she rests her hand on one of the guys’ forearms. She’s with a group, but I immediately want to rip the dude’s balls off. I hate that he’s earned her amusement. Her attention. More so, I hate that I haven’t.

      A moment later she leaves the circle of friends to head to the bar, and my own feet don’t miss a beat. She slides into a small opening at the bar, and I tap the guy next to her on the shoulder before shooting him a glare that has him moving over.

      I lift my hand to signal the bartender’s attention, and Rachel’s gaze lifts. Her eyes widen and lips part with recognition. God, her mouth is absolutely kissable. Dark red, more dramatic than the shade she’s been wearing all week, steals my total focus.

      Rachel straightens her spine. “Are you following me?”

      I think she’s joking, but when she doesn’t smile, I decide to mess with her. I lift my brow with a smirk. “Would it be so bad if I were?”

      “Seriously?” She laughs, but it’s not that joyful uninhibited one she gave that other guy minutes ago.

      Fuck if that doesn’t strike a wave of jealousy. That and a new challenge.

      “I’m here with friends.” I don’t say date, because I don’t want Rachel to know I’m with Jenese. I tip my chin to the group of people she was with moments ago. “Just like you.”

      “Right. Sorry.” She flashes me a smile, but it’s forced, then rubs her temple. “I’ve had a bad day.” She sighs and crinkles her nose. Wrinkles form between her eyebrows and she looks so damn sad.

      Immediately, I want to erase whatever stress has ruined her day. “But it’s better now?” I nod at the bartender heading our way.

      “Getting there.”

      “Let me buy you a drink.”

      She shakes her head and places her hand on my shoulder, leaning closer to be heard above the music. “You’ve done too much already.”

      “Rachel.” Now it’s my turn to scowl. Does she really have to fight me on everything? And why does her resistance make me want my way? I glance to the bartender, then back to her. “Order a drink.”

      Her eyes widen the slightest at my command. “Gin and tonic, please.”

      Good girl. “Another whiskey for me,” I say to the bartender, then turn my attention to her. “There. Was that so hard?”

      She rolls her eyes. “Are you always so bossy?”

      “I like to get my way.”

      “I’m sure you do.” She sighs, and I hate that she’s not impressed.

      Most women find my tenacity and business savvy a turn-on, but Rachel isn’t like most women. It’s probably why I find her alluring. It’s been so long since I’ve had a good chase—I forgot how much fun a challenge can be.

      “So, tell me about this bad day?”

      “I’d rather not. Trying to forget about it.” The bleakness in her expression causes my heart to squeeze. The bartender drops our drinks on the counter before us. Rachel picks hers up, drinking from her straw like it’s a lifeline.

      “Fair.” I hate that she’s had a bad day. A bad week, really. “Wanna dance?”

      “You dance?” Her brows lift, and a slight smile teases her lips.

      “I’ve got some moves.”

      “I’m sure you do.” She rolls her eyes.

      “You don’t believe me?” I play it off as if I’m offended, but the reality is I’m not ready for her to ditch me for her friends and the guy who made her laugh. I steal a sip of whiskey. “Hey, I am a master on the dance floor. Come on, I’ll prove it. Two songs out there and your panties might spontaneously combust.”

      “You should come with a warning label.” Her retort is laced with sarcasm.

      I flash her a wicked smile. “More like a public service announcement.” The idea of her without panties broadens the stretch of my lips. “If nothing, it’s the responsible thing to do.”

      “Protector of women’s undergarments.”

      “I’ve been called worse.” I slam back the rest of my drink, wanting two free hands to touch her if we’re really gonna do this. “Come on, Rachel. Dance with me. Unless you’re too scared.”

      She holds her drink, assessing me with a stare as she takes another sip. My dick stirs at the way her lips purse around her straw. I fight off visions of them wrapped around certain parts of my body before I start sporting wood.

      “One dance.” I hold out my hand and wait.

      She places her long, capable fingers in mine and I tug her forward as I weave us toward the crowd of bodies and thumping bass. The sound reverberates in my chest and my heartbeat races. Her skin is soft, and my fingers ache to touch more than just her hand. I brush my thumb across the inside of her wrist, over her pulse point, and pretend it speeds along with mine—that she feels the same hit of dopamine I do, every time we’re close. As we squeeze past bodies, deeper into the heat of the darkened dance floor, I imagine her thrilling with the promise of our bodies pressed together, grinding, touching, moving with abandon. Silly, maybe. But when I stop and turn to wrap my arms around her waist, our eyes catch under the moving overhead beams of light and I swear she appears every bit as turned on as I am.

      The song is faster than I’d like, but beggars can’t be choosy, and right now my hands rest on Rachel’s luscious hips—something I’ve been dying to do since finding her stranded on the freeway at the beginning of the week.

      She holds her drink with one hand and the other rests on my shoulder. She’s a good dancer, not that I had any doubts. She moves with confidence, her hips swaying to the music. I do my best to keep things PG, but give her a taste of my bedroom skills, rolling my hips and leaning closer with each minute that passes. Flashes of color strobe overhead, spinning rays of amber, blue, and red on the sea of people. My skin is flush, not just from exertion or the crowd, but because being this close and moving in this way makes me think of nothing but sex.

      Another song begins and Rachel doesn’t pull out of my arms. It’s the only encouragement I need to stay on this dance floor.

      Our gazes lock but she flips her hair back, sipping from her drink and breaking the connection. She’s scared. But of what? Of losing control? The undeniable attraction between us? Maybe she’s been burned before. Maybe she doesn’t trust men in general. Or maybe it’s just me?

      Regardless, there’s an unexplainable desire to prove I’m worthy of her attention. That she’s safe with me. I want to earn her trust. I want to erase the walls and protect her from hurt. It’s so strong that now I’m the one looking at the floor between us wondering where the hell those ideas came from.

      I don’t do feelings, or relationships that extend beyond physical satisfaction. I don’t get involved. I never get hurt. The collar of my shirt tightens. It’s too warm in this place. My pulse speeds with a tinge of panic. Too many people. Oh, look who’s scared now. “Another drink!” I shout at her ear, nod to the bar, and retreat as fast as my feet will take me. I don’t glance back to check whether she follows. I have to get some air.

      “Whiskey.” I hold up my finger and stand in front of an empty barstool.

      The skin around my bicep prickles with awareness at the gentle press of a hand.

      “Hey.” Rachel’s eyes widen as she studies my features. “You okay?”

      “Fine,” I say gruffly, wanting but failing to appear unaffected.

      She stumbles forward, her body pressing against mine as some asshat drunkenly pushes past on his way toward the bathrooms. An accident most likely, but anger flares in my chest at how easily he could have knocked her over had we not been standing close.

      My impulse to shout after him is cut short by her breath on my neck. “Don’t, Jude.” Her hand squeezes my arm again, but this time it’s like a shot straight to my heart. “He’s not worth it.”

      Our gazes lock. The music of the club fades. My pulse speeds, thrums loudly in my ears as arousal tightens all my muscles. Her lips are so close. Close enough to kiss. Full and painted a deep red. Lips I’ve been preoccupied with all week. Dreaming of. Stroking myself to. But this isn’t a fantasy. This is real.

      Her breath hitches, and this time it’s not my imagination. There’s something between us. A live wire, a crackling force aching for connection. It draws me closer. She doesn’t pull away, and I dip my chin to close the space between us. Closer. Almost.

      Crash! She jumps. Glass shatters behind the bar. Probably a bottle tossed in the trash, but it’s enough to break the spell.

      Rachel’s eyes widen and she steps back. I instantly miss the feel of her body pressed against mine.

      “Jude.” Jenese wraps her arms around my waist, and slides between me and Rachel. Damn. Where the hell did she come from? Seriously, she appears out of thin air. A perfect cock block. More likely, I completely lost awareness of my surroundings when Rachel and I almost kissed.

      She pushes onto her toes, her lips at my earlobe. “I’m horny,” she says much too loudly, and cups my junk.

      Jesus. I hold back a groan of frustration, which I attempt to convey to Rachel as I peel Jenese off my body, but she’s staring everywhere except my way.

      My ass cheek pinches with pain. What the fresh hell? I jump, then realize it’s Jenese, who might as well have an extra limb, what with the way she’s groping me.

      “I think we’ve had enough fun for one night. Let’s get you home, yeah?” I say to pacify Jenese and her wandering hands. I hoist her onto my vacated barstool, then turn my back to catch Rachel’s attention. It might be rude, but I won’t lead the wrong woman on. It’s not my style. “Rachel, I—”

      “Rae! Here you are!” A young woman interrupts, grabbing Rachel by the arm. “We’re all hungry. Gonna hit up that food truck on Overstreet. You coming or—?” Her gaze studies me with her unspoken question. Does Rachel want to stay with me? I already know her answer.

      “No, I’m ready to go.” She turns from her friend to meet my gaze. “Thanks again for the drink.”

      “Yeah.”

      “See you around.”

      I lift my brows. “I’ll see you Monday morning.”

      “Right.” She laughs, but it’s tight with discomfort. “Yeah. See you then.” She takes a step away, and for a split second I wonder if she regrets not kissing me.

      I already do.

      “Night, Rachel.” I lift my hand to wave.

      “Night.” She turns and walks away, leaving me with two things I don’t want: my unsettled thoughts and a very tipsy Jenese. A wry end of the deal, yet I’d do it all again to have Rachel in my arms for another song.
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      Monday mornings are the worst. At least they used to be. Even after this weekend, when I’m more irritated than usual at most of my roommates, there’s no room in my mind for negative vibes. Not when I have a new job on a movie set! It’s the only thing on my mind.

      Not true.

      It’s the only thing I want to be focused on, but somehow my brain can’t get on board. It keeps drifting back to Jude and our almost kiss on Saturday night. My teeth clench in annoyance at the memory, but my body shivers with excitement. Stupid body.

      He was at the club with another woman. I don’t know why it bothers me so much, but it does. Until that moment, I thought—I don’t know what I thought. He was there for me? Ridiculous. Yet on the dance floor I completely shed my inhibitions, and with the courage of a few drinks I almost gave him everything. If he had kissed me—if she hadn’t interrupted—I might have gone home with him. I know I would have.

      Maybe that’s what pisses me off the most. I’ve worked so hard to get to this point. To be the independent woman. But one dance with Jude and I was willing to throw it all away.

      I consider asking him not to drive me today. Part of me hopes he doesn’t show, but that’s only so I won’t have to face him. Stupid almost kiss. God, I hope he doesn’t bring it up. If he does I’ll blame it on the alcohol.

      I glance at the time on my phone, throw the covers off, and get out of bed. We have a shower schedule, but today it’s dragging behind. Kari Ann should have been out of the bathroom a good fifteen minutes ago. I’d consider skipping, but considering this is my first day on a new job, I want to look and feel my best.

      I also can’t be late.

      I knock on the door, a vain attempt to hurry Kari Ann. The water shut off minutes ago. She’s inside primping. “Almost done?”

      The door swings open and she cringes. “Sorry.”

      I step inside and before I can ask why, my nostrils fill with the most awful smell. “Are you kidding me?” I shout, but she’s already made herself scarce. The toilet lid is down, and while I don’t want to know what’s inside, I also don’t want to risk flushing if it’s clogged. Do we even own a plunger? Resisting the urge to gag, I check the toilet—dear God, what has she been eating? And why wouldn’t she flush? By some miracle it all goes down successfully with a flush. A small win. The smell lingers, though, even when I flip on the exhaust fan.

      A quick lukewarm shower puts me back into a semi-positive mood, but I skip washing my hair. I don’t have time to dry it. Thank God for dry shampoo. Tossing my stuff back into my shower caddy, I slip on clean panties, a bra, and tug an oversized T-shirt over my head before I walk back to my room.

      Only, I stop short when I find Crystal in my room. It takes a second to process what I see. A few items clatter inside my makeup case as she riffles through my stuff. My. Things.

      It’s the final straw. My breaking point. The worst kind of betrayal. “Crystal?”

      “Oh, hey.” The slight jump she gives is the only indication she didn’t expect me to walk in on her. Her left hand clutches a brush set, lipstick, and eye shadow palatte. “What’s up, Rae?”

      What’s up? I’d like to know the exact same. “That’s my makeup.”

      “Right.” She shrugs, but still doesn’t set it down.

      A spike of adrenaline hits with her indifference. “Were you just helping yourself?”

      “Oh, Kari Ann said you had samples and stuff from sponsors.” She flicks her hair over one shoulder, but her gaze darts from my face to my makeup supplies. “I was just checking it out.”

      “Without my permission.”

      “You don’t have to be a bitch about it.”

      I don’t have to— “Are you fucking kidding me?”

      “Oh, don’t act like you don’t have enough to share. It’s a pretty selfish thing to hoard all of this. Everyone wouldn’t think you’re such a bad roommate if you’d hook us up. I wouldn’t have to sneak in here if you were a little generous.”

      “You’re stealing. My stuff.” My anger triples as I realize this isn’t the first time. She’s been stealing from me. My own roommate. God, maybe they all have?

      “Whatever. If you’re gonna make this a thing, I’ll put it back.” She drops it back into my case with a loud clatter.

      The shadow case snaps, cracks in two, and I suck in a breath as the colors of eyeshadow burst into shiny dust. I push past her and assess the damage. Shit. Shit. Shit. This set easily costs fifty dollars. Money I don’t have. “You need to pay for this.” I gently gather the larger pieces so they won’t crumble and make more of a mess.

      Crystal huffs. “I’m not paying for shit.”

      My head snaps to meet her gaze. “You’re kidding, right? This is a joke? You come into my room, without permission, steal my shit, then break it, and you won’t take accountability? That’s the kind of shitbag person you are? That’s who I’m living with?”

      “Dude. Chill out.”

      “Chill out?”

      “Leave the acting to us, yeah?” She waves a hand over her shoulder and that’s when I notice we’ve gathered a crowd. Kari Ann, Andrea, and some guy I’d never seen before—scratch that, I think I’ve seen him on a billboard ad in a pair of Calvin’s. Jenni is the only one missing, but she left for work an hour ago.

      Crystal rolls her eyes. “You’re so dramatic. You’re blowing this out of proportion.”

      “You’re a real—” Bitch. Piece of work. I grate down on my teeth and try to calm my inner rage. But it’s no use. I am so angry I could scream. I hate Crystal. I hate living here. I hate all of this. “Ugly person.”

      Everyone gasps, including Crystal.

      “I told Kari Ann not to pick you,” she says as the doorbell rings. “You’re old, and stuck up, and I don’t know what you’re doing to make money for rent, but it’s not playing with makeup.” Crystal is beautiful on the surface, but right now she’s showing all her nasty. Not that it matters, because by the glares on the rest of my roommates, they’ve already taken her side. They’re either mean like her, or scared of her malice. The doorbell rings again.

      “Someone get the fucking door!” Crystal snaps.

      Shit. Jude. I don’t have time to deal with any of this. Not when I’m due on set in an hour.

      “We’re not done with this conversation,” I say in her face, passing by the rest of my roommates. I stomp across the living room and yank open the front door. “I’m not ready yet.”

      Jude’s eyes widen, glued to my bare legs, while his jaw falls open.

      “Jude. Act as if you’ve seen legs before.”

      “None like those.” He blows out a breath and runs a hand through his hair before straightening his tie.

      I grit my teeth together, not in the mood to deal with his ogling or teasing. “I need five minutes.” I shut the door on his still-stunned face and stomp back to my room, glad to see the drama squad has cleared to their corners of the apartment. I slam my door and lock it. Fuck Crystal. Fuck all of my roommates. I need to make enough money so I can get the hell out of here and rent my own studio.

      Peeling off my T-shirt, I slip on a simple wrap dress, then tug on a pair of black boots. I don’t have time to apply my own makeup or fix my hair, so I grab the essentials into a travel case and decide on jewelry—going for big hoops and a statement necklace. I wish I could lock up my stuff—now that I know my roommates like to help themselves, but there’s nothing I can do. Not at the moment. Not without my own vehicle. Besides, I can’t be late to work, or worse, miss my ride with Jude. I don’t even glance in the mirror on my way out, because I’m certain I’m a hot mess.

      After my earlier reservations about letting Jude drive this morning, it turns out I’m thankful. It leaves me two free hands and all of LA’s lovely traffic to perfect my face. Can’t show up my first day on set as a makeup artist not wearing makeup.

      “Rough morning.” Jude chuckles as I storm past and head straight for where his SUV is parked at the curb.

      “Whoa!” Despite wearing a three-piece suit, he catches up to my side and beats me to the passenger side, opening my door. “Slow down, Andretti.”

      I shoot him a glare.

      His brows shoot up, and I almost feel bad for directing my anger his way. He didn’t break into my room and steal my makeup. I seethe just thinking about what Crystal did this morning; Andrea’s shitty move to ditch me on Saturday; the dickweed photog who left me high and dry after a full day’s work—a job I never would have booked if it weren’t for my awesome roomie. Grr! Anger rattles through my body, spikes my adrenaline, and in turn my entire body shakes with rage.

      “Still hungover?” Jude hops into his seat and latches the belt.

      From Saturday night? Does he assume I’m such a lightweight? Or is he giving me an out for our almost kiss that never was. I grit my teeth. “No. I didn’t drink that much.” I don’t want to unload all my feelings on him, but if he pushes, I just might burst.

      The cab is silent but for the radio. Thank goodness. Maybe he understands. Maybe he’s observant enough to know I am a bear he doesn’t want to poke. Too bad my stupid roommates didn’t have the same insight. Really, I don’t even know how I can sleep there tonight. I unzip my makeup bag and flip down the sunshade to open the mirror. My own angry image reflects and for a second I almost scare myself—that’s how pissed I am. I wield my foundation like a battle axe, and take out my aggression on my complexion. Contour. Fix. Breathe.

      At the next lull in traffic Jude directs a thoughtful stare my way. “On your period, then?”

      My eyes bug and I turn in my seat to glare back. “Really, Jude!”

      “What’s gotten into you?” He chuckles, but the sound fades as his brows scrunch with what appears to be genuine concern.

      “My roommates suck.” I blow out an exhale, and swipe dark red over my lips. “I’ll get over it.”

      “Want to talk about it?”

      “Not really,” I grumble, glancing at his profile. Handsome. He looks like a million bucks yet here he is, driving me to work. All because, what? He was the only one to stop on the side of the road. But that doesn’t make sense. Maybe he lives nearby, but by his vehicle and watch, I’d bet otherwise. There’s something about Jude that sparks intrigue. Maybe it’s the fact he wears Armani, but doesn’t feel the need to shave. Or that he drives a down-on-her-luck makeup artist to work when he obviously could be doing something else.

      At the next stop of traffic, he turns his neck, meeting my gaze with a slight lift of his eyebrow. A challenge.

      “You know what? I do want to talk about it.” For the next fifteen minutes I spew every horrid thing each of my roommates has done. I don’t hold back. My words are harsh, unkind, and sharp with anger, all while my hands work to complete my makeup. My chest heaves and it’s only after my last words leave my lips, the ones recounting what happened this morning, that I turn to gauge his reaction.

      I don’t know what I expect to find. Understanding? Empathy maybe? But instead Jude’s jaw is locked, his neck tight with what appears to be annoyance. His knuckles are practically white from where they grip the steering wheel. What the hell? Is he mad right now? Is he annoyed with me?

      Defensiveness prickles up my spine. This right here is why I hold back my feelings. Why in every relationship I’ve saved the venting for my brother. He’s the one exception, because when most men ask you to tell them what’s wrong, they don’t really want to know. “Whatever,” I mutter under my breath.

      “No.” His voice is practically a growl. “Rachel, that is not whatever.”

      Okay, that’s it. I turn in my seat to better face him, and narrow my glare. “What’s your deal? I’m the one with the shitty roommates.”

      He swears under his breath. It sounds a lot like the word bitch.

      Did he really just—? My leg bounces and I grate my teeth together, willing the vehicle to move faster. Wishing we were already at the studio so I could ditch him and his stupid reliable transportation. They say there’s no such thing as a free ride, and I wholeheartedly agree. Fuck this. I pull out my phone with shaking hands and tap on the app to retrieve a ride where I won’t be made to feel stupid.

      His gaze flicks to mine, his brows narrow. “What are you doing?”

      “Getting a ride to work,” I say coldly. “You can let me out here.”

      “We’re on the freeway, Rachel.” He shakes his head, a scoff of laughter bursting through his stupid kissable lips. “I can’t just pull over and leave you.”

      “Sure, you can.” My phone app waits for me to enter a pick up address. Annoyance prickles my spine and I lift my bag from its place on the floorboard. “Fitting anyway, since it’s where you found me. I won’t be your pity project, and I certainly won’t be made to feel bad about sharing my feelings when you asked for it.”

      “What?” He rears back as if I’ve slapped him. “You’re serious?” He glances from the traffic to my tight jaw. Back and forth several times, his brows arching toward his hairline. “I’m not fucking leaving you on the side of the road.”

      My jaw ticks, and it’s all I can do to not shout. “The next exit, then. There’s a gas station.”
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      “Jesus.” I scrub my hand over my jaw. I need to shave. I need to fucking relax. My anger is only pissing her off, when what I want is to take care of her. The entire time she recounted dealing with her roommates—women who should be her friends but obviously aren’t—my anger boiled to that of a barely contained rage.

      She thinks I’ll drop her on the side of the road? She’s got to be fucking kidding.

      “You are not getting out of this vehicle.” I lock the doors with the flip of a button to reiterate my statement.

      She laughs, but it’s sort of a crazy sound. “Did you think I was going to jump out of a moving car?”

      “Right now”—I chance a glance at her eyes, and yep—they’re as wild as I imagined—“I wouldn’t put it past you.”

      “You have some nerve. You know, I didn’t want to tell you about my problems. You asked for it. I’m so sorry you can’t handle me at my worst, but this is me, real, and not pretending to be nice.”

      Wait, what? She thinks I’m pissed at her? I signal and whip the Escalade onto the nearest off-ramp. With a safe place to pull to the side, I throw it into park and unbuckle my seat belt so I can fully turn and face her. If I wasn’t certain she’d scratch my eyeballs, I’d pull her into my arms. “Rachel. I am not angry with you.” I clench and unclench my fists, forcing an exhale to leave my lips. “I am livid on your behalf. I cannot believe your roommates. If I didn’t have a principle against hitting women, I’d go over there right now and punch all of them in the kidney.”

      Her face morphs from anger to surprise. Mouth parted, her lips quiver as if she wants to laugh. “Kidney?”

      “Hurts like a motherfucker.” I scratch my jawline and shrug, letting loose a chuckle. “Besides, I’m not a monster. Since they’re all aspiring actresses, I don’t want to get sued for ruining their ability to find work.”

      “Ever the gentleman.”

      “I aspire to be.” On the console between us I offer my hand. Wanting to convey how sorry I am, how much I want to comfort her. After a long moment, she places her palm against mine. I give it a squeeze. “But I’m doing a really shitty job if you thought I was mad at you. I wish you didn’t have to deal with this. I wish I could make it better.”

      “Jude.” She sighs, and thankfully the indignation is gone from her tone. Her gaze meets mine and in it I sense a vulnerability she doesn’t often share. As quick as it’s there, it’s gone. “Not your problem. Besides, you can’t fix everything. I promise I’m not some hopeless damsel in distress.” She laughs, pulling her hand back into her lap.

      “No.” I glance at her, my lips ticking up at the corner. “No, you’re not. I never meant to imply otherwise. I just hate the idea of you living there.”

      “You and me both.”

      I glance at the clock. We’re good on time, but LA traffic can change in a second, and I don’t want her to be late for her first day on this film set. “I should get you to work.”

      “Thank you.” She lifts her gaze and offers me a smile. “I really do appreciate you.”

      My chest fills. My lungs tighten. With those simple words I feel ten feet tall. She has that power and she doesn’t even realize. Good thing, because if she did, she’d probably use it to her advantage like every woman before her. No. Rachel isn’t like the others. There’s a goodness in her. She’s not a user, she’s a giver. It’s probably the reason I have an insatiable need to be around her. Why I’d call in a favor simply to make her life easier. It’s terrifying, really, the lengths I’d go for her, and we’re not even together.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            19

          

          

      

    

    







            Rachel

          

        

      

    

    
      After Jude drops me at the front security office, I check in and receive my clearance passes. I’m familiar with the process, but this is the first time I’ve been granted access to the bigger lot. I wait with a group, and we catch the next shuttle. Inside the studio, I’m met by a PA who shows me to the hair and makeup team, Devin, Roz, Kendall, Amy, and De’Shaun.

      “Come on, baby doll.” De’Shaun waves me over. “You’re with me today.” His wide, friendly smile instantly calms my nerves. I also admire his expert use of eyeliner and sense of style. His red shoes, white jeans, and ironic white T-shirt with bold black lettering that reads BOSS BITCH lend a bold and unapologetic style I already love.

      “So, how’d you land this gig?”

      “Honestly? I don’t know. But I’m grateful to be here.”

      He stares as if gauging my words. Almost as if he’s deciphering whether I’m telling the truth. I don’t take offense, because I have nothing to hide. I also know how people lie, claw, and sleep their way to a job in this industry. He’s right to be wary. “Hmm,” he hums, as if surprised at whatever conclusion he comes to about my answer. Then he nods for me to follow. “Shall we?”

      I take everything in as he gives me a quick tour of the set and rundown of our day. Apparently, they’ve been prepping for this film for weeks, but the girl with my job checked herself into rehab last weekend and they’ve been scrapping by until production hired a replacement.

      “Not gonna lie. When they said they were adding a new girl, I was worried.” De’Shaun blinks exaggeratedly, then shoots me a wink.

      I can’t help but laugh. “But you’re not now?” I pick up my pace to meet his longer stride. We weave around a few clusters of people and dodge an incoming golf cart.

      “I read auras.” He waves me off. “Yours is pure as honey. We’re gonna get along just fine. That and you didn’t sleep your way to be here.”

      “No. Didn’t do that.” I chuckle wryly. “I’d have to be having sex for that to happen.”

      He bursts into laughter. “Yeah, we’re gonna get by just fine.” He stops short at one of several trailers and climbs the steps.

      De’Shaun knocks on the trailer, then waves for me to follow him inside when the door opens. Cora Bentley. The starlet’s name marked on the door steals my confidence for a second. When I accepted this job, I expected to be put on the team for extras and side characters. Maybe even to act as an assistant or errand girl.

      Cora is not just some actress. She’s the actress. Every one of her films in the last few years has been a blockbuster hit. When I saw her name on the cast list, I expected I might see her from afar. Maybe cross paths at the coffee cart or something.

      “Morning, Miss Bentley.” De’Shaun offers her an air kiss to each cheek. “Ready for me to play with these gorgeous locks again?” He combs his hands through her blonde tresses with a familiarity that flows between close friends . . . or a stylist and client.

      “Do your magic.” Cora takes a sip from the smoothie in her hand, then picks up a stack of papers before heading to a chair.

      My mouth is still agape when De’Shaun invites me over. “Rae is our new makeup artist. Though, I think maybe you two already know each other?”

      I blink, totally confused, because I would have remembered meeting one of my favorite actresses.

      Cora’s smile brightens in the reflection of the lighted mirror, and she twists in her seat to hold out her hand. “Rae! So nice to meet you.”

      I shake her hand and try not to fluster. “Great to meet you.” She’s a normal person. She’s just a person.

      “Thanks for coming on so late in the project. You’re a total lifesaver!”

      “I’m grateful for the opportunity.”

      “I watch makeup tutorials when I can’t sleep. It’s like, my thing. I came across yours, and you’re really good. I’m happy you’re here.”

      “Oh.” It all clicks. Wow. I haven’t added content to my YouTube account in almost a year. I started doing them as something fun, and they were for a while, but my ex thought they were a waste of time. I guess after being told so for so long, I started to believe. Confidence straightens my spine knowing those “silly” videos were probably what landed me this job on set. “I’m glad you like them.”

      “Love them! I hope you add more soon. I subscribed to your channel. I’ll tweet about it too, if you want.”

      “That’s so nice.” You don’t have to. I almost add, but conversations with Jude echo in the back of my mind and his influence stops me. She wouldn’t offer if she didn’t want to. Or if she didn’t enjoy my work. I maintain a sane, cool expression, but inside I’m doing cartwheels. If she shows my social media account some attention, that would be huge!

      De’Shaun flips open a book, begins explaining the look we’re going for today. I focus on the work, listening and taking everything in. Thankfully, there are photos, notes, and renderings for me to work from. Not to mention a workstation stocked with anything and everything I’ll ever need. It takes me a few minutes to orient myself, but when De’Shaun cranks the volume on the Bluetooth speaker to sing along about bills with Destiny’s Child, joy so unexpected fills my chest. As Cora Bentley settles back into her seat, eyes closed and ready for me to do my thing, a genuine smile works its way onto my lips.

      A sense of belonging. A wave of pride. This moment is everything.

      Holy shit. I’m applying foundation to Cora freaking Bentley’s skin for a soon to be blockbuster feature film. All the struggles I’ve been through these last months—moving across the country, weeks of eating butter noodles, sharing an apartment with horrid selfish bitches—are worth it. The countless hours worked. The extra jobs. Everything. It’s led me to this opportunity, and for this one moment I feel as though I’ve arrived.

      My life might not be perfect. I still don’t have a working vehicle, and there’s the roommate issue waiting at home, but for now gratitude takes the wheel and that’s fuel enough to get me through the day.
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      Come six o’clock, I’m parked outside the studio, laptop resting on my legs and phone on the center console. Work is a poor distraction as I wait for Rachel’s text. I hope she had a great day in spite of the way it began. I’m still fuming about this morning. She shouldn’t be living with people she can’t trust. I want to fix it. I want her out of there. So much that I almost drove back over to pack up her entire place so she never has to step foot in that apartment again. Even I realize how irrational that impulse is.

      But if she gives me permission, I will.

      Better yet . . . a plan formulates in my mind. One she’ll never go for. Unless—

      The ring of my cell interrupts my daydream. The caller ID shows it’s the vendor contact I’ve been waiting on all day. I pick up and stifle my disappointment when she gives me my options. Furnishing Pierce’s little shop of kinky horrors is proving to be a real pain in the ass.

      “The only craftsman I found who has a bench available and in stock is in Burbank. He said you could come by tonight, but I need to know within the hour. He’s leaving tomorrow for a month-long cruise.”

      Of course he is. “He doesn’t have anyone running his shop while he’s gone?” I tap my pen on the steering wheel and review the construction timeline.

      “Not everyone’s a workaholic like you and me,” Marilyn says. “Plus, I’m pretty sure he works out of his garage.”

      I glance at the clock and cringe. Part of my ability to charge as much as I do is that I always meet a deadline. That, and my clients never have to lift a finger. If I’m going to get this sex dungeon created, I need to meet this vendor tonight. “Tell him I’ll be there by ten o’clock.”

      If I leave now, I’ll be there in fifteen minutes. But I promised I’d pick up Rachel. The thought of bailing on her twists my stomach. She’s been disappointed enough, I won’t add to it. I don’t want to dig into why that’s important, or evaluate why I’m willing to drive all over the city for more time with her when I’ve never gone to such lengths for anyone else.

      It’s because you want her in your bed.

      Yes, but also no. I’ve never worked this hard for a hookup. If all I want from Rachel is sex, I wouldn’t be working out of my Escalade. I wouldn’t rearrange my schedule, or insist on playing chauffer. I wouldn’t put off a vendor for a few hours.

      It’s because you want more. Irritation prickles up my spine. No. That’s ridiculous. It’s because she’s got me working so hard for her attention. It’s the thrill of the chase.

      A knock outside my window startles my attention.

      “Hey!” Rachel waves and smiles.

      I unlock the doors and pack everything into my briefcase as she slides into the passenger seat. “Good first day?” I force a casual ease into my tone, but my brows furrow at the ping of an incoming text. It’s Marilyn, and her craftsman guy wants me there by nine. The address is literally twenty minutes away. The exact opposite direction of where Rachel lives.

      “The best.” Rachel snaps her seat belt into place. “Is everything okay?”

      “Sorry.” I flash her a smile and put the phone down before pulling out of the lot. “Work stuff.”

      “Puppies?” she says hopefully.

      “A bench,” I grumble. And not the kind she’s picturing. I do the math and leave room for evening traffic. Fuck. There’s a good chance I won’t make it back in time. “Hey, do you mind if we make a stop? You don’t have anywhere to be tonight?”

      “Oh, no.” She studies her own fingers, not meeting my gaze. “That’s fine.”

      Is she lying? Maybe she has a date? Fuck. Why does that piss me off? “I’ll buy you dinner after. For the trouble.”

      “Jude. You’re giving me free rides to work. You don’t owe me anything. I’m the trouble.”

      She has no idea. “I want to. Besides, after you see where we’re going, you might change your mind.”
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        * * *

      

      “She’s back here.” Al, the very eccentric craftsman we met moments ago lifts open the door to his garage. He walks across the space and yanks on the drop cloth covering the bench. It’s padded in leather and surrounded by over two dozen iron fasteners, made especially to tie someone down for spanking, and ultimately fucking. The deeply varnished wood with iron accents screams power and luxury. “A beauty, ain’t she?”

      Rachel coughs and her eyebrows shoot up. I should have warned her, but I thought it’d be more entertaining to experience her surprise. It is.

      “Gorgeous.” I’m not lying, either. The intricate detail of the woodwork mixed with the more modern design is stellar. I step closer and listen as Al walks me through the features—which, okay, I’m not intimately familiar with, but I have seen enough porn to get the gist. I get the feeling he’s mansplaining more for Rachel’s behalf, and it kind of irritates me. If anyone is going to teach her about this thing, I want it to be me. Preferably with both of us naked.

      “So, what do you think?” he asks.

      “I’m . . . gonna wait in the car.” Rachel hikes her thumb over her shoulder.

      I produce the keys from my pocket and toss them to her with a wink. “Sure.” I try not to stare as she walks away, but Al doesn’t hold back his ogling. I get it. I do. She’s a beautiful woman. At the same time, I want to rip his head off. I clear my throat and pat the smooth surface of the apparatus. “So, how much?”

      “Depends,” he hums.

      A haggler. Okay. I don’t mind a good negotiation. “On?”

      “She available?”

      Oh, no. He can’t be serious. I follow his train of sight to my Escalade. “Pardon?” He better be referring to my vehicle.

      “Marilyn said you procure for all kinds of clients.”

      I don’t understand why people assume humans are for sale, or sex is a service. Furthermore, why I look like the guy who would broker either. I grate my teeth together and inhale to calm my speeding pulse. I am not here to pick a fight, or to judge, but I do need to make this purchase to complete Pierce’s room on time. “She’s unavailable.”

      He takes in my expression—I’m surprised he doesn’t take a full step back—and nods. “Fair enough. Two grand.”

      “One and a half, cash, and I take it off your hands tonight.”

      He must not be too disappointed about Rachel, because his brows lift and he sticks out his hand. “You’ve got yourself a deal.”

      Twenty minutes later the spanking bench is loaded in my vehicle and we’re on our way toward Rachel’s apartment. Or rather, would be if traffic wasn’t such a bitch. We inch down the freeway at a speed slower than walking. I pass the exit for my condo—my comfortable, relaxing haven. My leather couch calls to me, along with the giant big-screen television mounted on one wall, the view of the coastline to the right of it. I let loose a sigh. Sorry, condo. It’ll be a few hours.

      Jesus. I’m turning into one of those uptight LA traffic dickwads obsessed with pileups and arrival times. My worst nightmare come true. It doesn’t help I’m still thinking about Al and his discount proposition involving Rachel. I bite back a growl and slam on the brakes at another stop. I need to chill out. I need a few hours out on my skateboard or a quick morning surf tomorrow.

      “Everything okay?”

      “This is stupid.” I lift my hands and gesture ahead to the endless red lights. “We are both wasting hours of our day stuck in pointless traffic.”

      “Hey, I didn’t ask you to drive me. You’re the one who keeps insisting.” Her eyes flash with anger, and irritation seeps from her scowl.

      “You’re missing the point. My condo is like five minutes from Americana.” I glance forward at the traffic, inching a few more car lengths. Shit. I never meant to tell her that. I never wanted her to realize how out of my way I’ve been driving these past few days. Seconds tick by. Painfully. Slowly. I’m not sure of her reaction, but it can’t be good. At the next flash of red brake lights, I gingerly meet her gaze.

      Tension stiffens her shoulders, and she stares. Skeptically. Defensive. I hate that she doesn’t trust me. That people have hurt her enough that she is always looking for the angle. She’s right. I do have an angle. But none that I want her to know of. Fuck, I’m screwing this up.

      “I have a better idea.” I train my eyes forward but sneak glances sideways to take in her reaction. “You could stay at my place.” Her mouth drops open to argue, but I cut her off. “Just until your car’s fixed.”

      “I am not sleeping with you.”

      Amusement builds in my chest, escaping in a throaty chuckle. “And I didn’t ask you to.” I want to. God, do I ever. But I’ve known since our first car ride she is not the type of woman easily charmed into bed.

      She bites at the inside of her cheek, and I catch a glimpse of an emotion I can’t quite decipher. If we were together I would ask her about it. Hell, if we were together I would kiss it right out of her.

      “Look, you’ve been more than generous, but”—she points between us—”you don’t need to give me rides, or offer me your apartment. I’m a big girl. I’ll figure it out.”

      “What are you so afraid of? I promise I am offering temporary room and board out of the goodness of my heart.” And the hardness of my cock. Though if she knew that she’d run for the hills. I need to be smart about this. I need to play my cards right. A good dealer knows when to bet and when to call.

      She hums, but it’s a sound full of disbelief. Okay, so maybe my game face needs a little work.

      “Just spend the night at my place tonight. See how you like it, and we’ll play the rest of the week by ear.” At the next stop in traffic I level her with my most sincere stare. “It’ll be easier.”

      “Right. Easier for what? You to get in my pants?”

      “Please.” I glance down at her exposed legs and grin. “You hardly ever wear pants.”

      “Jude,” she warns.

      “Come on, it’s just an apartment, Rachel. Unless you’re worried you won’t be able to keep your hands to yourself what with my overwhelming charm and good nature?” I sneak a glance at her and lift my brows in challenge.

      She rolls her eyes. “Please. The only hands I am concerned about are your wandering ones.”

      “I promise to be a perfect gentleman.” This earns another laugh from her lips, a sound I’m growing ever addicted to. “Look, I can’t stand the thought of you sleeping in the same apartment as those wenches you call roommates. Let me do this for you. I have a really big condo.”

      “That’s what all the guys say.”

      Did she just crack a sex joke? My lips twist with the hint of a smile. I almost have her consent, so I go in for the kill. “You’d have your own bathroom.”

      She crosses her arms and releases a sigh. “Fine.”

      “I should have led with the bathroom, then?”

      She grins, her eyes rolling again at my teasing. “Does that bruise your ego?”

      I make a show of pressing my fist against my sternum. “A little.” I bite back the impulse to ask her for a kiss to make it better. She’s going to make me work for it. My usual arsenal of playful banter and suggestive lines won’t work. It should bother me. Or at least be frustrating, but in fact it does the opposite. It’s been so long since I’ve had to really work for a woman’s affection that I’ve almost forgotten how addictive the thrill of a good chase is. When it comes to Rachel, I’m up for the challenge.
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      “I’m coming in with you,” Jude says after snagging an open parking spot.

      I’d like to argue, but the thought of Jude, my pseudo hunk of a bodyguard, may be the very thing to keep me from ripping into my corrupt roommates. “In and out.” I eye the door and blow out a breath. “Ten minutes. Tops.”

      “Speedy.”

      “Yeah, well. Let’s get this over with.” Sliding from Jude’s SUV, I shut the door with more force than necessary and march forward. Maybe to another altercation. Dear God, I hope not.

      I trek up the path with more bravado than I feel. The truth is, I’ve been dreading this encounter all day. I’m still angry at my roommates, Crystal in particular. But over the course of the day, that indignation has bloomed into something darker, and sadder. I’m hurt. I am hurt that the people I live with don’t respect me or my things. It’s lonely being in this city, and even though I moved here of my own choice, the idea of how I expected it to be and the reality are so starkly different that part of me wants to give up. Quit. Move home.

      Those thoughts only make me angrier. Because I’m not a quitter. I swore to myself that I wouldn’t give up on my dreams. Damn it. Today was the biggest, best day of my career and I should be celebrating.

      Maybe that’s why I’m crazy enough to accept Jude’s offer.

      Moving in with him is probably not the smartest decision, but I can’t imagine sleeping in this apartment tonight.

      A light is on, shining through the cracks in the blinds, but that doesn’t mean much. No one turns lights off, and people come and go at all hours. I cautiously ease my key into the lock and twist.

      “We doing this sometime today or what?”

      I shoot him a glare over one shoulder, then push open the door. My footsteps falter at the sound of Kari Ann’s voice from down the hall. My stomach turns with apprehension, and a little hunger. As soon as this is over, I’m stuffing my face with the closest fast food burger.

      “Hey, I’m right here,” Jude says. His words bolster my confidence and settle my nerves. “Whatever you need.”

      I nod, then lead the way, thankful to find the other two bedroom doors open with the lights off. Everyone else must be out. “Just rip off the Band-Aid,” I mutter under my breath and then push open the door to the bedroom I share with Kari Ann.

      Her gaze snaps up from where she’s sprawled on her bed. “Um, I’m going to need to call you back,” she says into the phone, her gaze wary.

      Ignoring her, or at the very least attempting to, I drop to my knees at the foot of my bed and pull out my suitcase and duffel.

      Kari Ann’s eyes widen as Jude braces himself in the open door frame. He looks entirely delicious, his suit looking impossibly better on him in the evening than this morning. Must be the loosened tie. His hair a little out of place and falling forward in his face. The scruffy jaw. It’s a lethal combination.

      “What do you need?” His tone is full of take charge, We aren’t here to fuck around, which I appreciate. Petty as it is, satisfaction and pride bloom in my chest when he ignores Kari Ann’s presence completely.

      I point at the stack of cases holding my beauty supplies. “Can you load those up?” It will only take me a few minutes to pack everything else. Besides, as much as I love how he’s rendered my roommate speechless, I’m not scared to be alone with Kari Ann. I’d rather get out of here as soon as possible. By the way she’s fiercely tapping at her phone, I wouldn’t be surprised if the other roommates show up soon. Now, that I’d like to avoid. I flip open my bags on the bed and get to work.

      Her eyes burn at my back from her spot opposite in the room. She watches silently, waiting for Jude to roll out my cart of makeup and the front door to slam shut. “So what, are you like, moving?”

      I ignore her. With an open duffel in hand, I walk over to the dresser and transfer my undergarments into the bag.

      “Not cool, skipping on a lease. Rent’s due in a week, and you need to pay it.”

      “You’ll get your damn money.” The retort flies past my lips before I can bite it back.

      “I’m serious, Rae. You still have six months left. Don’t think I won’t take you to small claims for that.”

      She’s threatening me? After her friend stole from me. I grind my jaw down so I don’t say anything. Do not engage. Do not engage.

      I shove the rest of my pants into the duffel and zip it shut. Moving to the closet, I don’t even bother folding my clothes, instead taking the hangers right with them. I heave them inside my suitcase and manage to close it.

      “Look.” Her tone is defensive. “I don’t care about whatever bullshit went on with you and Crystal. You signed a contract with me and you need to honor it.”

      Something inside me snaps, and even as I hear the front door open and shut I can’t rein in my utter irritation. “Rent is still due on the first, yeah?” I don’t wait for her to finish as I toss my shoes into a bag. “You’ll have your money.”

      “What, I’m just supposed to trust you? Where are you even going?”

      “None of your business,” Jude says. He glares at her once before turning his back. His gaze waits for mine, and in it I find concern. For me. My heart flutters at his kindness. I melt a little at his protectiveness. “These ready?” He gestures to the bags.

      I nod. “Yeah.” I hike one of the duffels onto my shoulder and he takes the rest. My gaze scans my side of the room, empty now but for the bed. Everything I own fits into three large suitcases. I don’t know whether that’s something I should be proud of or if it’s plain sad. Regardless, it makes for quick packing. “Let’s go.”

      I don’t say good-bye to Kari Ann. I don’t tell her where I’m staying, or how long I’ll be gone. Partly because I hope it pisses her off enough to realize what Crystal did was wrong, and partly because I don’t know myself.
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      “Jude! You have a puppy!” Rachel drops to her knees and discards her bags without care the second we step inside my condo. Walter trots right into her open arms. Lucky bastard. She scratches and pets the pint-sized Chihuahua, then scoops him up as she stands.

      “Careful,” I grumble, hardly able to contain my jealously. “He’s an old man.” Fuck. What’s wrong with me? Is this what I’ve become? Resentful over my damn dog. The bastard nuzzles into her chest, right between her glorious breasts, his sneaking little licks causing her to giggle. I want to stick my face there as well. Only, if I’m ever given the opportunity, it won’t be to make her laugh.

      Yep. I’m officially bitter.

      “You had a puppy this entire time?” Rachel finally glances up from Walter. Her smile is open, unfiltered, and playful. “You could’ve had me in your apartment sooner.”

      “Oh?” Her smile is contagious and I can’t help but flirt a little. “I’ll remember that. And it’s a luxury condominium. I own the entire floor.”

      “That doesn’t impress me. Now this—” she crinkles her nose, bringing my dog up to lick her face. “This little guy is the most impressive thing about you.”

      “Has a thing for ancient men. Got it.” I make a check through the air on an imaginary list.

      She attempts a glare, but it’s spoiled by her smile. “He’s practically a puppy.”

      “Walter is almost ten. Or maybe twelve.”

      “You don’t remember how old your dog is?” She actually appears offended.

      I don’t know why I care so much about what she thinks, but I find myself explaining anyway. “The pet rescue guessed, but really, he could be even older. Someone found him in a dumpster near Santa Monica, and he wasn’t chipped so we have no clue.” I drop my gaze to focus on Walter, because this is a piece of my life I don’t share with anyone. I should probably shut up before she suspects I’ve got a soft spot, but something in Rachel’s faint smile propels me to say it anyway. “I don’t know when you were born, right, buddy?” I reach out to scratch behind his ear, just the way he loves. I lift my gaze to Rachel’s. “So I celebrate his adoption day instead. Five years next month.”

      Rachel stills. She doesn’t make a move to set Walter back on the floor, and like a coward I’m too nervous to hold her gaze. I drop mine as if stroking my dog’s fur takes all my concentration. I don’t know why I care so much about what this woman thinks of me. Why it even matters. I’m usually a Here I am, take it or leave it kinda guy, but with her . . . I want her to like me. I want her to see more than what I show everyone else. I want her to like what she sees. It’s unnerving.

      Finally, I man up and lift my stare to hers. Sparks. Fireworks. A fucking grand finale. Like a charge in a wire connected for the first time, my heart bursts with the energy.

      Does she feel it too?

      Should I kiss her? God, I want to. Taste her. Press my mouth to hers. It’s her lips, lush and plump and currently painted in a shade of ruby red, that encourage a barrage of illicit ideas to rush my mind. They’re full of fire, like her spirit. They’re soft too, like her curves. And fuck if I don’t crave them on me, all over my body, wrapped around my cock. I can’t look away.

      “Um, I—” She steps back and breaks the bond between us. She crouches and sets Walter down. He wanders away, looking as stunned as I feel. “Room.” She clears her throat and walks back over to retrieve the bags she ditched earlier. “Where’s my room?”

      “Right.” I clear my throat, and subsequently adjust myself to hide my semi. “This way.”

      The click of her heeled boots and the tap of Walter’s nails as they click across the marble flooring are my only indication she is in fact following me. I don’t dare look back. The thread of self-control I yield wavers in a way that makes me feel reckless and foolish all at once. Much like a hormonal teenager, and I can’t decide whether I hate or love the control she has over me.

      “The kitchen’s through there. Living room. Help yourself to whatever.”

      “Is there a grocery store nearby?”

      “There’s a list in the kitchen. Just add whatever you need.”

      “You don’t—” She sighs and shakes her head. “Of course you don’t.”

      I can’t help but stop and turn at her incredulous tone. “What?”

      “I can buy my own groceries, Jude.”

      “So can I.” I roll my eyes. “I can also hire someone to do it for me, so I do. It’s silly for you to go out when I already have someone doing it, but if you insist . . . I can’t stop you.”

      She bristles, but doesn’t say anything. Probably because she knows I’m right. I don’t flaunt my worth, but I don’t make excuses for it either. I don’t give a damn what most people think. But I feel the need for her to understand I’m not some pretentious dick. I’ve worked hard to earn this life. While she’s staying here, she’s my guest. I’ll treat her better than anyone who’s stayed here before. Because I can, and because I want to.

      “This is the hall bathroom.” I flip on the light as I pass.

      “And my room?”

      “Depends.”

      “On?”

      “Do you want the bedroom with the adjoining shower and Jacuzzi tub?”

      Her mouth hangs agape and nervous laughter bubbles out. “Um, yes?”

      “Then, the master suite is through that door.” I point at my bedroom.

      “Jude.” She rolls her eyes, and her shoulders relax. “I already told you I’m not sleeping with you.”

      “Not with me. I’ll take one of the guest suites. You can have my bedroom. It’s more comfortable and the bathroom is right out of a magazine.” Literally. The design was featured in a lifestyle publication last year. Also, there’s something thrilling about the thought of her laying in my sheets. On my bed. Even if I don’t get to be there to experience it.

      “You are not giving me your room. Seriously, Jude.” She exhales and her shoulders slump as if she’s weighed down. “This is all too generous.”

      “Come on, sweetheart. One night in my sheets and you’ll never want to leave.”

      Her eyes widen. I think I’ve stunned her into silence.

      With a chuckle, I reach for her bags and walk them straight to my room. Satisfaction fills my chest. I’ve won this round. I can’t wait for the next one. By the time her Iron Maiden is ready, she’ll never want to leave, and for some reason that doesn’t sound as scary as it should.
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      What am I doing here? Jude’s condo is right out of a movie set—and I’d know. If my luck holds out, they’re where I work. But oh, God, this place. I could get used to this bedroom. Seriously, it’s like a serene hideaway made up of rich woods, the softest fabrics, and a layout that must’ve been designed by a feng shui expert. It’s decadent. Nicer than any room I’ve ever set foot in, and I’ve had my fair share of adult sleepovers. But that was the old Rae, and those were bedrooms of men I pictured sharing a forever with. Which only begs the same question.

      What the hell am I doing here?

      Obviously, it’s to avoid my vile roommates. But agreeing to stay with Jude? That’s insanity. I don’t even know him. Not really. But you wanted to kiss him. I did. I couldn’t help it when he started talking about Walter. Something came over me, an urge so basic and animalist I almost gave over to the pull. I wanted his lips on mine. I swear by the look in his eyes he wanted it too.

      Which is stupid, dangerous, and not at all a good idea. The logical side of my brain agrees. But the other . . . it wonders how his hard body would feel pressed to mine. Part of me knows it’d be explosive—the best kind of good. My stomach twists and dips, my nerves bubbling with anticipation. No, I can’t go there. I am not going there. It’s been a long day and I’m not thinking straight. I’m in a vulnerable place. That must be it.

      Even now as I unpack in Jude’s home, I feel unhinged. Reckless. On edge.

      My hands shake with anger as I remember this morning’s altercation.

      The thought of facing Crystal again, or anyone in that apartment other than Jenni, boils my blood. But I’ll deal with that in a few days. Once Iron Maiden is back from the mechanic I’ll have to go back and face them. Apologize. Smooth things over. What other choice do I have?

      My shoulders tense and I glance down to see my hands balled in fists. I force them open, along with an exhale. I’m wound so tight, my entire body aches. I can’t even imagine sleeping, but I need to if I want to be my best self tomorrow on set.

      Down the hall, I hear movement and the running water of a shower. Jude. I can’t believe I accepted his offer to stay here and to take his room. I still don’t understand him. Every moment I think I do, he goes and does something that catches me off guard. His kindness. His friendship is something I am in desperate need of. And he’s that. A friend. A surprisingly witty, ever-charming, and strikingly handsome friend. One who is down the hall naked and standing under a spray of water. I shake my head and smile. I shouldn’t be thinking about my friend that way.

      But Jude has the right idea. A hot shower would do wonders to relieve the day’s stress. I finish unpacking my clothes into the dresser he said I could use, and grab my toiletries along with a T-shirt and boy shorts before heading into the bathroom. I flip on the light and gasp. Holy wow! This bathroom is bigger than my room at the apartment. Seriously, there’s room for two beds in here. I shut the door, lock it, and lean against the sturdy wood, taking everything in. Marble. Glass. Stone. A bathtub built for at least two full-grown adults. Oh, my goodness, look at all those jets! I may never leave.

      It’s been so long since I’ve enjoyed the luxury of a clean bathtub and I take full advantage, filling it with water so hot it almost burns, along with a generous pour of bath salts that fills the room with a heavenly scent. I strip and sink into the water, letting loose a groan. Settling my head against the edge, I exhale and allow all the tension of the day to dissipate from my tight muscles. The lavender-scented water makes me feel as if I’m at a spa. Not so far-fetched since Jude’s bathroom is nicer than any spa I’ve set foot in.

      It’s nice to let my worries go, if only for a short time. I almost fall asleep, body warm and stomach full from the dinner we grabbed after vacating my apartment. But when my fingertips turn to prunes and my bladder begs for its own release, I begrudgingly drain the tub and towel off. After changing into my pajamas and getting ready for bed, I head back into the bedroom.

      Strange. The door that leads into the hall is open a few inches. I swear I closed it earlier. A shiver runs up my spine but I shake it off and peek out into the hall. Everything is dark except for a beam of light that runs below a closed door. The guest bathroom, if I remember correctly. Jude’s still inside. A long time for a man, though with his perfect complexion, I wouldn’t doubt his nightly beauty routine rivals my own. I wonder if he sleeps in lounge pants or boxers? Maybe boxer briefs? He rocks the kind of confidence needed to sleep in the nude. I push the tantalizing thought away.

      I am not here to sleep with Jude. Fantasizing about him is a surefire way to sway my resolve.

      He’s a stranger. But that’s a lie. We’re far less unfamiliar now, and the more time I spend with him, the more my interest sparks.

      He’s a good friend. That’s better. And I appreciate him more than he probably knows. I need to change that. Maybe I can do something special for him this week. Special naked. No! My sex-starved libido cannot be trusted for decision making. I need sleep.

      Closing the door, I pad over to the bedside lamp and shut it off after checking my cell phone alarm and sending a quick text to my brother so he knows where I’m staying. I leave off that it’s Jude’s condo, but fully know when I wake up tomorrow it’ll be to texts demanding to know the name of my friend.

      I lie back onto the sheets. Sweet mother of five-hundred-thread-count linen. This bed is the most comfortable thing I’ve ever rested on. I curl onto my side and snuggle into the pillows, stifling a yawn. God, I’m so tired. Earlier, I worried I might not be able to fall asleep here. I shouldn’t have been. My thoughts slow along with my breathing, exhaustion pulling me toward blissful sleep. Darkness. Utter relaxation. Hello, Mr. Sandman.

      The bed dips near my feet.

      My heart stops.

      My eyelids fly open.

      A yelp bursts from my mouth.

      This is where I get murdered. I’m as foolish as Hansel and Gretel, and Jude is a blood-thirsty witch. This is not how I see my life ending. I’m too young. Too full of unfulfilled dreams. Too—shit! A chill raises the hairs on the back of my neck at the sound of a low growl. Fuck! What the hell is in this bed? Every episode of The Wandering Dead flashes in my mind’s eye and my breath catches with fear.

      I scramble upright and reach for the bedside lamp. The space quickly illuminates, showcasing two big, sad eyes surrounded by a scruffy face. Not Jude. Not a monster. Walter. He whines and edges closer.

      I press my hand to my chest and hold back the urge to laugh. My limbs relax under the comprehension that I was never in grave danger. “Aren’t you the master magician?” I scratch behind his ears and he nuzzles closer, shimmying up the bed with each tail wag. “Sneaking into my bed and scaring the crap right out of me.” Within minutes he’s made his way onto my lap. I’ve already forgiven him.

      “Walter. Wal-ter,” Jude whispers from outside the closed door.

      “He’s in here,” I call out.

      Walter rolls onto his back, his puppy eyes begging for a tummy rub. Of course I’m helpless to his adorableness and give in immediately.

      A knock on the door precedes its opening. “Can I—?” Jude’s question dies off as his gaze zeros in on Walter. “Dirty little bastard.”

      I cover Walter’s ears with my hands. “He’s just looking for a little love.”

      Jude’s lips quirk up as if he wants to smile. “He’s only playing cute so you’ll let him sleep there.” His brows rise.

      I look down at my lap and grin. “It’s working.”

      “Damn dog.” He shakes his head. “Man’s best friend, my ass.”

      Is he jealous of his dog? I bite back the urge to laugh. “I don’t mind if he stays, but if you need to take him . . .”

      “No.” Jude leans back onto the door frame, looking like a freaking snack.

      Lounge pants. That’s what he sleeps in, or at least walks around wearing. My gaze drifts to the front of them, then up to the black T-shirt molded to his body. I’ve never seen Jude dressed casually, let alone ready for bed. He crosses his arms over his chest, and the muscles of his body constrict. Holy hell. His shirt lifts just enough I’m given a delicious view of his waistline and the trail of hair leading beneath the low-slung pants. Fuck, why is that so hot? It’s not as if he’s close to being naked; his clothes cover all the good stuff. But it doesn’t matter because my imagination runs wild. Pictures him crawling into bed. Ripping off his shirt, then mine. Is it warm in here?

      Jude chuckles, his gaze lifting from where Walter snuggles closer on my lap. “He’s obviously made his choice. Can I get you anything? Glass of water? Another blanket?” He lifts his brows, a smirk growing on his lips. “A human pillow?”

      Chemistry swirls in the space between us. Tempting. Promising. Delicious. “I’m good.” My voice cracks. “Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome.” Jude smiles, and it’s the kind that I could bet money his own sexual fantasies are playing out in his mind. I’m almost disappointed when his gaze drops to study the floor. “What time do you need to be at the studio tomorrow?”

      We make plans for the morning. It’s a much shorter commute thanks to the proximity of his condo. He asks to keep the door cracked open, in case Walter needs to get up and relieve himself in the middle of the night. It’s all so domestic. Comfortable. Almost strikingly so considering we’re practically strangers.

      “All right then. I’ll let you get your rest.” Jude backs out of the doorway, and pulls the door most of the way shut with him. “Sweet dreams, beautiful.”

      My lips part, speechless and without a comeback, but he’s gone before I can get them to move. Beautiful? Why do I love the sound of that, especially when it comes from his lips? “Just friends,” I mutter to myself. Just friends. I reach over and flip off the light, needing to hide from the thought of Jude being anything more. But even as I relax into the darkness, and Walter curls into my side, I can’t escape the feeling that I’d like something more from Jude.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            24

          

          

      

    

    







            Jude

          

        

      

    

    
      My condo has always been my favorite place. Not only a source of pride, but a peaceful escape I look forward to each evening. It’s why I don’t bring most people here. Only my closest friends on occasion, and never hookups. Yet in one snap decision, I not only persuade Rachel to move in with me, but to take my bedroom.

      It should bother me, her being in my space. Touching my things. Stealing Walter for the night. Okay, that last one is on him.

      But it doesn’t bother me at all. In fact, I like it more than I should. I want her to stay much longer than a few days. Bloody hell, what is my problem?

      It’s her. Rachel. She doesn’t want my help. That’s why I want to give it to her. Yeah, you do. I shake my head. Fuck. No, it’s not that. Okay, of course it is. I do want her in my bed. But that’s not the only thing I want from her. There’s an unexplainable, compulsive need to help her. One I haven’t felt since—nope. Not going there.

      “Hey.”

      Her appearance in my kitchen catches me off guard and I almost spill my coffee. “Hey,” I manage to say back. My gaze lifts to find her dressed for work. Another outfit, one that hugs her curves and sends a jolt of lust below my belt. Red lips. Bold jewelry. Bag in hand. I like her sense of style. It’s confident, trendy, and only piques my interest in learning more about her. “Coffee? Breakfast?”

      “No, thank you.” She glances around my kitchen, then over to where it opens to the living room. Her eyes widen. In the daylight, the view is even more spectacular. Is she pleased with my place? I hope so. I spent a good chunk of money creating this oasis from the city.

      “Don’t tell me you’re one of those monsters who can operate without a caffeine fix?” I say with a grin, then take a long sip from my cup to reiterate the point.

      “God, no.” She laughs, a shallow, tight sound as if she’s a little uncomfortable. Understandable, since we’ve only just met. Still, it bothers me a little. I want her to be relaxed staying here.

      “Sure I can’t make you one for the road?” I lift my mug.

      “Tempting.” She glances at my lips and maybe I imagine it, but her cheeks darken with a blush. “But I’ll grab one at work. I don’t want to be late.”

      Right. I glance at the clock. We need to leave. That’s probably the source of her discomfort. “Ready?”

      Walter saunters into the kitchen. I walked him earlier, and he’s been napping near the window since. Of course he walks right past my legs, straight for Rachel, tail wagging for his new best friend. Traitor.

      “Yeah.” She crouches to give Walter a quick pat on the head, then stands, sliding on a pair of shades from her bag and strutting toward the door. Damn. She could be one of the actors on set, she’s that beautiful. Though, part of me is thankful she’s not. There are people who handle that kind of fame really well, but for most . . . well, it goes to their head. Makes them feel above others. Elitist. Rachel isn’t at all like that. She may work on the top movie set with the most famed actors, but at the end of the day she can still walk down Hollywood Boulevard without getting mobbed.

      Or at least I hope.

      Maybe she’ll allow me to take her out to dinner tonight. To test my theory.

      I swipe my keys and grab my coffee off the counter. A chuckle leaves my lips. Walter usually waits for me to pocket my keys before skittering to the door, but today, he’s raced ahead. Following Rachel. “You have a shadow.”

      Rachel glances down, her lips pulling with a grin.

      Walter whines, his big eyes glued to the door, but he doesn’t move from her side.

      “He’s okay here by himself?”

      “He’ll live.”

      “He’s the sweetest.” She smiles and rocks from side to side, her skirt swishing around her legs. “You’re gonna miss me, aren’t you?”

      Hell, yes. I almost respond before I realize she’s talking to the dog. Fuck, he really is winning more points than I am. “Stay.” I point at Walter.

      “You know, you really don’t need to drive me.”

      “No. I do.”

      She rolls her eyes. “I’ll catch an Uber after work.”

      “You better not.” I open the door for her.

      She doesn’t move. “But that really puts you out. Honestly, Jude. I don’t mind.”

      “I like driving you.” The moment the words fly from my lips I realize it’s the truth. I enjoy spending time with her, so much that I’m hungry for any opportunity. Can’t get enough. Don’t want to waste a precious minute. Which is insane. Crazy. So unexpected, I can hardly accept these feelings. Especially considering we haven’t so much as kissed. I’d kiss her right now, but I enjoy her friendship. Value it. I don’t want to ruin what we have, and that only makes me want her more. God, what is wrong with me? Is this how it happens? Why my friend Chance is so devoted to Aubrey? Is Rachel my Aubrey? Am I ready for that? A wave of nerves crash over me with the force of the entire fucking ocean. Fuck, I feel like I’m gonna pass out. Or puke. Good God, man. Get a grip.

      Walter whines at the open door, the fact neither of us have moved through it making him more anxious.

      “Jude?” Rachel says, her tone laced with concern.

      “Bring him with,” I manage to grunt out, needing to divert her attention from the loss of blood flow to my brain. I grab the leash and drag in a breath, steeling my rattled senses.

      Walter goes berserk at the sight of the leash, dancing in circles and hopping on his hind legs with appreciative yips. The distraction works.

      Rachel laughs, I hook the leash to his collar, and the three of us retreat into the elevator with her focus on my dog.

      We exit and pass my fleet of custom cars to get to the SUV. I don’t mention they’re mine. Pointing them out seems pretentious, and she won’t be impressed. Besides, I have to take the Escalade. I need to drop off the spanking bench to my storage unit before swinging by Pierce’s place later to check on the basement remodel.

      Rachel climbs in as soon as I unlock the doors. I don’t hold her door, and in the back of my head I hear my mom’s disappointed voice. I raised you better. Shaking it off, I open my door. Walter hops in, finding a place on Rachel’s lap. I’d move him to the back seat, but she doesn’t seem to mind, and I still lack the capacity to form a normal sentence. Flipping on the radio, I focus on getting her to work without causing a fender bender.

      Is Rachel my Aubrey? The question repeats in my mind like a bad pop song. Obviously, I’m attracted to Rachel. I’m attracted to a lot of women. Only, you couldn’t get it up for Jenese the other night. Fuck. I blow out another frustrated breath. I don’t want to think about this now. Not when Rachel’s perfume fills the cab of my SUV. So damn enticing. Or when her hot-as-fuck lipstick begs to steal my attention from the road. That color should be illegal. And especially not when I’m just discovering how kickass she is. Each day she opens up a little more, and I feel as though there’s still so much to learn about her and her life. Hell. How can I possibly have genuine feelings? This must be infatuation. That’s got to be it. Or maybe Mercury is in retrograde again.

      So I like her. That doesn’t have to mean anything. It doesn’t have to flip my world on its axis. I have no room in my life for that, and I won’t be played a fool. Not even for love.

      The music is interrupted with an incoming call. Mark’s name flashes across my SUV’s digital dashboard. Mark, my mechanic. I send him to voicemail with the flick of a button and avoid Rachel’s stare. Not that she’s remotely paying attention, what with Walter on her lap. Lucky bastard. He’s getting more action than I am these days.

      Thankfully, Americana isn’t far from my condo. The ride goes quickly and the further we drive, the more settled I become. I’m going to take this next week to get to know Rachel. There’s no harm in that. At the end of the week I’ll have worked through this fascination. If I play my cards right, she’ll invite me to join her in my bed. Once we fuck, I won’t be so conflicted. I’m certain of it. As I pull up to the front gate, I exhale a sigh of relief. “This good?”

      “Perfect.” Rachel cradles Walter to her chest, giving him a kiss on the head before she hands over his leash and slides from the passenger seat. “Have a good day.”

      “Me or the dog?”

      Her gaze catches mine and she grins. “Both. Obviously.” Her bag begins to ring, and she pulls out her phone, all humor draining from her face. She silences her cell and slides it back into her bag.

      Protectiveness fills my veins. “Who was that? One of your roommates?”

      “No.” She bites at her bottom lip. “Just something I’d rather not deal with. I have enough problems right now, what with being homeless and carless.” Her feeble attempt at humor does nothing to diffuse the worry from her frown or mine. “Anyway, thanks again for driving me, and letting me crash at your place.”

      “Yep.” My throat burns with deceit. An odd feeling because I don’t tend to question my decisions. Maybe I should’ve answered Mark’s call with her in the car. But I didn’t, because I don’t want her to know the cost of the repairs. Now more than ever, I want to take care of this for her. Does the end justify the means? God, I hope so. Not that I can ever tell her. Still. I don’t lie. I wouldn’t, but the truth will only hurt her. She has enough on her plate; I won’t add to it. Forcing a casual grin, I raise my hand and wave. “Text me when you’re done for the day.”

      “I will. Thanks.” She shuts the door.

      I heave a sigh of relief. Jesus. What’s wrong with me? It’s one little fib. I pull from the curb and return the missed call.

      “Hey, Jude. I was just leaving you a message.”

      “Sorry about that.”

      “No worries. I have good news! The LeSabre’s ready. Let me know where you want her dropped, and I’ll have one of the guys take care of it this afternoon.”

      My stomach twists with the news. No. Rachel’s vehicle cannot be ready yet. I’ve just gotten her in my place. We’re vibing. She’s letting me in. Bringing back her car will ruin everything. She won’t have any reason to stay at my place, and I’ll have no reason to persuade her to stay. Obviously, I can’t keep it from her forever, but I need a few more days. I need the weekend.

      “I’ll pay you extra to keep it until next Monday.”

      Mark chuckles. “You don’t need to do that. I can store it in the garage a few more days, no problem.”

      “You sure?”

      “Of course. It’s not a problem, Jude. Hell, you send me enough business, it’s the least I can do.”

      “Thanks, Mark.” I end the call, but my stomach doesn’t settle. It twists with a bit of guilt. Am I doing the right thing? I want Rachel. God, do I want her. But is this taking things too far? I’ve never been one to meddle with fate, but when it comes to her, I’m willing to go to extremes. Besides, it’s not as if this little lie hurts anyway. If anything, it makes her life better. “You don’t want Rachel to leave, do you?” I say to Walter. He blinks up at me from his spot on the seat. He whines a little at the passenger door.

      “Of course she should stay.” I hate the thought of her moving back with her horrible roommates. If I fudge the truth and keep her car from her a few more days, is it really such a bad thing?
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      Crap. Crap. Crap. I paste a smile on my face and make my way through the lot to the studio. I can’t believe Ethan would call again. And yet, I can. I don’t want to be on his radar. One of the benefits to starting over in a new city was that I’d never have to see him again. Now. Now, I can only hope I don’t run into him when he’s in Los Angeles for work. What if he’s already here? The thought causes me to dig my phone back out of my purse. But before I can check my voice message, a barrage of texts from my brother comes through.

      Jared: What the hell, Rae?

      Jared: You trying to give me a heart attack?

      Jared: Why aren’t you staying at your apartment?

      Jared: Is this a new man? Who is he? I need to know everything. And I mean EVERYTHING.

      Jared: Wait.

      Jared: HOLY. SHIT.

      Jared: NO. Please tell me you aren’t with Ethan right now?

      Jared: Tell me! OMG this is all my fault.

      I let loose a groan. This morning is off to a rough start. Besides the snuggles with Walter, and the fact I have this job, not much is going right. Needing to put my brother out of his imagination-induced misery, I type as I make my way to where I need to clock in.

      Me: First. NO I am not with Ethan. Ew. Next. My roommates and I had a falling out and I’m staying with a friend. I’m fine. Don’t worry. Last. Don’t call because I’m walking into work and I haven’t had coffee. LOVE YOU!

      “Everything okay, baby doll?” De’Shaun asks, his gaze flicking down to my cell phone.

      “Yeah,” I lie, but by his raised eyebrow I must do a poor job of convincing him. It’s probably unprofessional of me, but I could use an impartial opinion. “Actually, no.” I clock in to work using the electronic kiosk and scoot to the side so he can do the same. “Iron Maiden is out of commission, my roommates are thieves, I’m shacking up with a billionaire, and my brother won’t stop blowing up my phone.” Oh, and my cheating ex wants to have dinner. I don’t add that last part. I left Ethan in Chicago. I refuse to talk about him to any of my new friends.

      De’Shaun blinks a couple of times before answering. “Honey, you’re living some Days of Our Lives shit right there. Come on.” He slings his arm around my shoulder and steers us toward the craft table. “Let’s get some food and you can tell me all about it. I promise things are always worse than they seem in the middle of the storm. You just need some help finding a rainbow.”

      I exhale and spend the next few minutes filling De’Shaun in on all the details of the past week. He’s a great listener and while part of me feels bad for unloading my life’s drama on him, he did ask for it. Besides, there’s something about him that makes me instantly comfortable. Maybe it’s because he’s been nothing but kind, showing me the ropes and helping me settle into this role. Or maybe my soul recognizes his as a kindred spirit. Hair and makeup have to stick together.

      “So car trouble and housing situation aside, it sounds like you might actually like this guy. The billionaire.”

      I shake my head. “It’s not like that.”

      “Isn’t it?” De’Shaun picks a grape off the stem and shrugs before popping it in his mouth. “There’s nothing wrong with admitting your feelings. Not like I’m going to tell anyone. Besides, if he’s loaded . . .”

      “That’s the problem.” I pick apart what’s left of the pastry on my plate. “I’ve always gone for guys like that. Ones who are so willing to help me out or play the savior when I need it. It’s all fun and games until you find him cheating on you with his secretary.”

      “Mmm hmm. I feel you there, sis.”

      “Right?” I bite at the inside of my cheek. “I have no interest in getting my heart broken. I don’t even have a working car. And I sure as hell don’t want to go back to my apartment.” Though it’s probably inevitable, I’d like to put it off for at least a few more days.

      “Well, I’m not sure a vehicle or a place to stay has anything to do with your heart. But I do see your point. Only thing is . . .”

      I swallow the last piece of my pastry and toss the plate into the nearby trashcan, waiting for De’Shaun to continue.

      He chews the last of his food, and I swear there is a hint of a smile as he makes me wait. “You plan on keeping that heart locked up forever?”

      His pointed question catches me off guard. “No,” I say more forcefully than I intend. “It’s just not a good time. I know myself. And I’m trying not to repeat old habits.”

      “And I have nothing but respect for that.” De’Shaun tosses his plate in the trash and holds up his hands. “Just be careful you don’t close yourself off so tightly that you forget to let the light in. We all deserve a little sunshine.”

      Is that what I’m doing? Have I cast Jude into a role based on my unwillingness to move from the past? Yeah, he has money. He’s cocky and self-assured, but that’s where the similarities between him and my past boyfriends end.

      “Come on, let’s get to work. Those questions crinkling your forehead can wait. Hair and makeup for our leading lady can’t.”

      I nod and smile, keeping pace with his long strides. “Thank you,” I say, and at his odd expression I continue, “For listening.”

      “That’s what friends are for.”

      Friends. Damn. His admission warms my heart more than he’ll ever know.
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      Work keeps me busy and I score a few big finds for two clients—a 1954 Packard Panther in mint condition for a real estate mogul in Beverly Hills, and a set of Hungarian stacking dolls—the perfect gift for another client’s grandmother. There’s a natural high that comes from closing a deal, the satisfaction of another happy customer, and when I receive a text from Rachel at the end of the day, I’m already in a good mood. The promise of spending time with her only makes it better. I grab Walter’s leash and he bounds from his spot on the couch with the same excitement I feel.

      As we pull into the lot, I notice her immediately. She lifts her head. The smile that lights up her face the second she spots my approaching vehicle rattles something solid inside my chest.

      Walter props his front paws on the door and whines. I grab his leash before she opens the door, then scoop him onto my lap. He continues to whine and tug on the leash in an attempt to get closer to Rachel.

      “Hey!” She opens the door, her eyes meeting mine, then brightening when they land on Walter. She slides into the seat and buckles up. “You brought my buddy.” She holds her hands out, her smile wide and open. She claps her hands and he bounds over the center console, tackling her with a flurry of kisses. I open my mouth to scold him, or at the very least apologize, but before I do her laughter fills the vehicle. I’ve spent enough time with women to know there aren’t many like her. She’s dressed up, her hair and makeup perfect. Yet she’s not worried about a little dog hair or slobber.

      “I think Walter missed you,” I deadpan as I shift into drive and wind my SUV back into traffic.

      She giggles as he licks at the bare skin on her neck. “I see that.”

      “Walter. Enough.”

      “He’s fine.” She lifts her gaze and I’d like nothing more than to kiss away the sweet smile that plays on her lips.

      “Hungry? You didn’t have dinner yet?” Can she hear the hopefulness in my tone? I don’t even care if she does, because as much as I’d like to play it cool, I’d like to have dinner with her more.

      “No, and I’m famished.”

      “Good. I have the perfect place.” I can’t keep the grin from my face. “Unless you have other plans?”

      “Nope.” She strokes the back of Walter’s fur. “Do we need to drop this guy home? Should I change?”

      You’re perfect. “Actually, he’s going to join us.”

      “Oh?” Her brows lift with her gaze. “You have me intrigued.”

      “Good.” I wink. That’s exactly how I want you.

      It takes about twenty minutes before we pull into the street parking within walking distance to one of my favorite oceanside cafes. The food is good, the wine is better, but the rooftop view is why I never regret dropping a hundred or two on dinner. Besides, they’re pet friendly and Walter’s practically a local celebrity.

      “Jude! We haven’t seen you in a while.” The owner greets us with a wide smile.

      “It’s good to see you, Gio. I didn’t make a reservation.”

      “Pssh.” He waves off my comment. “We always have room for Walter.”

      “What about me?” I pretend to be offended.

      “Make me a deal, and maybe I can find an extra chair.”

      Rachel observes our banter in silence, but by the hint of her smile she finds it entertaining.

      “I’ll order your best bottle of Merlot.”

      “You’ve got yourself a table.” Gio holds out his hand and we shake on it. “Nessa, please show Mr. Lawrence to his table.”

      A pretty young woman grins. “Right this way, sir.”

      I press my hand to the small of Rachel’s back, taking any excuse to touch her, no matter how simple it might be. My fingers tingle with the desire for more. The growing hunger in my belly has nothing to do with the pasta and fresh seafood Gio’s chefs whip up inside the kitchen. I’m a man starved. Each smile, laugh, or look she grants only fuels my desire.

      “How’s this for you?” Nessa asks.

      It’s the same table I sit at every time I visit Gio’s. My gaze trains on Rachel, cataloging her reaction as she takes in the view. Up here on the deck, with the summer breeze to temper the heat, the view of Laguna Beach is spectacular. The sky is painted in pinks and oranges, the beginning of another gorgeous California sunset, but it’s her that catches my attention and holds it like a vice. I couldn’t look away if I tried.

      “Wow,” Rachel breathes, then lifts her gaze to mine when I don’t reply to the hostess.

      “Is this okay?” I ask.

      She laughs, the sound a little tight. “Ah, yeah. Twist my arm.”

      I allow a smile to take over my lips as I pull out a chair for her, the one with the best view, then take the seat to her left. Walter spins in a circle, his usual one-and-a-half rotations before resting between our feet. I deftly go through the motions as the hostess hands over menus and conversation floats around us, but it’s as if a sheer bubble surrounds our table. I can’t concentrate on anything other than the way Rachel’s lips press together as she studies the menu, or the way her eyes soften when they drift to the ocean.

      She’s beautiful, but that word doesn’t do her justice. There’s an essence about her, and sitting next to her does a strange thing to my heart. It sounds ridiculous. I’d never dare admit it. But the emotion is there all the same. Anticipation builds in my chest, a feeling I can’t quite name. One I don’t really want to dissect. It’s thrilling and terrifying, and my God, I can’t stop staring.

      Rachel glances up from her menu, her eyes widening when they find mine. “What?”

      It hits me that I’m probably smiling like a loon. I should stop. God, I’ll probably scare her away. Instead, my pulse speeds as her lips widen with amusement. There’s a good chance she’s holding back the urge to laugh at how ridiculous I must appear, but I don’t even care. Not if it brings her joy.

      “Ma’am. Sir.” A server stops by to pour two glasses of wine. We place our orders and I include a few appetizers for us to share. And maybe to extend our dinner. We’ve only just arrived and already I don’t want this night to end. I might get to take her home after, and she’ll be sleeping in my bed, but it’s without me. Something I aim to rectify as soon as possible.

      “So.” I take a sip of wine and lean forward. “Tell me about this wholesome childhood of yours.”

      “Oh, I don’t know how wholesome it was.” She laughs.

      “That sounds like a story right there.”

      “Well, my brother was sort of obsessed with Madonna. He was always organizing these shows in the neighborhood. We’d practice for weeks, then perform his latest masterpiece for the parents. He was really creative and bossy too, the perfect director. Although he was sort of a stage hog because he also cast himself as the lead.” She laughs to herself and shakes her head. “After the Madonna show, I’m surprised my parents didn’t move.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “He had all the little boys dressed in drag and we were all singing “Like A Virgin.” The neighbors were horrified. Now that I think about it, after that he had to get song approval for future shows.”

      “Is that how your makeup career started?”

      “No. It’s more where my singing and acting career ended. I hated being in front of everyone, so I made myself useful creating props and decorating programs, that kind of stuff. It wasn’t until my brother and his best friend became obsessed with cosplay that I started playing with makeup. The rest, I guess, is history.”

      Our server brings a plate of bread with different dips, then dinner soon after. The food does not disappoint, and I enjoy every second of our conversation. Rachel tells me more about growing up in Iowa. About living in Chicago through her twenties. Her brother, who must be a riot, but very clearly is protective of her. With each refill of her wine glass, her inhibitions fade and sharing comes easy. I’m enthralled. I could sit here all night. It doesn’t escape me that I’ve never before cared to listen to these kinds of tales. Not by anyone I’ve dated anyway.

      Not that this is an official date.

      I wish it was. So much so that while I respect the boundaries she’s set for us, I wait for a sign that maybe she’s changed her mind. A lingering glance at my mouth. A touch on my forearm as I say something to make her laugh. Anything. But if Rachel is interested in me that way, she does a phenomenal job hiding it.

      I’ll have to work harder.

      The sun hangs low in the sky by the time our plates are cleared and the wine is gone. “I’ll order another,” I say as I empty the last of the bottle into her glass.

      “No, no.” She holds up her hand. “I’m good. Another bottle and I’ll break into song. Might even try to dance on the table.”

      “I’d like to see that.”

      “No. Trust me. You don’t.” She rolls her eyes. “Tipsy Rae is cute. Drunk Rae breaks things.”

      “Can’t have that. This is one of my favorite restaurants, after all.”

      “You come here a lot.” Not a question.

      “I do, but it’s been awhile.”

      “Oh?” Her smile boarders on flirtatious. “That’s surprising.”

      “How so?”

      She twirls a finger in the air and her cheeks appear flush. “Your date the other night would probably love this place.” Her tone teases, but do I detect a hint of jealously? I can only hope. Then my interest wouldn’t be one-sided.

      I scrunch my nose. “Jenese? She’s an . . . acquaintance. I don’t take her to dinner. And I’d never bring her here.”

      “Ah, that’s how it is.” She leans back in her chair.

      A rueful chuckle reverberates in my chest. “Oh, no you don’t.” I shake my head.

      Her brows lift. “What?” The innocent act doesn’t fool me, though.

      “I answer one question and you suddenly have my number?” I point at her in mock accusation. “I don’t think so. I’m more complicated than that.”

      She purses her lips, her eyes narrowing slightly before they dance with . . . something, and for about the thousandth time I wish I could read her mind. “You don’t do relationships.” She hums, holding my gaze as if she sees right through me. “They’re complicated and full of feelings that you don’t have the time or interest to be bothered by. Of course, you’re—” she sweeps my body with her eyes. “Well, you, so you have your hookups to get yourself off, and that’s that.” She picks up her glass in triumph.

      Damn. Maybe I’m not as complicated as I imagine. “And what about you, Miss Independent and All-Knowing? Care to share how it is with you?”

      “Not particularly.” She lifts her glass to her lips, smiling around the rim.

      A chuckle escapes my lips. “That’s not fair.”

      “Hasn’t anyone ever told you that’s life?”

      Oh, I’m well aware. I’m also aware she doesn’t want to talk about herself right now. Why is that? What’s she hiding? I’ve already seen her apartment, and met her roommates. It’s not her job. Something from her past? I want her to tell me, but I don’t want to pry it out of her. I need to earn her trust.

      Rachel’s gaze drifts to the ocean. “This really is a beautiful view.”

      “Come on.” I scoot my chair back and Walter jumps to attention. “I’ll do you one better.”

      “Jude, you don’t need—” She stops when I cut her a look. “Don’t feel as if you need to entertain me. I’m sure you have things to do. Work. I promise I’m perfectly content back in the condo. Besides, I can’t possibly eat or drink anything else.”

      Her excuses only make me want to prove her otherwise. “Good. Because we aren’t doing either.” I hold out my hand, waiting for her to take it. She’s not wrong. Usually, I’d work until much later than this. Probably should. But the instant I picked her up from work, I knew I wouldn’t be able to concentrate on anything other than her.

      She bites her lower lip as if weighing her answer. I think she wants to say yes.

      “Come on, Rachel.” I glance down. “Don’t disappoint Walter.”

      Walter spins with excitement at the sound of his name, his body wiggling in a dance. He’s a creature of habit, and I guess I am too, because he knows what’s coming next.

      “Oh, fine.” She stands and rolls her eyes again. “But only because Walter’s coming.”

      Maybe someday she’ll say yes without the influence of my dog. Until then, I’ll employ any means necessary and hope this night never ends.
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        * * *

      

      “Sure you aren’t cold?” I ask as a cool breeze lifts from the ocean. Shoes in hand, and Walter off his leash, we walk along the beach as the sun descends over the horizon.

      “A little, but I’m fine.” She wiggles her toes in the sand, a relaxed smile on her lips and tendrils of hair dancing around her face. “This is worth it.”

      I shrug off my suit jacket. “Here.”

      “Oh, you don’t—” She stops when she catches my glare. “Fine.” She draws out the word, pretending to be put off, but as soon as the fabric wraps around her shoulders, she grins. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” I loosen my tie and roll up my sleeves. Spotting a discarded plastic water bottle cap a few steps ahead, I scoop it up and drop it into my pocket with the dozen or so others. Chance wasn’t joking. The number of disposable bottles and containers I’ve seen washed up or left behind on the beach in the last week is staggering. I never noticed until I started looking. Maybe the sculpture Chance is creating will help shed light on the issue. Maybe it’ll inspire advocacy or volunteerism in the hotel guests who are moved by it.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Mmm?” I turn to meet Rachel’s gaze.

      “What do you have in your pocket?”

      “Oh, right.” I pull a few out to show her. “I collect trash. Stash it. You didn’t peek inside the last bedroom of my condo, did you? Piles and piles of junk.”

      “Really?” Her brows shoot up, but she doesn’t appear to be mortified.

      “No. I have a friend who’s an artist. Everything he creates is from repurposed materials. Trash, basically. And his current installment needs to be made entirely of disposable drink waste.”

      “Now that I believe.”

      “What? You don’t see me as a hoarder?”

      She scrunches her nose and stares at me a long moment as if considering my question. “Too put together.”

      “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

      Her laugh is light and carefree. I wish I could bottle it up along with the ocean air. “As you should.” She stops walking to pick up a bottle cap half buried in the sand. She crouches down at the next roll of the tide, pulling her skirt up high on her thighs with one hand. With the other, she takes the plastic and swishes it through the water to wash it off. She stands to show off her find. Her ankles are wet, feet sandy, and hair wildly out of place. She’s never looked more gorgeous. “Like this?”

      Rachel isn’t afraid to get dirty. Add it to the growing list of reasons I like her more.

      “Perfect.” I reach for the piece of plastic, but I’m no longer talking about the trash.

      Rachel’s lips part. Time freezes. A building buzz of energy in my chest renders me speechless and pushes me a step forward. Her gaze drops to my mouth. God, I want to kiss her. Touch her. Sweep her off her feet. I swear my hands might physically ache because they aren’t on her body.

      “Excuse me! Sir.” a young voice interrupts. “Excuse me! Miss. Is that your dog?”

      Reluctantly, I turn from her and take in the commotion. Walter in the middle of it. “Oh, fuck,” I mutter, then take off at a jog. Rachel’s laughter follows me, as I’m sure she takes in the chaotic scene. Walter has found himself a mate. A bright green turtle floaty near a family of four, and he’s humping it as if his life depends on it.

      A little girl sits next to the beach toy, wailing. “Not Tashie! Daddy, save Tashie!”

      Her mother holds her arm, keeping her from Walter and the turtle.

      “Walter! No,” I yell. “Walter. Heel!”

      His head twists over his shoulder to see me approaching and gives the turtle another round of thrusts before I grab him off his inflatable lover.

      “I’m so sorry,” I say to the family. The father, along with the older son, bite back the urge to laugh. The mother glares, more so at her laughing husband than Walter, while the little girl clutches the rescued turtle, crying.

      “I hope he didn’t break it. I’ll pay to replace it.”

      “It’s fine.” The man waves me off.

      I hook Walter to his leash and pull him back toward the surf. “Right. You all have a good evening.”

      “Not as good as the dog,” the man mutters, then yelps as the woman slaps him across the chest.

      “Really?” she chides. “In front of the children?”

      “I’m not the animal humping our beach toys!” he defends.

      I cringe, pulling Walter as fast as possible away from the family and back to where Rachel waits.

      “Walter!” Rachel kneels in the sand and runs her hands along his fur. “Who knew you were such a naughty boy?”

      “That was embarrassing.” Normally he doesn’t wander, but usually he has my full attention. It was my fault for not keeping a better eye on him. I blow out a breath. “Ready to head back?”

      “Worried he might scandalize another child?” Rachel lifts her gaze to mine, pats Walter on the head, then comes to stand at my side.

      I scrub a hand over the scruff along my jaw. “I’m concerned for unsuspecting inflatable toys, yes.”

      “Such a gentleman.” She winks and bumps my shoulder with hers.

      We walk back to the beach entrance, washing off our feet and Walter’s paws before hiking up the sand covered concrete steps leading to the parking garage. While Rachel climbs in the passenger seat, I take Walter to the back to towel him off. I consider grabbing the blanket I keep back here, but I rather like the look of my suit jacket wrapped around Rachel, so I leave it behind.

      A few minutes into our drive home, I glance over to find Walter is fast asleep on Rachel’s lap.

      “He wore himself out,” she says.

      “Must’ve been all the humping.”

      “Did you see that poor mother’s face?” Rachel laughs. “She was horrified!”

      I join in, shaking my head. “I was more preoccupied with getting him off the damn thing without causing a puncture.”

      “Poor turtle.” She giggles, wiping beneath her eyes, then going back to petting Walter’s coat. Her voice is soft and serious when she speaks again. “Thank you. For tonight.”

      “Of course. We should do it again. Tomorrow?”

      “You don’t need to feed me and show me a good time. I’m fine on my own.”

      “Oh, I’m sure of that.” I swallow, then chance a moment of honesty. “I happen to enjoy taking you to dinner, and spending time with you. You make me smile.” I glance away from the road, needing to know her reaction. Unsure if she’ll dismiss my comments, argue them, or ignore the sentiment altogether.

      Shadows from the street lights pass over her face. A slight smile plays at her lips. Pride fills my chest for being the one who put it there.

      A familiar melody draws my attention back to the road. I glance down at the dash of my SUV to see Chance Bateman’s name scroll across the screen with an incoming call. Now, he’s someone I don’t mind picking up with Rachel in the car.

      “Do you mind?” I point at the dashboard.

      “Not at all.”

      I press the button on my steering wheel to connect the call. “Hey, Chance, how’s it going?”

      “Good, mate! Got a surprise on my doorstep just now. I’m guessing I have you to thank?”

      “Sure do. I’m still working on the rest.” I glance over at Rachel’s puzzled expression. The way her nose crinkles just the slightest. She’s adorable. “Does this get us on track?”

      “Definitely helps.”

      “You’ll have more coming, just tell me when to cut off the supply.”

      “Good. I’ll focus on getting the scales complete. Hopefully the plastic comes through, or it’ll be a headless, hairless body.”

      I almost laugh out loud. Out of context, my conversation with Chance must sound absurd. “I’m on it.”

      “If I find out you took a trip to Costco for a few cases just to dump perfectly good water, our friendship is over.” His warning comes with laughter, but I know how important this is for him.

      “I’d never cross you.”

      A baby cries in the background. “Gotta run. Later, mate.”

      I glance over to find Rachel’s eyes wide and her mouth ajar. “Questions?”

      “I don’t know where to begin.” She shakes her head. “I really hope that was your artist friend, and you aren’t supplying some dude with parts for a headless robot.”

      “Yeah, Chance is the artist I told you about. You know when we went to my favorite burger joint the other night? I convinced the corporate office to collect their bottle caps as a recycling effort.”

      It’s quiet a moment. I can feel her gaze on me. At the next break in traffic I turn to meet her stare. “What?”

      “First, you’re besties with one of my favorite rock stars. Now, I find out you have an Australian artist friend. How could you keep this from me?”

      Oh. Of course she’d be impressed by my famous connections. I don’t know why that fills me with disappointment but it does. Because I want all her interest on me.

      “Chance.” The way she says his name causes irritation to prickle my spine. “Does he look like Thor? If he’s single, promise you’ll introduce us immediately.”

      Fucker. An irrational desire to murder Chance for choosing this moment to call rips through me. “I’ll do no such thing.”

      “What? Why?” Rachel laughs, and though I realize she’s probably joking, the thought of giving her any guy’s number incites a wave of rage. “I thought we were friends.”

      Fucking friends. Jealously coils in my gut at the thought of being “just friends” with Rachel. Does she not see how much I want her? How I go out of my way to spend more time with her? How she’s reduced me to following her around like a dog in pursuit of a bone? I thought a romantic dinner near the ocean and a walk along the beach after would seal the deal. Goes to show how much I still need to learn about this woman.

      I’m not giving up, but I better up my game. I have less than a week before Mark returns her car. A twinge of guilt hits me, knowing it’s ready for her now. What she doesn’t know won’t hurt a thing. But deep down that doesn’t ring true. I don’t think Rachel would appreciate my lie of omission, so I’ll have to be extra careful she never finds out.
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      Living with Jude is surprisingly awesome. Not that I thought it’d be horrible when I agreed to his offer. It’s just, I imagined it’d be more awkward. Or I’d feel as if I was in his way, an inconvenience. Instead, he’s treated me better than an out-of-town guest. We fall into a routine, and each evening when he comes to pick me up from work, we have dinner together. Tonight we opt to stay in, order Thai, and stream the latest crime documentary everyone’s been raving about.

      Honestly, it’s like we’re in a relationship but without the sex. Which sounds ideal, until you’re sitting across the couch from a hot as hell, kind, witty, cocky businessman with disheveled hair, turned on in spite of the deplorable images playing on screen, wondering why exactly you said you’d never sleep with him.

      The closer we get to the weekend, the more I can’t stand the thought of going back to my apartment. It’s not because of my vile roommates, either. No, it’s that I can’t imagine going back to a day where I don’t spend time with Jude, or Walter. Despite my best efforts, I’ve become attached.

      “Wow. That was—” Jude sits forward and clicks off the television.

      Shit. I was busy daydreaming. I didn’t catch the end of the documentary, though it was pretty obvious who was guilty. “Right?”

      “Crazy. Makes me think I’ve had a charmed life.” He shakes his head and then stands. “Also, I am never using a ride share app again.”

      I stretch my arms overhead and yawn. “I’ve only had one bad experience, and really, until Iron Maiden died on the freeway, I’d rather drive myself anyway.”

      “Not sure driving that old hunk of metal is any safer.”

      “Hey! She’s a classic. And you will not compare her to a psychotic murderer.” I point at his smiling face. “Take it back.”

      “She’s a classic, huh?” He shakes his head and chuckles. “I’m going to take Walter out.”

      “Want me to come too?”

      “No, I won’t be long. Besides, I’ve kept you up late enough on a work night.”

      “Totally worth it.” The admission flies from my lips almost breathy. Jude stares. Oh, my God! Did I just use my sex voice? The air in the room seems thicker. Jude’s mouth suddenly becomes the most interesting thing and I can’t look away.

      “Thai food!” I blurt louder than necessary. The tension pops, and I can breathe again, even if Jude observes me like some crazed animal inside a zoo cage. “It was really good. The food, and your company of course. Walter. Thank you.” Shut up. Shut up, please.

      “Right. I’m just gonna . . .” He hooks a thumb over his shoulder and backs away.

      Now would be the perfect time for the universe to swallow me whole. No luck. Instead, when Jude leaves I rush to the bedroom and shut myself in for the night. A self-induced time out for my inappropriate thoughts and spaztastic behavior.
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        * * *

      

      I can’t sleep. Crazy as it is, Jude’s condo is too quiet. There’re no roommates coming in and out at all hours of the night. No thin walls and cheap windows to let in the sounds of sirens and LA nightlife.

      Oh, and I can’t stop thinking about my temporary roomie. My thoughts are anything but platonic, bordering on obsessive. I keep picturing the different faces he makes. His open laugh when I make a joke. His softer smile when Walter does something cute. The wicked grin that causes my heart to thunder in my chest while I wonder what he’s thinking. I fixate on that one the most.

      After staring at the ceiling for what feels like forever, I glance at my phone to find only ten minutes have passed since the last time I checked. I’d watch a movie or read a book but my mind is too restless to focus. I need to relax. Need to work off this energy. But the only activity that would result in both of those things has me visualizing Jude naked and doing deliciously dirty things to my body while I touch myself. As sexually frustrated as I am, I refuse to give in to that urge.

      It would be a dangerous slippery slope, fantasizing about fucking him. I might develop feelings. I might act on said feelings. I would absolutely end up hurt. That’s the number one reason I shouldn’t sleep with him. Besides, we both agreed to those terms during my stay, and at the end of the day, I really don’t want to fuck Jude.

      Liar.

      It’s the dog. It’s cute as hell little man, Walter. That’s what has me softening my feelings toward Jude. Waver in my resolution to keep things platonic. That and the almost kiss in the club. Or the fact he gave me his room. The glimpses I get of his generous and protective spirit. My fingers slide under the waistband of my sleep shorts.

      Ugh. I can’t lay here anymore.

      Quiet as possible, I slip out from the bed and crack my door slowly. The condo is silent. Jude’s probably been asleep for hours. I step past his closed door and move toward the kitchen, my destination a glass of water.

      A groan, manly and low, stops me in my tracks.

      Was that . . ?

      “Yes.” Jude’s familiar tone drags out the word. “Yeah, sweetheart. Touch me like that. You know that makes me hard.”

      Shit. Did he invite someone over? While I’m staying here! The last thing I want to see is Jude fucking some woman. What is wrong with me? And what is wrong with Jude? He has a freaking bedroom, why is he sexing some girl in the living room?

      Carefully, I retreat to sneak back to my room.

      “Rachel, fuck me.”

      Rachel? Did he just call her Rachel? Jealousy, ugly and green, pulses inside. Is he sleeping with someone named Rachel? Sick curiosity pushes me closer to the groans of pleasure. His voice carries in the quiet. Strange. No other voice or sounds add to the mix.

      Four more steps and I peer around the corner to discover why.

      Jude. Gloriously naked. Reclined on the sofa. Alone. My breath catches at the sight of him. One fist strokes up and down his thick cock. The other brushes across his chest, over his nipples, and back down his abs. He’s touching himself. He’s saying my name and touching himself.

      Why is that so hot? My breath hitches. Shivers shoot down my spine. My body feels hot all over. Fuck. I’m turned on. So turned on, in fact, that it takes all my resolve not to give in to the urge to stay here and remain watching. Or slide a hand into my shorts. Maybe join him?

      That’s the thought that sends me flying back to my room. No, this is his room. Fuck. I lock the door behind me so I’m not tempted to invite him in. This is what happens when you abstain for months, letting the sexual frustration build. Right?

      I go to the bathroom and splash water on my face, as if somehow that will wash away the image of him hard, erect, and stroking himself. I squeeze my eyes shut and bite back a groan of frustration, then stomp back to bed. I spend way too much effort arranging the pillows before flopping back onto them. But it doesn’t help. My heart still races. The naughty visions race through my mind. I strain to listen for any movement or sounds in the condo.

      Does he know I watched him?

      That it turned me on?

      Was that his plan?

      My body buzzes, amped up with anticipation and needing release.

      I could take care of this myself. I packed my vibrator. Not that I planned on using it, but more, I didn’t trust my roommates with anything left behind. Besides, it’s too loud. He’ll hear me, like I heard him. Does that make it fair play? Fuck. What is wrong with me? I am not getting myself off, in his sheets, when he’s down the hall doing the same.

      I inhale slowly, desperately calming my thoughts and racing heart. Mistake. Big mistake. Because his sheets, they smell like him—all masculine, strong, and take charge. Okay, so I don’t really understand how something can smell strong and dominant, but I swear his bed does.

      Fuck. I want nothing more than for Jude to take charge with me.

      Rachel. The memory of how my name sounded on his lips scatters goose bumps across my flesh.

      Screwed. That’s exactly what I am when it comes to getting sleep tonight, and not for the reason my body wants.
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      Giving Rachel my bedroom is self-induced torture. All I can do is imagine her in my sheets doing naughty, depraved things. It’s what I jacked off to last night in the living room after she retreated to my room for the night, and again this morning in the shower. Yet when she walks out, ready for work in one of her outfits that begs for my eyes to stayed glued to her body, I have to move behind the kitchen island to adjust myself. It’s that or embarrass myself. Fuck. I’m sixteen all over again in her presence. “Coffee?”

      “Yes, please.” She won’t meet my eyes. Strange.

      “Breakfast?”

      “I’ll eat at the studio.” She glances around, her gaze stuttering on the view of the ocean. The morning fog obstructs most of it, but in another hour it’ll burn off. Still, the view is impressive. The floor-to-ceiling windows sold me on this place.

      “Do you mind dropping me off a few minutes early?” She doesn’t lift her gaze to mine.

      “Sure. You ready now?”

      “Yes.” She wraps her hands around the coffee I hand her, adding sugar and cream. “Sorry. I should have asked you last night.” She clears her throat. Brings the cup to her lips for a sip.

      “It’s not a problem. Sleep well?”

      She coughs, a choke almost as if her drink goes down wrong.

      “Rachel, are you okay?”

      “Fine.” She holds up a hand to keep me from coming close. “Fine. Sorry.” She turns and walks back toward the hall. “I’m just gonna grab my bag and we can go.”

      Weird. I glance down at Walter. “That was weird, right?”

      He shimmies in place, anxious for more attention. I crouch down and scratch along his back, trying for the life of me to figure out the source of Rachel’s odd behavior. She’s admittedly not much of a morning person—this I already know. But she’s never been so uncomfortable. Was it something I said? I can’t think of anything.

      Rachel returns with her bag and coffee, heading straight to the front door without a look. I harness Walter and jog after her, catching up before she hits the elevator call button. Normally, we’d exchange a few words. A glance and a smile. Something. But today she’s uncharacteristically silent, and the quiet stretches in discomfort. I want to ask what’s wrong, but I don’t want to offend her, or bring up something she’s obviously unwilling to talk about, so I stay quiet.

      If she’s upset, she’ll tell me about it when she’s ready.

      Patience. Understanding. These are traits women look for in a partner. Or so I’ve been told. I need to wait for her. The same way I’ve been waiting for her to change our relationship status from friends to lovers.

      So I drive and wait, and wait, and wait. She doesn’t say a word. Not to me. Not even to Walter.

      I should be awarded a fucking medal of perseverance. Still, she doesn’t even look at me.

      Praise the Lord, traffic is light, and as I exit the off-ramp near the studio, my phone rings. Saved by the bell! Only, I’m not. Pierce’s name flashes on the caller ID and I immediately send him to voicemail. No way in hell I’m taking one of his calls on speaker again.

      I pull into the lot and pull to a stop before the entry, as I have every day this week.

      Rachel reaches for the door.

      “Hey, Rachel.” I reach out and touch her forearm. I should persist with the patience thing, but it will eat me up all day if she leaves without saying something.

      “Yeah?” She pulls her arm away, reaching for her bag, but the fact she’s no longer exiting like a woman on the run calms my nerves.

      “Have a great day. Okay?”

      Her eyes lift to mine, and her lips part before she presses them into a smile. “Yeah, thanks. You too.” It’s the most I’ve gotten all morning. I’ll take it.

      Once she’s out of the SUV and I’m back on the road, I return my missed call. “Hey, Pierce.”

      “Jude! My man.”

      I’m not his man. I paste on a smile so I’ll sound friendly. It’s a trick my mom taught me when I was younger, and it works. “What can I do for you?”

      “I need my dungeon.” There’s a shuffle through the line, and then the bang of a door shutting. “What’s the status?”

      “The contractors will be in next week. You’ve already met with the interior designer.” I know he liked the custom spanking table because I sent him photos as soon as I had it safely stored. Does he want me to check in with every little update? Hold his dick? Probably. “I promise the finished project is going to blow your mind.”

      “I hope it blows more than my mind.” He chuckles.

      He’s such a tool. “We’re on target and budget.”

      “Did you meet with the club like I asked? The one in Pasadena?”

      No. I hoped that was merely a suggestion. Good thing I built in a decent bonus to my quote, because Pierce is going to suck up all my attention with this job. “I should be able to stop by this weekend.”

      “Great, man. Maybe I’ll see you there.”

      Definitely not. I have no intention of visiting during operating hours. Might be able to talk the owner into a private tour. I’ll call them as soon as I’m back in my office. Not that any tour would be for my pleasure. Which gives me an idea . . . “Hey, I have to run, but I’ll keep you posted on any updates.” I say good-bye and concoct a risky but possibly genius plan.
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      The ride to work with Jude was the most awkward and uncomfortable yet. All because I couldn’t meet his gaze without thinking of his penis. And once I started thinking about his dick, I couldn’t help wanting to touch it, and myself, and jump his bones. Fuck. Not good. Not good at all. This weekend is going to be excruciating.

      “What’s with you today?” De’Shaun whispers from where we stand back from one of the sets. We spent all morning beautifying the actors for a day of filming, and now it’s a waiting game until they need us next.

      “Sorry. I didn’t sleep much last night.”

      “Honey . . .” He stares, his brows lifting high. “We’ve been here for four hours and you are just now telling me this! Spill the tea, sis! I want all the dirty details.”

      “It’s not that.” At least, not in the way he thinks. I try not to pout.

      “Aw, tell De’Shaun your problems.”

      “It’s nothing.” If you consider catching your temporary roomie jerking off with your name on his lips nothing. A spike of arousal heats my cheeks with a blush. “I should be focused on other things.”

      “Girl, don’t lie to me. I’ll harass you until you dish, so you might as well get it over with.”

      “You know how I’m staying with a friend?”

      “The rich dude who rescued you off the freeway, then invited you to live in his castle?” He sighs, then rolls his eyes. “Uh, yeah. I remember.”

      “Condo. You make it sound like some sort of fairytale.”

      “Could be. Especially if he’s packing a golden rod.”

      I cough, choking on air at the thought of Jude’s very generous rod. Well, what I saw of it from afar. A shiver works up my spine.

      “You little minx!” De’Shaun gasps, drawing the glare of the sound crew. He winds his arm in mine and practically drags me outside. We shuffle past a few cast members and staff until we’re around one side of the building. “The anticipation is killing me! What gives?”

      I twist my hands together and exhale a deep breath. “Last night I was having trouble sleeping, so I went to the kitchen to grab a glass of water. Only, I got distracted.”

      “Girl. Spit it out. I’m dying.” De’Shaun’s eyes are the widest they’ve ever been. He playfully slaps my shoulder. “Please tell me you fucked him!”

      “Let me talk!” I glance around, but no one is close enough or paying attention. I lower my voice anyway. “He was . . .” I form a fist, gesturing my hand up and down.

      “Milking a cow?” De’Shaun deadpans.

      Laughter bursts from my gut, and I cover my mouth to stop it. De’Shaun presses his lips together, but it’s no use. We give in and giggle uncontrollably like two school girls.

      “You caught him stroking the bandit. So? Please tell me you joined in? Offered him a helping hand?”

      I sober and shoot him a glare.

      “Fine. At least tell me you stayed to watch.”

      I bite my lip, because yeah, I did that. Which feels like a huge violation of Jude’s privacy. I just couldn’t get my feet to move. Not with the way he said my name. “He didn’t catch me.”

      “But you stayed.” A giant grin paints De’Shaun’s lips. “My dirty little Rae of sunshine.”

      “He was saying my name. While—” I repeat my half-ass version of the obscene motion. My next words escape in a rushed exhale. “And I liked it. But we have clear boundaries. Or so I thought. Now I can’t look him in the eye and it’s Friday and I was planning to stay at his place all weekend. I don’t know what to do.”

      “Wow. Okay. That’s a lot to process.” De’Shaun blinks and assesses me—probably reconsidering his decision to befriend me. “First and most importantly, you want to bang him.”

      “What? No.” But that’s not true. I do want Jude. If I’m being honest, I’ve been wanting him all week. Each night we’ve spent together, he’s given me glimpses of a persona he doesn’t show most people, and one I’ve come to admire. The mask of pure desire, devotion, and lust I witnessed last night, well, it seals the deal. I inhale a ragged breath, and exhale honesty. “Yeah, I do.” I want Jude Lawrence. Consequences be damned.

      De’Shaun claps and bounces on his toes. “Oh baby, I’m so excited for you. It’s finally happening!”

      “I’ve had sex before. I’m not a virgin.”

      He raises his brows and gives me a Girl-please-don’t-even-try-to-tell-me-otherwise look. “You told me it’s been six months. You’re basically born again. How are things downstairs? Do I need to bribe someone to wax your lady garden?”

      “No.” I shake my head and groan at the idea. “We are not involving the set staff. I keep things trimmed and manicured.”

      He smirks. “Then there’s only one thing left.”

      “What’s that?”

      He settles his hands on my shoulders, his gaze unwavering and unusually serious. “Be yourself. Be confident, sexy, you. That’s what he wants. That’s the gift you give. Be honest. Tell him what you want. Better yet, demand it.”

      I’m not ashamed of my sexual desires. Never have been. But this pep talk from my new co-worker stokes my confidence. I’m a woman who goes after what she wants, and I definitely want Jude Lawrence.

      De’Shaun bumps his shoulder against mine. “The mind-blowing orgasms will follow.”

      “De’Shaun!” One of the PAs shouts from the door to the studio. “Hair crisis on set.”

      “Coming!” De’Shaun hollers, then whispers, “Like my girl Rae will be all weekend.”

      “De’Shaun!” I chide.

      He only laughs, a sway to his hips as he turns and heads inside. I trail after, knowing wherever a hair crisis arises, there’s usually a makeup disaster to follow. I need to focus on work, but my mind sways back to my dilemma with Jude. Maybe I’m overcomplicating things. Maybe De’Shaun is right. Jude obviously wants me. I want him. We have the weekend and an empty condo. Could it be so simple?

      I wasn’t going to sleep with Jude—or any man who reminded me of Ethan. But I’m allowed to change my mind. Besides, Jude’s nothing like I first assumed. He’s generous, hard-working, and he loves his dog. The way he looks after Walter when he thinks I’m not watching does crazy, melty things to my heart.

      I’m brave enough to admit that I care about Jude. My feelings go deeper than sexual desire. I’ve come to appreciate his companionship, looking forward to it daily. Though my attachment has gone from zero to sixty in a very short time span, that doesn’t discount the truth.

      This is happening. I’m going to tell him. I’m going to be honest, lay out my feelings, and enjoy whatever happens. Tonight I’ll submit to my most carnal desires and sleep with my temporary roommate. What could go wrong?
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      I pull up to the studio a little after eight o’clock. After the way she was this morning, and her working later than usual, I don’t know what to expect.

      Rachel slides into the passenger seat, greeting me with a smile. “Hey.”

      Instantly my nerves settle. “Hey, how was work?”

      “Great.”

      “Thankful it’s Friday?”

      “You have no idea.” The look she gives me is strange. Different somehow, and I wonder what it means. Maybe she’s nervous about this weekend?

      Then it hits me. She probably has plans with friends. Maybe that’s why she was so weird this morning. A beautiful, single woman like herself must have something better than being subjected to my company. Damn it. I never even considered this alternative. How am I going to claw my way out of the friend zone if we don’t spend the weekend together? I have to return her car on Monday. There’s no way to drag that out longer, and after that she’ll be back at her apartment.

      It’s not that I won’t see her again. I think our relationship has evolved nicely enough that she’d voluntarily go to dinner with me—I hope. But I won’t have an opportunity like this again. I have to seize the moment. I’m never one to shy away from a challenge, but when it comes to Rachel, the rules of the game are all new.

      “Big plans, then?”

      Rachel bites back a smile, then meets my gaze a moment before looking out the windshield. “Maybe.”

      I’m about to lose out. It’s now or never. My pride be damned. “Did you want to hang out tonight? If you don’t have other plans, that is.” God, could I sound more pathetic? Maybe I’m an idiot to think I have a chance. I don’t deserve a woman like Rachel, but damn, I want to be the type of man who does. “I’d really like to have dinner with you again.”

      Her smile grows even though she doesn’t look away from the city lights rushing by. “I’d really like that too.” The low resonance in her voice is enough to send a thrill down my spine. At the stoplight she turns in her seat, leaning back against the passenger door to run her gaze over my body before meeting my eyes. “What exactly did you have in mind?”

      Is Rachel flirting with me? I swear she is. Which means, I not only have a shot, I might’ve won the fucking jackpot. I’d keep on staring, but the light changes from red to green and some asshole honks for me to move. I clear my throat and sneak a few glances.

      Her smile and seductive gaze are as captivating as before.

      “That depends.” Fuck it. I’m all in. “How dirty do you wanna get?”

      Her eyebrows shoot high, and she gives a little laugh. “I’m up for anything.”

      Damn. I like this side of Rachel. Assertive. Powerful. Irresistible.

      “When we get back to my place, how about you and I change into something a little more comfortable, and we have a night in? I’ll order take-out and open a bottle of wine, and—”

      “Yes.” She cuts me off. “But promise me one thing.”

      “What’s that?”

      “No murder shows.”

      “No?” I turn my neck in her direction to steal a quick glance. “I’ll make you a deal.”

      “What is it?”

      “We stay in tonight.” I pull up to another light, and drop my voice to a seductive whisper. “And you get total control of the remote. All. Weekend. Long.”

      Her burst of laughter fills my chest with so much pride, I might actually burst. At the very least, I should be embarrassed by the smile it pushes across my mouth.

      “I don’t see how I could ever refuse.” She bites her bottom lip. Something I intend on doing, after I get her naked and in my arms.

      The light changes. A horn blares behind us. I can’t even find it in me to care. I don’t move until her answer flies from her painted lips.

      “Deal.”

      I break every traffic law in a race back to my condo, and the drive that normally takes minutes feels like torturous hours. The tension inside my SUV rises to impossible levels. My heart rate speeds. It takes actual effort to breathe. My dick? It’s hard and aching for every inch of her beautiful body.

      We steal glances but don’t say another word, even after I park in the garage and get on the elevator to my floor.

      I consider hitting the stop button. Pushing her back against the wall and putting us both out of our misery. But deep down, I know a quick fuck will do nothing to satisfy the longing I have for this woman. When we’re together I want to take my time. I want to learn her body. What turns her on, what makes her come, everything. Even if we never leave my place this weekend, it won’t be enough.

      The elevator pings with our arrival. The doors slide open and my heart beats so fiercely it might hammer out of my chest. I reach out to stop the door from closing. “After you.”

      Yeah, I selfishly enjoy the view. I’m so captivated, I almost stumble right into her when she stops.

      Why is she stopping? Oh, God. Is she having second thoughts?

      Rachel turns, her gaze wide. Expectant. “Keys?”

      Right. I should get those. But it’s as if time stills and I can’t bring myself to move. Can’t tear my gaze from hers. God. Damn. She’s so fucking perfect.

      She drops her stare to my lips. I’m as captivated with hers.

      Her chin tilts up. Mine lowers. Closer. Closer. Breaths away. I want her. God, do I want her. But this moment isn’t haphazard or fueled by drunken lust. The draw between us is powerful, as if this kiss alone potentially binds together pieces of our souls. The magnitude of responsibility settles on my shoulders. I’m scared of fucking this up. Of breaking something precious before it’s even begun. But damn, I have to do it anyway. There is nothing I want more than her. Not another million in the bank. Not the new Tesla. Not even peace for humanity, which makes me a selfish bastard. Just this kiss. This moment. Rachel. Her.

      She leans into my body, her breasts pressing into my chest, and it’s as if a ding sounds at the contact. I love that she’s as tall as I am with her heels. That we’re eye to eye. An even playing field, and one I can’t wait to explore. My hands wrap around her waist to draw her flush against me. She sighs at the contact. Feeling how much I want her. There is no mistaking my intent. My desire.

      This is it. This is happening. Fucking finally, I am going to taste her lips for the first time.

      A throats clears from behind us. “Hey, Jude?” I know the voice, and just like that my plans for sexual escapades with Rachel are ruined.
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      We were going to kiss.

      We were going to get it on.

      This was happening. I was going to sleep with Jude Lawrence, the guy who not two weeks ago I considered might be a serial killer attempting to abduct me from the side of the freeway.

      But we didn’t. No. His friends ruined it.

      Hey, Jude?

      He pulls away, and we both audibly groan. Me in frustration. Him? Probably the same.

      “Uh, should we come back later?” one of the three guys standing outside the open elevator doors says. In his arms he holds what appears to be an entire crate of glass-bottled beers.

      “Get a fucking room! Or at least walk a few more steps.” Another guy winks at Jude, and then shoots an approving gaze my way. “I’m Tony, and you must be someone special.”

      “We could’ve rescheduled. You should’ve called, man.” The big guy in the back holding two pizza boxes says.

      Jude scrubs a hand over his face, his gaze bouncing from mine to them. “I completely forgot.”

      “No shit, man.” Tony chuckles, his gaze drifting to me. “Though, I can understand why.”

      Jude shuffles his body in front of mine, as if to keep Tony from looking. It’s oddly endearing and protective, while totally uncalled for. His friend is trying to rile him up. By the tightness in Jude’s jaw, it’s working.

      “You inviting us in? Or do we need to head to Eddie’s?”

      “No. Stay,” I say, which draws a surprised stare from everyone, including Jude. As much as I want him to myself, I can’t allow him to send his friends away. Not when they had plans. “I can find something to do.”

      “No.” Jude shakes his head.

      “She should stay. Join us.” Tony tips his chin to Jude. “Do some good to watch her beat your ass a round or five.” His lips pull into a devious smirk.

      I turn my gaze to Jude, unsure of my place and not wanting to impose.

      “My ass?” Jude shakes his head, his good-natured grin returning. “My bet’s on her taking your big mouth to the cleaners.”

      “I’d like to see her try!” Tony laughs heartily, and the entire group gathers around as Jude unlocks the door. I step inside first, then watch as they lay out the food and drinks on the kitchen island. Their jovial barbs and banter fill the place with laughter. This is the first I’ve seen of Jude having a social life outside of work, and it warms my heart a little more.

      Walter lazily stretches and rises from his perch on the couch. Jude scoops him up and heads straight for where I stand near the door. I open my mouth to offer to walk his dog, but my words dry up at the almost predatory look Jude directs my way. My body zings back to life, remembering exactly what we started before his friends interrupted.

      “Want them to leave? I’ll kick them out right now.” Jude’s arm braces around my waist.

      “We heard that, asshole!” Someone shouts from the kitchen.

      “Fuck off!” Jude calls over his shoulder. His gaze is serious when it lands back on mine. “What do you want? Tell me and I’ll do it.”

      Not only does my heart melt. My panties do the same. I want him to do me. But hell, I’ve been waiting all day, what’s a few more hours. “I’m not kicking your friends out.” I shake my head and laugh. “What’s all this for, anyway?”

      “We have a standing guys’ night. Poker. Five card draw. Do you play?”

      My eyes brighten. Do I play? “Hell, yeah.”

      “Yeah?” His smile grows wider. “You want to join us?”

      “I’m not a dude.”

      “Perfectly aware.” His irises appear molten brown with flecks of amber catching the light. I swear he growls, and the evidence of his arousal nudges my hip. It’s heady, knowing how turned on he is, even with his friends not twenty feet away.

      “I’m still invited?”

      “Rachel, I want you wherever I am.” He glances over his shoulder. “Besides, I think they’re all hard up for female company.”

      “Speak for yourself! I hit it last night,” Tony says.

      “Hit what? The bed when you passed out after two drinks?” The guy who brought in the beer says.

      Jude leads me over to the spread of food.

      Beer guy points a finger at Tony. “This guy talks, but don’t believe a word he says. He’s also a lightweight.”

      “Guys, this is Rachel. Rachel, this is Lonzo, that’s Eddie, and well, you already know this is Tony.”

      “Nice to meet you all.”

      “Rachel’s gonna join us for tonight’s game, if that’s all right.”

      I expect maybe a little push back—after all, I am invading their guy time—but I swear their smiles only grow wider as they nod and shout out their approval.

      “Grab a plate and one of the beers from Lonzo’s stash before all the good stuff is gone. I’m gonna run down and walk Walter real quick.”

      “Want me to make you a plate?”

      “Yeah, thanks.” Jude grabs Walter and heads out the door.

      “Rachel, what did you do to our man? He’s never smiled so much, and I’ve known him for five years.”

      “How did you two meet? When?”

      “Do you love him? Of course you do. You’re here.”

      The questions fire rapidly. “Uh, I don’t know how to answer any of that.” I don’t know how close Jude is with these guys, or what he shares. Plus, it’s not as if Jude and I are a thing. Not yet anyway, and it’s not as if I’d explain our relationship to a room of strangers. “Y’all are worse than a room full of women!”

      “I like you. You don’t take shit.” Tony turns to the other two guys. “She’s good for him.”

      I hope so, because he’s sure as hell been good to me.

      “Hey, Rachel.” Eddie directs his smile at me, and then flicks his gaze to the door. “How do you feel about practical jokes? And how would you like to drive our competitive friend a little mad?”

      I lean forward against the counter. “Keep talking.”

      Tony chuckles, his laughter warming the entire room. “Yeah, I really like you.”
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      “Let’s go another round.” Jude’s brows scrunch together, a crease forming along his brow from concentration, and irritation. His friends are right; the man hates losing. “Let me deal.”

      “No way.” Tony shakes his head, then shoots me a conspiratorial wink. “Rachel deals this one. You can’t be trusted.”

      A smile pushes onto my lips, and I bite it back. “Your friends warned me about you.” I point across the table and meet Jude’s scowl. “They said I should keep an eye on you.”

      “He’s a total shark.” Lonzo, who I’ve learned is one of Jude’s vendors, grins with a wide, toothy smile.

      “Will take all your money.” Eddie, the owner of five major breweries in the Southern California area, sends me a conspiratorial wink. He’s the one who slipped me a few aces under the table earlier. I still have them. Just waiting for the right time to play them. I was all in for the prank until I found out they were playing for real money and not just fun. Jude covered my buy-in, though I asked him not to. Whatever I make tonight, I plan to give back.

      “I do not cheat.” Jude lets loose a frustrated growl and his friends laugh. “I happen to be better than everyone else. Except for tonight.”

      Eddie pushes away from the table. “Right. Well, then, you don’t need me. It’s getting late for this old man. Good night, everyone.” He waves and gives Walter a scratch on the head before walking to the door.

      Lonzo chuckles, dropping his cards onto the table. “That’s my last hand. It was lovely to meet you, Rachel.” He tips his chin to me, then turns to the head of the table. “Jude, I don’t know why we’re friends.”

      “You love me. Admit it.”

      “Never.” He laughs, and follows Eddie out.

      We shared a lot of laughs tonight. I like them.

      “I’m out as well. Good night.” Tony stands from the table and waves. “You two lovebirds have fun.”

      Jude doesn’t correct him about our relationship. I kind of like that the most. When the front door shuts with a resounding thud, he lifts his brow. “You quitting on me too?”

      Quitting? Hardly. I never thought of cards as foreplay, but they should be. All night I’ve watched Jude’s mouth. His smile. The way his tongue darts out to lick his lips when he’s concentrating. His thumb as it steadily strokes his beer bottle before he lifts it to his mouth. Fuck me. My cheeks heat thinking about it. I haven’t for one second forgotten our almost kiss outside his door. Now that everyone’s gone, there’s nothing holding us back. Except maybe a bundle of nerves. “I thought we were just getting started.”

      Jude nods, his smile playful. “Let’s make this interesting.”

      “What do you have in mind?”

      “Strip.”

      “Excuse me?” My eyebrows shoot up with offense, but inside a thrill races through my body at his command. He’s bossy. Likes being in charge. I’ve no doubt he’ll be that way in the bedroom too.

      “Strip poker. What do you say? Or are you worried you’ll lose?”

      I know what he’s doing, and yet my blood boils a little at his dare. Me, back down from a challenge? Who the hell does he think I am? I shove the deck of cards across the table. Right into his hands. “Deal.”

      The pleased-as-pie smirk that spreads across his lips should fill me with concern, but instead I’m entranced by his beauty. Yeah, if a man can be considered truly beautiful, it’s Jude Lawrence. I am quickly growing addicted.

      “Don’t tell me you’re getting cold feet?”

      My gaze snaps to his. I meet his stare and raise my brows. His question is loaded with implication beyond a simple card game. “Never.” Maybe I should guard my heart better, but I’m all in. Because this right here will change everything. Seeing Jude Lawrence naked isn’t something I can ignore. There are stronger women, I’m sure, but after the week we’ve had together and this tension binding us together, coiling with pressure every second we spend alone, it’s bound to snap. Even though I know what comes after—that sleeping with Jude will eventually bring nothing but heartache—I can’t help but salivate at the idea.

      Am I really doing this? Am I getting naked with Jude Lawrence? The soft swish of the cards as he shuffles them in his capable hands compounds the anticipation. Yeah. Maybe this will be my downfall, but I don’t back down from a challenge, and I’m ready to call this man’s bluff.
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      This isn’t how I saw this going.

      “Cold?” Her brow lifts as she awaits my next move.

      “Hustler,” I mutter under my breath. If my friends could see me now, they’d laugh. I’m sitting in only my boxer briefs, with another losing hand, and I’d find it funny too, if it wasn’t me in the hot seat.

      “What’s that?” Rachel leans closer and it takes all my willpower to not drop my gaze to the valley between her breasts. The deep V neckline of her blouse is almost enough to distract me from my losing streak. She picks up a few of her chips and drops them back into her pile. “I can’t hear you over all my winnings.”

      “You.” My gaze narrows, but my lips pull wide with a smile. “You little hustler.”

      She leans back into her chair, a satisfied smirk in place as she crosses her legs. “I don’t know what you’re implying. I won these rounds fair and square.”

      She did. I can’t figure it out. It’s as if she made a deal with the devil. It’s the only explanation I can come up with. Why else would I be down to my underwear while she’s only lost a shoe. Fuck, I’ve lost my game. The universe has never done me so wrong. Strip poker is always good for at least a glimpse of a bra. Nip slip. Something. Instead, I adjust myself and resist the urge to shiver, because fuck, why do I run my AC so low?

      “You wanna quit?” Rachel hums from her side of the table. “I’d understand. It’s okay; we all lose sometimes.”

      I am not a quitter or a loser. “One more round.”

      “You really want me to see your dick that badly?” She means it as a joke. She’s only poking fun at my run of bad luck. But she has no clue exactly how accurate she is. I want her to see me, all of me. In fact, it’s all I’ve been dreaming of. But not like this. In my fantasies, she’s also naked. Her hands on me. That mouth too. Fuck . . . now, instead of worrying about shrinkage, I have the opposite problem. I hope she’s not offended if my dick pops out to greet her at her next win.

      I shuffle the cards one last time, cut the deck, and deal.

      She picks up her cards, holding them in front of her face so I can’t see the grin on those full lips. Instead, I focus on her eyes. They’re playful. Bright in spite of the late hour. Lit with desire, and looking directly at me. “Don’t try to sneak a glimpse at my cards.” Her threat is full of mirth. She discards one card and I deal her another.

      But her cards are the last thing in this room I want a peek of. Placing my hand on the table—a pair of three’s, which is not all that great—I let loose a sigh. I hate losing, but there’s something thrilling in the anticipation of Rachel’s reaction when I drop my boxers. I discard and pick up three more cards, setting them face down without looking. “Call.”

      “You’re not even gonna look first?”

      I pick up my beer bottle to take a long pull. “I like risks.”

      Her smile fills all the broken and jagged spaces in my heart. One by one she drops her cards to the table in wicked satisfaction. I expect a flush, maybe a full house, but what I don’t see coming is the trash hand after she’s won so many rounds. Her deep laughter bounces around the room.

      “I won.” A twinge of disappointment rushes through my mind. Then shock and jubilation fill my chest as my eyes dart from her cards to mine. I can’t believe my eyes. “I won!”

      “You did.” She bites her lower lip, and her gaze roves my body. “I guess you get to keep your undies. Pity.”

      Wait, what? Is that disappointment I see in her eyes. “Oh, I could be persuaded.”

      “What should I take off?” She completely ignores my comment.

      I try for another tactic, loving the blaze in her eyes when I challenge her. “Don’t be a chicken shit, Rachel. No more shoes. Go big.”

      “Oh?”

      “Shirt or pants. Come on. I dare you.”

      “Hmm,” she presses her lips together as if she’s actually considering. But this temptress has a mean poker face. I can’t tell if she’s toying with me. “Since you’ve already seen me with no pants . . .” She tilts her head, a sultry smile tugging at her lips. The chair legs groan against the floor as she stands.

      Fuck. This is happening. Really happening. I’m finally going to get a glimpse of the perfect, full breasts I’ve been fantasizing about every night this week. I know she doesn’t always wear a bra. I’ve seen her nipples pressed against her shirts. Fuck me. Thank you, universe. Thank you, strip poker. All the losses tonight will have been worth this one moment.

      Her fingers grip the hem of her blouse. They tease the fabric, and I’m certain if I looked, I’d find a playful glint in her stare, but my gaze is glued to that hemline. Waiting. Wanting. Practically salivating for a glimpse of smooth tan skin.

      Her shirt lifts—painfully slow—or is that hard? Fuck, it’s my dick. I adjust myself again, attempting in vain to tuck my semi-hard state in the confines of my boxer briefs. Then my attention is stolen. Completely captured, because Rachel’s shirt is moving. One inch. Two. Three. My eyes drink up her perfect skin as the fabric lifts closer and closer to what I want most.

      Ding dong.

      Walter bounds from his spot in the corner. Yapping and barking as if he’s a two-hundred-pound guard dog and not a ten-pound Chihuahua mutt.

      “Expecting more company?” Rachel asks, her shirt back in place, abdomen covered by the offending fabric.

      “No,” I grit out, still not able to move from my spot at the table. My dreams dashed, in one bloody moment. My losing streak back to bite me in the ass. And I never even got to see the promised land.

      “Did you need me to . . ?” Her question trails off as her gaze takes in my mostly naked form, then to the door. Maybe if her eyes were full of something other than restrained humor, I’d appreciate this moment, but instead it only further increases my frustration.

      She thinks this is funny.

      She doesn’t want to see my dick.

      The universe is having a good laugh. “I’ve got it.” I cover my crotch and stand, almost knocking the chair to its back in the process, then stomp toward the door.

      Walter races forward, his yaps increasing the closer we get to the door. He goes apeshit when the bell rings again.

      “Coming. Damn it,” I grumble to no one other than myself. I don’t know who could be at the door at this hour, but it better be fucking important.

      I yank open the door to find one of the building’s night security guards waiting. “Mr. Lawrence. So sorry.”

      I glance down the hall, then back at him.

      “We tried phoning you, and I wouldn’t have disturbed you given the late hour, but . . .”

      “Good God, what is it?”

      “There’s a man downstairs demanding to see you. He’s causing a scene, and we’d call the police to take care of it, it’s just—” He clears his throat and shifts his weight to his other foot. “He claims he’s your father.”

      My stomach dips with disappointment. Dread. Understanding as I remember today’s date. Damn it. I should have expected this. Seen it coming. Fuck. I can’t believe I forgot. I’ve never forgotten, not since— My eyes clench tight with pain. “Right. Yes. I’ll be down. Just give me a second to—” Put on pants. Get dressed. Did I really answer the door in my boxers? Thank God it’s just the security team, but what if it were a client. Worse, a journalist.

      “Of course, Mr. Lawrence. I’ll meet you downstairs.”

      I don’t bother with formalities and close the door to retrieve my clothes.

      “Jude?” Rachel’s gaze is on my every move, but I can’t bring myself to meet her stare. “Everything okay?”

      “Yeah, fine.” But it’s not. It never is. Doesn’t matter how much of a fortune I amass, or that I have my own condo to hide away, my past always catches up with me. Fuck. I can’t believe I forgot. “I might be a little while. Don’t wait up.”

      “Oh.” She backs up, the openness of her features closing at my gruff words. She swallows hard and almost appears sad. Hurt. “Sure. Yeah.”

      Fuck. I hate that I ruined our good night by putting that look on her gorgeous face. I want to explain. I should. But I don’t have the time. Without another word, I shove my arms through my shirt and grab my phone before heading out the door. I don’t look back to see the disappointment on her face, but I know it’s there all the same. That alone guts me more than it should.
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      “You tell that piece of shit I’m not leaving until I speak with him! You hear me, you overpaid antpiss?” He’s drunk off his ass. Not the first time, and certainly not the last, but it’s been awhile since I’ve seen my dear old dad, and old hurts resurface instantly at the sight.

      “I’m here. You can stop abusing the staff.”

      My father turns toward my voice, his features twisting with disgust. “Aren’t you the important one now. Finally decide to grace me with your presence?”

      “What do you want?”

      “I disrupt your night?”

      Of course he did. More than he knows, but I won’t give him the satisfaction of knowing so. “What do you want?” We both know it’s not love.

      “You know.” He scoffs, and the sound is full of malice.

      I start to shake my head, because I don’t want to remember everything from before, not when I can’t get the images of her final days out of my head. Mom. The only reason he’s drunk and in my building on a Friday night. It’s her birthday. A sour taste hits my mouth, along with an urge to strike out at my father. But I can’t. As much as I hate him. As much as I never want to be like him, I can’t bring myself to punish him. I don’t need to; he’s already doing it to himself.

      Guilt. Shame. Regret. They age his features more than time ever will.

      “Let’s get you home.”

      “I loved her. I always did.”

      I swallow, not wanting to hear his confession. I already know his sins, but I’m unable to offer him absolution. “Samuel.” I turn to the security guard. “Get us a car? I’ll wait outside.”

      “Yes, Mr. Lawrence.”

      “You got it all. Yeah. Everything I had and more.” My father’s arms open wide and he attempts to take a few steps without stumbling. “Think I don’t see? You got it all. All on your own. Proved me wrong. Made yourself a man all on your own. That a ‘fuck you’ for me? ’Cause it don’t bring her back.”

      “This isn’t about you.” I hate how he sees. How his words hit so close to the truth.

      “Isn’t it, though?” He laughs to himself, and the sound grates on my patience. He steps forward and trips, but I catch him before he falls. The stench of alcohol hits my face with his next breath. “No matter. All that money, your fancy cars, everyone’s respect, it won’t bring you peace.”

      “And you’d know that how, exactly?” My words are defensive, and instantly I regret that I’ve shown him how much he’s gotten to me. I reach back for the only insult that’ll steer his focus elsewhere. “You drink too much, old man.”

      “Fuck off.” He shoves away from me, teetering for balance before he rights himself.

      A black town car pulls to the curb. The driver gets out and comes around to open the back door. “Mr. Lawrence, where to this evening?”

      “Return him safely to his home, please.”

      “I don’t have a home,” my father grumbles, but slides into the back seat without argument.

      “Don’t take him anywhere else. Make sure he gets inside. Discreetly.” I pull out my phone to retrieve the address. “I’ll make sure you’re appropriately compensated for your time.”

      The driver nods, entering the location onto his navigation.

      I glance in the back of the car to find my father already passed out. I should hate him. I shouldn’t care what happens—how much he drinks, or where he goes, but despite everything that’s transpired, I can’t seem to stop. My entire adult life I’ve fought to prove him wrong. To make my mother proud. As much as I don’t want to be like the bastard, in some ways we’re exactly the same. We’re both searching for affirmation and forgiveness we’ll never receive. Impossible, because she’s dead.

      I shut the car door and slam my eyes on the memories that threaten to assault me. I can’t believe I forgot her birthday. I’ve never done that before. I was so wrapped up in Rachel. In our flirting, the fun, the pursuit, that I completely forgot about the only woman who ever truly loved me. Guilt, thick and toxic, seeps into my veins and slows my steps as I turn back inside the building. “I’m sorry, Mom,” I whisper to myself, not caring if the building staff sees a few tears fall.

      Shame, for not being able to save her, for not being much different than my father, worse, for moving on from her memory. My mouth salivates, and I know exactly what I’ll be reaching for the moment I’m back on my floor. The urge to drink it all away makes me as pathetic as my father. Fitting. What if my father is right? I’ve been a fool to think I could outrun my past. That I could right old wrongs.

      Inside my condo, I walk straight to the kitchen and produce my most expensive bottle of Scotch. I take out a solitary glass, a sad, empty thing. Will I always be sad and alone on this day? Only, I’m not alone tonight. Rachel is here. Though, not in the way I want her to be. God, I’d give my soul to get lost in her tonight. She’d make me forget better than any bottle. But she deserves better, and I won’t use her or her body to comfort my pain. I wonder what she’d think of me if she knew what a fuck up I truly am. That all this is just a ruse, a mask to cover the brokenness that can’t be mended.

      I don’t have to wonder long, though. Because before I drink my first glass, her sweet voice interrupts my inner tirade of self-hate.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            34

          

          

      

    

    







            Rachel

          

        

      

    

    
      Heavy footfalls along with the slam of the door is the only indication of Jude’s return. He doesn’t call my name, or play with Walter. The place is silent but for a few sounds from the kitchen.

      I wasn’t sure when he’d return, so I busied myself clearing a few of the empty bottles and wiping down the counters in the kitchen before going back to my room. I shut off all the lights but for the entryway, anticipating he’d be gone awhile. There was a desperation to the way he quickly dressed, a coldness to his hasty retreat. Something was wrong. Gone was the flirting, happy-go-lucky man from this evening.

      As I pad to the kitchen and find him pouring a tumbler of hard liquor in the near dark, my gut turns with an ominous feeling. Whatever this is, it’s bad.

      “Jude?” I don’t know how to help him, but I want to.

      “Go.” His command is hard, unfeeling, and his gaze doesn’t lift to mine.

      I walk around the kitchen island. Anger rolls off his body in waves. My gaze roves his body to make sure he’s not hurt, but his clothes are in place, and the only thing visibly wrong is the scowl etched on his face. Someone or something did this to him.

      “Rachel. Go away.” Mean Jude is persistent.

      So am I. “No.”

      He lifts his gaze, surprise in the lift of his brows. “No?”

      “You were holding out on me.” I close the space between us and reach over his shoulder to retrieve a glass tumbler. The bare skin of my forearm brushes his and a shiver of lust runs down my spine, but I push the desire away. By the look in his eyes, something big has shifted, something dark has stolen the lightness in his soul. He’s fragile, masquerading as tough. I force a teasing softness into my next words in an effort to calm the brewing storm of his mood. “Tell me why we’ve been drinking cheap beer all night when you’ve been hiding the good Scotch.”

      When he doesn’t say anything, I pull up the barstool at his right and sit, pushing my empty glass toward his bottle. That’s right. I’m staying.

      “I won’t be nice,” he says, but fills my glass anyway.

      “Okay.” I shrug with nonchalance, when inside I’m not sure I know what I’m doing. There’s something unhinged in his stare. A forceful energy waiting to let loose. I could be playing with danger.

      He lifts his glass. “I’m sorry.” He clinks the Scotch against mine, and then lifts the liquor to his lips for a long sip.

      I do the same. It burns. Oh, fuck does it burn, but soon the warm feeling will wrap around me and further loosen my inhibitions. Maybe that’s why I’m still here. I want to see Jude without pretense. Without his mask of armor. “What are you apologizing for?”

      “Anything I say or do from here on out.” He scoffs, and the pain in his eyes as they train on the glass of Scotch should be enough to make me look away. But I don’t. “Don’t hold it against me. Normally . . . I’m stronger.”

      I reach out, needing him to meet my gaze. “You don’t have to apologize.” My fingers skim over his hand.

      “That’s my line.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      He holds his glass up and studies the contents. The amber liquid inside the beveled crystal tumbler sends diamonds of light across the shadows of his face. “Did you know I never graduated from college?”

      “Okay . . .” I glance around his posh condo. Think about his luxury car, and how he seemingly knows half the celebrities in Los Angeles. Does he think I care about that? Maybe it matters in the circles he moves in. A soft chuckle leaves my lips. “I think you’re doing just fine.”

      “I dropped out.”

      I don’t follow, or understand why he feels the need to confess this. So instead of asking questions, I wait. The silence between us builds, the quiet as biting and hard to swallow as my drink.

      “My parents split when I was in high school.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. It was for the best. My father wasn’t a good man. He never treated my mom well. Always talked down to her. Always negative.” He takes a gulp and dips his chin. Hair falls forward on his face, hiding his eyes from my view. “I don’t think they ever would have married if it weren’t for me. My mom was too good for him. The best kind of person there was in the world.” He laughs but there’s no humor in the sound. “But my father. Oh, my dear old dad—now he’s a piece of work. They split after my dad went to jail.”

      Jude downs the contents of his glass, then fills it to the brim and gulps more down.

      I don’t know what to say. Or how to make him feel better. His trust in sharing this with me feels important, monumental, and I give him what I have to offer. My presence. Understanding. Compassion.

      “He scammed tons of people out of their retirement investments. His company was the reason families lost everything they’d spent their lives working for. He’s a shitbag of a human. Cut himself a deal to lessen his jail time by ratting out others involved in the scheme. Not because he felt personal responsibility or guilt. But because he wanted out in ten years.

      “We lost everything. Went from never wanting to poverty in an instant. The community, friends who were like family my entire life, shunned us. My dad stole from them—his own neighbors and friends. Some people thought my mom was in on it, but she had no idea. People don’t care, though. Guilty by association. You find out real quick who your friends are when you have nothing.”

      My heart aches for what he went through. I picture him as a young teen, and how devastating it must’ve been to experience such betrayal from the man who was meant to love and protect him.

      “The prep school I attended let me stay on scholarship. I wanted to leave. Move to a new town and make a fresh start, but Mom wouldn’t hear it. She said we weren’t guilty. We had no reason to be ashamed or leave.”

      “Oh, Jude.” I reach out to soothe him. I can’t help myself. My fingers run along his shoulder blades in what I hope is comfort. He stills, and for a second I wonder if he’ll push me away, but he doesn’t.

      “I hated the loss of power most. I couldn’t do anything. I had nothing. No means. The charity was hard to accept, but it was about survival. My mom never made a big deal. She said a lesson in humility wasn’t the worst thing for me.” He swishes the liquid in his glass and clenches his jaw as if he’s in physical pain. He drinks again. Refills the cup. “She was right, of course. We lived off scholarships, food boxes, and the kindness of others for the first year until Mom was able to find solid work. But the pity was the worst. People who’d looked at me like I was a god, now treated me as if I was pathetic. A lost little puppy. I hated that my father did that to us. To me. I hated him. I still hate him.”

      “Understandable. You were just a boy.”

      “Grew up real quick. No other choice. I thought that was rock bottom. I had no clue.” He blows out a breath, and drops his chin, his shoulders hunching forward as his forearms brace against the counter’s ledge. When he lifts his gaze to mine there’s so much pain in his eyes, I have to bite back the urge to cry. Dread fills my stomach. “I worked hard. Got a scholarship to UCLA. My mom worked nights for the shift differential, but we spent every Sunday together. Went to the beach. Took the bus all over the city. Things were going good. Nothing to brag about, but we were making it on our own. My mom smiled again. We were a team, she and I.” He scrubs his hands over his face. His eyes cloud with unshed tears. He blinks. A few fall. He rubs his palms against his eyes, hiding them from me. “We didn’t have much money, but we were happy.”

      Were. His past tense use of the word churns the foreboding curling in my gut. I brace myself, my shoulders sagging with the depth of his sadness. This story doesn’t have a happy ending.

      “She got sick. And turns out happiness isn’t everything. Without money, there aren’t a lot of options. A month into my first semester, I had to drop out.”

      I press my lips together so I won’t cry, but a few tears fall anyway.

      “Lost my scholarship, but that didn’t bother me. I only wish we’d known sooner. She hadn’t been feeling well, but put off going to a doctor. She didn’t have time to get sick. That’s what she always said. Fuck, Rachel. It took her so quick.”

      He tips back his drink, draining the contents in one swallow. His tears fall freely and without pretense. This time, he doesn’t try to hide them or wipe them away.

      I pull him to me, and he lets me. This big, strong, self-assured man leans his face into my shoulder and sobs. Ugly, heartbreaking cries. His arms weave around my waist and hold on—as if I’m his life raft and he’s lost in an ocean of hurt. The pain threatens to rip me apart, but I stay strong. For him. Because he needs me. I might not have much, but after all this man has given me, I can be his rock. Hold him as he cries.

      “Maybe I should thank my old man.” He sniffles and lifts his head. “If it weren’t for him, I wouldn’t be the person I am today. Wouldn’t have worked so hard to get where I am. I have made it my life’s mission to never lose that security that comes with money. My mom and I were happy. If he hadn’t been in jail, if he hadn’t lost everything, we would have had the money to get her the best doctors in the world. We could’ve had more time.”

      “I’m sorry you lost so much. I’m sorry you had to go through that.” I caress my palm against his cheek, holding his gaze with mine. “I wish I could take that from you.”

      “Those aren’t your sins to apologize for.”

      “He showed up tonight?”

      “Always on her birthday.”

      Oh, Jude. That’s why he’s out of sorts. That’s why he’s hurting.

      “I just want to be happy again. That’s why I work so hard. That’s why I’ve built all this.” He looks around his condo, but there’s a longing in his eyes.

      “Are you?” The question flies from my lips without thinking.

      “Huh?”

      “Happy?”

      He stares at me. His lips parted, breath shallow, and eyes burning with an emotion I can’t name. I wait him out. Wanting, needing his answer.

      “This past week. With you.” He licks his lips, mashes them together and inhales slowly. “I think I could be.”

      The energy between us charges. I hold my breath. My hand still on his shoulder. His arm still around my waist. Our gazes connect and I can’t look away.

      In his eyes I find hurt. Fresh and raw. But also, I see hope. Possibility. A vulnerability that promises everything I’ve ever desired.

      “Rachel.” His voice is a gravely whisper.

      I lean closer. My gaze drops to his lips. I want to take away his pain. Fix this. Fix him. I want to kiss him.

      “Shit.” Jude groans out the word. One second he’s upright, the next his head drops and his body shifts. He falls off the barstool, onto his knees. He blinks up at me, his eyes still bright from tears. “I think I’m gonna be sick.”

      Shit. My lust-filled thoughts evaporate and I spring into action.

      I help him to his feet, and together we stumble down the hall. I get him in the bathroom just in time, and stand watch as he upchucks the contents of his stomach into the toilet. Better that than anywhere else. Besides, I’ll sleep better tonight knowing he doesn’t have half a bottle of whisky sitting in his system. As it is, he’ll be nursing one hell of a hangover. Once he pukes, washes up, and brushes his teeth, I help him into his room to undress. More difficult a task, and way less sexual than I always imagined, what with him being seconds from passing out. We’re working on borrowed time, because once he’s down I don’t think I’ll be able to move him.

      “I’m really happy you’re here.” His head lolls, fighting sleep. The fresh mint of his toothpaste hits me in the face and I help keep him upright.

      “Me too.” I shuffle him backward until he’s sitting on the bed, then tug his pants from where they still gather at his ankles.

      He flops back onto the mattress, and I pull up the sheet to cover his body. I smooth back the locks of his hair. With his eyes shut and breathing softly, he looks perfectly fine. Not as if his heart’s been shredded to pieces. “Rest.”

      His eyes flutter open, and he reaches out to grab my wrist. “Don’t leave me. Please.” It’s the please that does me in. I fall for him completely with that request, my soul open and tumbling toward his in reckless abandon. I couldn’t stop it if I tried.

      “I won’t,” I whisper, laying down next to him. Holding my breath until his eyelids drop and he gives in to sleep. I won’t leave him. Not tonight. Not until he wants me to leave. “I promise.”
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      My mouth tastes like cotton, and my head throbs as I crack open my eyes. They burn, ache, and the soft light in the room is too much. I shift under the covers, and freeze when my arm touches another body. Her hair covers most of her face and her body curls into the shape of an S as her shoulders lift, then fall with the rhythm of her breaths. Sweet. Good. Perfect. Everything I don’t deserve, but want anyway.

      Memories of last night assault me. My dad showing up. Drinking in the kitchen. Rachel holding me as I bawl. Fuck, she must think I’m pathetic. Embarrassment creeps into my conscience. I can’t face her. Not when my eyes still burn from crying. My pulse races and my skin feels too tight for my body. My body caged in this condo. A restless energy thrums in my veins and I know from experience, if I don’t let it out, I’ll lash out. Slipping from the bed without waking her, I head to the guest room, change into my swimsuit and grab the keys to my jeep. My board and wet suit are inside, ready to go. A morning in the fresh air and water is just what I need to bring myself back to life.

      Still hungover, the waves provide the brutal punishment I need. Sometimes, out here, I wonder if anyone would care or notice if they swallowed me whole. Sure, my clients appreciate what I can do for them, but would anyone even miss me if I were gone? Maybe Chance, Aubrey, Tony, Lonzo, and Eddie would be a little sad. Walter would be lost, at least until he won over the heart of a new owner.

      I’ve always been okay with being detached enough for an easy exit, never letting anyone get too close. But now. Damn. Rachel makes me wish for more. An existence of belonging. Of loving and being loved. But after last night, I’m not sure Rachel is interested in that with me. How can I blame her? As much as I’ve worked to overcome it, my past is a part of who I am. I come with baggage, and I won’t fault her for not wanting to take that on.

      For the rest of this weekend, I will let her set the pace. Give her the freedom to leave if she’s ready. Man, I hope she’ll stay. That she’ll still want to be friends. I value her presence in my life, and even if I’m relegated to an eternity of the friend zone, I’ll find a way to be content.

      On my walk back to the truck, I down a breakfast burrito from the food stand and I’m a new man. Ready to tackle another day. To take over the world. Or, at the very least, meet Rachel’s gaze without shame for last night.

      I’m riding the elevator back to my condo when my phone buzzes.

      Reminder: In 1 hour Tour Club

      Fuck. I forgot the appointment. It’s the last thing I want to do, but duty calls and I need it done. I’d planned on inviting Rachel to join me, but now . . . Fuck, I don’t know where I stand, but I might as well ask. I have nothing to lose, and she already must think I’m a pathetic excuse for a man.

      Inside the condo, my nerves bubble up all over again. I need to make things right. I need to apologize for last night. Rachel was good to me. A better friend than any I’ve ever had before, and what did I do? I snuck out without a word, or even leaving a note. I almost want her to be angry. That’d be easier to approach than more sympathy.

      I follow the sound of a cupboard closing, and find her in my kitchen drinking a cup of coffee. Her face brightens with a soft smile. “Hey.”

      I exhale the breath I didn’t realize I was holding. “Hi.”

      “How are you feeling this morning?”

      “Better.”

      “Good.” She smiles again, giving me an out. She’s not mad, or acting weird, or wanting to bring up last night, which takes me by surprise. “Coffee?”

      “Yeah. Thank you.”

      She pours two cups and gets out the creamer and sugar.

      “Oh, I keep meaning to give you this.” I open a drawer, and retrieve the extra key and security fob I ordered a few days ago. I slide them to her on the counter. “I’m sorry I didn’t get them to you sooner. I want you to be comfortable. To be able to come and go without me.” I should’ve given them to her at the beginning of the week. Selfishly, I wanted all her time. I don’t regret it, either.

      “A key?” She lifts her brows and tilts her chin. “But I’m only here two more nights.”

      Don’t remind me. “Yeah.”

      She opens her mouth as if she wants to ask more questions.

      I cut her off before she does. “What are your plans today?”

      “Nothing.” She shrugs, her gaze falling to the counter.

      “Good.” I lean my hip against the counter, and adopt my best gets-whatever-he-wants smolder. I haven’t used it much on Rachel—I assume she’s immune, because none of my usual tricks and moves work on her. But for this it doesn’t hurt to pull out all the stops. I really don’t want to go alone. “How do you feel about educational tours?”

      The start of a smile tugs at her lips. “Is that code for something I don’t want to know?”

      Probably. “Down to tag along on a field trip?”

      She takes a sip of coffee, setting it down on the counter with a laugh. “Aren’t you sick of me yet?”

      Not in the slightest. “I could use the company.”

      Her lips press together and she looks as though she might say yes.

      “Come with me, Rachel.” I steeple my hands at my chest. I’m not beyond begging. “Please? I need a buddy. I don’t want to do this alone.”

      She laughs. “Then why are you going?”

      “It’s for a client.”

      “Of course it is.” She rolls her eyes playfully. I can’t even be offended. I take my work seriously, and she knows this. “Fine. When do you need to leave?”

      “Thirty minutes. I need to shower first.” I take a swig of coffee, then set the mug in the sink. “You can protect my virtue.”

      “Jude.” She sets down her drink, a skeptical glint to her stare. “What kind of tour is this?”

      I meet her gaze. “A sex club.”

      “You’re joking.” Her eyes widen.

      “I wish.” I chuckle at the look of shock on her face. I snap my fingers and point at her as I back out of the kitchen. “Be ready to go in thirty.”

      She shakes her head, her expression a mixture of repulsion and astonishment. “I’m not going to a sex club with you.”

      “Why?” I take a few more backward steps, smiling at the glare she levels my way. “Afraid you won’t be able to control yourself?”

      She sputters and I disappear into the guest bathroom for a shower before she can protest any further.
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      I don’t consider myself a prude. I’ve always been open-minded when it comes to people, situations, and sex. But spending my Saturday at an exclusive sex club with Jude? Yeah, this sends my comfort zone out the window of a skyscraper. My gut is a ball of nerves and my senses are hyperaware. Even though we are the only two people in the facility besides the owner—I mean, Mistress—I’m nervous. Not that I’m scared of Jude. He wouldn’t do anything without my permission. But everything inside these rooms speaks to depraved sex and animalistic desires, and I’m not sure how I feel about it. The rich, dark colors and thick, heavy fabrics of the decor scream wealth and power. The sexual toys and implements promise kinky pain and pleasure.

      “If you’d like, I can guide you with a tour. Answer your questions. Help with any demonstrations?” Mistress addresses Jude, her gaze intense, and there is zero question in my mind that she’d love to play with him. She’s all but ignored my presence since taking the NDAs and insurance forms we were required to sign.

      Yeah, this is not the standard field trip. My parents would be horrified. My brother would encourage me to enjoy any hands-on opportunities. Good thing I made Jude promise on the way over we would never speak of this with anyone, ever.

      Jude, ever the embodiment of sophistication and composure in his custom-tailored suit, gives me a quick glance before answering her. “I think we’ll just have a look around, if that’s okay? I can follow up with you afterward? Should only take about twenty minutes or so, as we discussed.”

      Her lips quirk up with the start of a smile. “That’s agreeable. I’ll be in my office.” She nods at a closed door. “But I will have to take your cell phones. No photography within the facility.”

      “Of course.” Jude hands over his cell.

      I do the same.

      “I’ll have to check your bag.” She eyes my purse.

      I’m normally good at small talk and will strike up conversation with anyone, but this woman exudes a level of dominance that is seriously intimidating. I hand over my bag. “You can keep it. I mean, hold it.” My heart races in my chest as she lifts her brows. I laugh nervously. “I’ll get it when we check out.”

      “Your plaything is a little nervous.” She smiles at Jude. “Just the way I like them. Sure you don’t want help?”

      Jude smiles back but for a split second I swear his jaw clenches with irritation. “Not today.”

      “Very well, then.” She eyes me again but this time her gaze is full of interest—in me. “Payment.” She holds an open hand out to Jude.

      He hands over a wad of cash. “Everything we discussed.”

      “And the cleaning deposit for if you make a mess?”

      I gulp imagining what kind of messes get left behind.

      “It’s there.”

      She walks to an intricate iron door, pulls out a set of keys, and unlocks it. “Have at it, then.”

      Jude’s hand falls to the small of my back and he pushes me forward. Logically, I understand we are only here for research purposes. The club has a zero photography policy not only to ensure the protection of its clients, but also to maintain an air of exclusivity. One of Jude’s clients wants this particular room replicated, which is why Jude asked me to come along and pretend we’re a couple interested in joining the club. I’m certain the cash he handed over allows us private access more than our lie of membership interest.

      Yet, even though I know all of those things, there’s something about the possessiveness in Jude’s posture that sends a thrill down my spine as we pass Mistress and enter the room. The door shuts with a resounding click at my back, one that seems to reverberate through the total silence.

      Jude doesn’t drop his hand, and the warmth of his palm sends heat throughout my body. I wonder what it would feel like to have his touch everywhere. He’s always so certain, moving with purpose and confidence, there’s no doubt in my mind he would be an amazing lover.

      A shiver runs up my spine, my pulse beats loudly to my own ears, and heat floods my cheeks as I imagine the fun we could have in this room. Sexy, naked, delicious fun. I don’t dare look at him. My control is teetering on a vulnerable ledge, and after last night I’m not certain which way it should fall. The more I discover about Jude Lawrence, the more I want him, but is that really a good idea? My legs press together, the ache between them begging for some kind of release even though it’s momentarily out of the question. I am not throwing myself at Jude in a sex club, even if it is empty and all ours for the next twenty minutes.

      I scramble for something clever to say, a joke, or really anything at all to break the building tension. My eyes land on a bench resembling the one we picked up the other night. “Oh!” I skip over to it with more enthusiasm than necessary, just to put some space between us. “This is the same as the one you bought from the creepy guy.” I pat the leather then yank my hand back when I realize the amount of naked skin and bodily fluids that’s probably touched it.

      Jude’s chuckle wraps around me like a warm blanket. “Yes, same builder.”

      I turn my back to the bench, my gaze following Jude as he walks around. “So thorough.”

      He purses his lips and nods, pausing to meet my gaze only a second. “You have no idea.”

      Uncertain whether he intends his words to be full of innuendo and promise—God, I hope they are—I busy myself with inspecting the room. Not that he needs my help re-creating it for his client, but it gives me something to think about other than the room’s intent.

      Jude stops at the wall where there’s an apparatus affixed with different hooks, wooden beams, and leather straps. He lifts his gaze, notices me staring, and I swear his eyes melt into a different shade of brown. Darker. Deeper. “Would you . . ?” His brows lift.

      “Uh,” I manage to squeak.

      My eloquent answer brings a smile to his lips. “Unless you’re scared I’ll tie you up and leave you here.” The lightness to his tone settles my unease.

      I roll my eyes and strut over. “You better not.” I examine the crossed bars of wood and metal and rope. It’s rather confusing. I hope he knows what he’s doing. Maybe I should be worried, but I’m not. No, I’m excited. I love the idea of being at Jude’s mercy. I force an exasperated sigh through my lips, playing off the desire thrumming through my veins. “Where do you want me?”

      “Oh, Rachel, I thought you’d never ask.” He grins but there’s a deviousness to his smile that makes me hope for more.

      I lean my back against the wall and lift my hands, palms up for him to take. “Tie me up, Captain.” My voice is breathless, almost comically so.

      His booming laughter shakes his chest, his head tipping back as a smile so free and uninhibited takes over his face. God, he’s beautiful. He shakes his head, taking one of my hands in his. “I think it’s supposed to be Master. Captains are for sailing and rugby.” His fingers encircle one of my wrists, and lift it high to fasten over my head. He has to take a step forward to reach the desired height, his chest brushing against my breasts. His next breath hits the shell of my ear.

      “Rugby?” I whisper. Not sure why, other than with him so close it seems appropriate. “What are you, British?”

      He chuckles. God, I love making him smile. Being responsible for his joy. “Possibly. Maybe I should do one of those ancestry DNA tests.” He reaches back up to adjust the buckle at my wrist.

      “You should.” I gulp as his chin turns toward me. We’re practically cheek to cheek, and if he turns a little more his lips would be on mine. “But I’m not calling you Master.”

      His brows lift, but he doesn’t appear offended. In fact, I get the impression he enjoys my feisty spirit. “Well, what would you call me, then? I need a good Dom name.”

      “The Dealer.”

      “Nah. Sounds like a hitman.” He knocks my feet apart with his knee, a grin on his lips. “Wider.”

      Fuck. That’s hot. I resist the urge to slam my eyes shut. I imagine him giving the same command with us naked and me bent over in front of him. “Dirty Dealer,” I breathe out on a tight exhale.

      His jaw tenses, and he nods, letting out a sound of what must be agreement, though it also could moonlight as a tortured growl.

      He drops to his knees and widens my stance even further, affixing my ankles in their own ties so I’m spread wide, my lower half resembling the bottom of an X. I still have one hand free and the urge to run my fingers through his hair is almost too much. There’s something about the length of it, the slight curl at the ends, that begs for my touch.

      When both ankles are secure, he glances up, his eyes molten with desire under his dark lashes. “Too tight?” The look in his hungry gaze steals my breath and I swear if I weren’t fastened to the wall, I’d fall over.

      All I can do is nod my chin.

      He doesn’t break eye contact as he rises to his full height. It’s as if an invisible band tightens between us, drawing him closer with each passing second. Want. Desire. Need. Emotion undeniable and real coils in the space between us until we’re practically sharing the same breath.

      If someone had told me last week that I’d be tied to a wall of a sex club, begging for a man I’d known less than two weeks to kiss me, I’d have thought they were crazy. Now. Now, that didn’t sound crazy at all. It sounded just about perfect.

      In a move that I think shocks us both, I grip the fabric of his tie with my free hand and tug him so his chest is completely pressed to mine. “Kiss me.”

      He licks his lips, his gaze darting to mine. “I’m supposed to be the Dom in this situation.”

      He’s so close.

      I strain forward, but because of the ties I can’t quite reach him. “Well, you’re doing a poor job.”

      “Are you questioning my competency as your Dirty Dealer?” His lips kick up at the edges. His jaw scrapes along mine as his mouth goes to my ear. “I may have to spank you for that.”

      Heat spreads to my core. “Promise?”

      “Fuck, Rachel.” Jude pulls back and swallows thickly, as if he’s trying to fight this pull between us. I don’t know why, but I’d like for him to let go and give in already. His gaze levels mine, and the depths of his eyes appear almost as tortured as his words. “What are you doing to me?”

      “The same thing you’re doing to me.” Honesty. I know he wants me. I saw evidence of that the other night. I want him too. In this moment, there’s nothing I’d like more. “Kiss me, Jude. Please.”

      He leans closer, his body big and pressed to mine. “I like hearing you beg.” He shifts his hips forward and I feel how much so.

      “Don’t get used to it,” I say, but there’s no fight left to my voice. Not when he’s going to give me exactly what I want. What we’ve both been fighting and denying.

      His lips crush against mine, and we’re kissing. Oh, God. We’re kissing. Finally. It’s as if something shatters inside. Control. But also the fear that’s held me back from taking what I want, what I’ve been wanting. Him.

      I thread my free hand around his neck, bringing him impossibly closer. Like everything about us, it’s a battle, full of push and pull, taking and receiving. My entire body lights up, energy pulsing and ready to unleash. The sensation of being tied up only enhances the pleasure of his lips on mine. I tug at his hair and he releases a groan that goes straight to my clit. Fuck. I want to come so badly, I might actually cry if I don’t find release.

      As if he understands my frustration—or maybe he’s as eager to move this forward—Jude’s palms caress the sides of my body. One grabs the fleshy part of my hip, his fingers digging into my skin and making me gasp. “Fuck, yes. Rachel,” he whispers, and his other hand strokes up to my breast, kneading it over the fabric of my blouse and bra.

      My nipples peak into buds that ache for his mouth. “We’re wearing too many clothes,” I say between kisses.

      His deep, throaty chuckle scatters goose bumps over my flesh and a tingle down my spine.

      “Need any help?” The Mistress’s voice interrupts from across the room like a bucket of unexpected ice water.

      Jude takes a quick step back and the heat of Jude’s body disappears in an instant. His gaze drops to the space between us as he answers her. “No, thanks.”

      Damn it. My eyes close as the erotic spell of this room is broken. Not that I want our first time to be inside a sex dungeon, but hell, I could’ve kissed him forever on this wall.

      “Five minutes. I have the room booked for another private session on the hour. Sorry.” She doesn’t sound sorry at all. Selfishly, I wish Jude would pay her to go away. Bribe her and book the room for another twenty minutes, just so he can kiss me. It’s stupid and irrational, but I think it all the same.

      “We better . . .” He doesn’t finish or meet my gaze, his hand dropping to his trousers to adjust himself. I’m frustrated, but he must be in pain.

      “Uh . . .” I reach up to the fastener on my opposite wrist, but it’s not possible. “A little help, please.”

      “Right.” He scrubs a hand over his face and steps forward to do it for me. “Sorry.” Neither of us speaks as he releases the restraints. We retrieve our phones and personal items from the front desk and walk out to the car. Jude won’t meet my gaze, and all I want is to demand he kiss me again. Preferably harder and naked in his private condo. But saying it aloud is terrifying. I wish I could read minds—or rather, his—so I knew where I stood.
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      I kissed Rachel in a sex dungeon.

      The thought plays on repeat like a song I can’t get out of my mind.

      I kissed Rachel and it was everything I hoped it would be. Not true. It was more. Someone check me into rehab because I’m officially an addict. But making out in a fucking sex club. What the hell was I thinking? She deserves better. Hell, I was seconds away from stripping her down and then going down, in a public place. Not that anyone would have seen except for the owner, and it’s not as if she hasn’t witnessed more. But still. I wanted our first kiss to be something special. Memorable, and not in a weird story you tell people for a laugh kind of way.

      “Jude?”

      I tap my fingers across the steering wheel and swallow, finally turning the key in the ignition. “Yeah?” I kissed Rachel in a sex dungeon. Jesus.

      “Look at me.” Her voice isn’t nearly as commanding as the Mistress, but there’s a desperation to her words that I can’t ignore.

      I lift my gaze, my breath catching on her beauty. Her lips are plump, slightly swollen from the assault of my mouth. My body aches to pull her onto my lap for more, but there’s an unease to her gaze, a vulnerability that I don’t dare discount.

      “Was that okay?” Her fingers twist together in her lap, and she lets loose a wry laugh. “I mean, I’m not going crazy, right? You wanted to kiss me?”

      Does she not think—? “God, yes.” I reach for her hands, twining our fingers together. “Of course. I’ve been wanting that.”

      “So, what’s the matter? Why do I get the feeling you’d rather be anywhere but here with me?”

      I’m an idiot. I’m fucking it all up. “Rachel, I’ve wanted to kiss you since the day I saw you on the side of the road.” I gather my courage and exhale on a deep sigh. “But fuck, I never meant for it to be in a sex club. I feel like such a noob.”

      Her lips press together and her eyes drop to where our hands connect. She watches as I rub my thumb back and forth across her skin. A giggle bursts from her lips, and she bites her bottom lip as if to stop it.

      “Oh, that’s funny?” A smile tugs at my lips.

      She nods, letting loose another laugh. “Yeah, actually it kind of is.”

      This time I join in. At first it comes out uneasy, like an engine not sure it’ll turn over. But when her shoulders shake and she has to wipe away tears because she’s laughing that hard, I can’t hold back anymore. Like two idiots, we sit in a mostly empty parking lot with smiles that won’t go away. “I want to kiss you this very second.”

      She inhales sharply, but her smile doesn’t fade. “Yeah.”

      That’s all the permission I need. Turning in my seat, I frame her face with my hands, loving the way her soft skin feels under the pads of my fingertips. Carefully, slowly, I close the space between us, savoring the moment. Committing it to memory, and placing it in the deepest part of my heart for safekeeping. She’s precious, more than any jewel or antique I could acquire. My lips press to hers, sealing my silent promise to always make sure she knows how extraordinary she is. I never want her to question my intentions again. This time isn’t rushed, or out of control. There’s no battle of tongues or hair pulling, but it’s just as good.

      The walls around my heart crack and crumble, but instead of feeling broken or unstable, her soul wraps around the spaces needing repair. Filling them, and building something strong enough to withhold much more than I ever could on my own.

      With one last brush of my lips to hers, I pull back enough to meet her eyes as they flutter open. She appears as dazed as I feel.

      “That was—”

      “Yeah,” she breathes.

      “We should—” I don’t know why, but I can’t seem to form sentences.

      She doesn’t laugh or poke fun, though. “Yeah.”

      I straighten in my seat, attaching my seat belt and checking my mirrors before pulling out. The big, goofy grin on my face greets me in the rear mirror, but I don’t even try to wipe it away. I’m happy. Being with Rachel makes me happy.

      We’re on the drive back to my condo when the phone rings. Strange. It’s Aubrey, not Chance’s name that pops up on the caller ID. She doesn’t usually call. I hope everything’s okay. “Do you mind if I take this?”

      “Not at all.”

      I press the button on the steering wheel to connect the call. “Hey, Aubrey. Everything good?”

      “Only if you’re still coming tonight.”

      Tonight? I rack my brain but come up short.

      “You forgot.” She’s annoyed. “He forgot!” She yells but the sound is distant, as if she has the phone away from her face.

      “Ha! Told you!” Chance says, his voice muted.

      “What did I forget?” I glance at Rachel and wince.

      “The fundraiser! You promised. Chance has his art featured, and it benefits my shelter.” She sighs. “Please tell me you’re coming anyway. And bringing a date. I’m not sitting with an empty seat at our table. Do you need me to find you a plus one?”

      “No.” The response flies from my lips. I’m not sitting next to anyone besides Rachel. I hope she doesn’t hate me for roping her into this thing.

      “No?” Aubrey draws out the word, and I can picture her smile. “Oh! Is this the one? Chance was telling me about your little freeway lo—”

      I cut the call short with a flick of my thumb. My cheeks heat with embarrassment. “So, uh, it looks like I’m attending a fundraiser tonight. I forgot—and honestly I’d rather not go.” I sneak a glance at Rachel, relieved to find her smiling. “But that’s not happening. One of my best clients is the organizer. And, well, apparently I agreed to sit with my friends Aubrey and Chance.”

      “You have something against fundraisers?”

      “Not at all. But I’d rather write a check and be done. Dressing up to socialize amongst California’s movers and shakers isn’t my idea of fun.”

      “You don’t enjoy that?” She lifts her brows. “Sorry, it’s just surprising. You seem to know everyone.”

      “I’d rather stay home”—with you—“than go to this gala.”

      “But you didn’t invite anyone? You were planning to go alone? I find it difficult to believe you have issues finding a date.”

      I pull into the parking garage and find my space before answering. Once the engine is cut, and my seat belt’s unbuckled, I shift to give her my full attention. “I don’t know if you noticed, but I’m kind of a loner.”

      She meets my gaze, her stare curious as if weighing the truth of my words. She glances down at the space between us and fiddles with the purse strap in her hands. “Well, I’m sure there’s some woman out there who’d love to be your date.”

      Wait. Does she mean—? “Rachel.”

      She looks up at me from beneath her lashes. “Yeah?”

      “Can I ask a favor?” I lean forward, closing the space between us.

      “Anything,” she whispers.

      “Would you, maybe,” I scrub a hand over the scruff of my jaw to keep from smiling. God, I’m a selfish bastard for asking her to do this with me, but I won’t go without her. I don’t want to waste another minute of this weekend together. Fuck, I hope I’m not reading this wrong because her rejection will sting. Still, I have to ask. I also have to give her car back after the weekend. As much as I like the idea of her staying longer, I can’t deceive her if I expect anything real to develop. And that’s what I want. Something real. Honest. “Will you be my date tonight?”

      “Yes.”

      “We only have to stay for a few hours. I just . . . I’d really like you to come.”

      “I already said yes.” She grins.

      “Do you have something to wear? If not, we can go shopping. My treat.”

      “Jude.” She narrows her gaze. “You are not Pretty Woman-ing me. If there’s one thing I have, it’s clothes for any occasion. Is it black tie?”

      “I think so. Let me check.” I search through my emails and pull up the details on my phone, then tilt the screen so she can see. “It’s down in San Diego. We should leave by five.”

      Her eyes bug as they bounce from the time on the dash to the invitation on the screen. “That only gives me, like, four hours.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Shit. Jude!” She unfastens her seat belt and reaches for the door handle, pushing the door open and sliding out in one fluid movement. “That doesn’t give me much time, but I’ll do my best.”

      I scramble to get out of the SUV and meet her at the elevator. Jesus. She’s fast in heels. “Rachel. You don’t have to make this a big deal.” I grab her wrist gently and catch her gaze. “You’re beautiful. Throw on a dress and some of that hot red lipstick later. I don’t want you wasting your whole day getting ready.” I also was sort of hoping we could pick up where we left off with the kissing.

      Her brows rise, mouth falls open, and for a split second I wonder if she might slap me.

      I release her wrist. “Or you can do whatever it is you were gonna do.”

      The doors open with a ding and we step inside. I scan my card and press the floor for my condo before chancing another look in her direction.

      She takes a step forward, her eyes eating me up like I’m her favorite snack. “I want to be irritated at your ignorance, but I’m stuck on the fact you called me beautiful.”

      “You’re fucking gorgeous.” I can’t hold back my grin. “And I’ll be the luckiest guy in the room tonight with you on my arm.”

      “Save your pretty lies for later.” She waves me off, and as the doors open at my floor she struts off the elevator. “Come on! Hustle up. I need in the bathroom, stat!” she calls over one shoulder. But there’s a smile in her voice that fills my chest with warmth. She wants me. I don’t know why or how after last night, but I thank my lucky stars I get another chance. This time I won’t blow it.
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      While Jude didn’t give me much notice, this is one of those times being a professional makeup artist comes in handy. As soon as we get back from the club, I race into a shower and shave everything that needs attention. Then I set to work on a dramatic look with heavy eyeshadow while my hair dries. I consider calling in De’Shaun’s help, but even though we’re friends on set, this isn’t a real emergency. Besides, I can handle a simple slick ponytail. It takes time to straighten my long locks, but the effect is worth it. Especially when I slip on my black gown. The front has a high neck—no cleavage, but the backless design of the floor-length dress makes up for it. The satin sheen of the fabric is perfect for showcasing the pendant gold necklace I pick out of my jewelry collection.

      Classy and sexy.

      Minutes before it’s time to leave, I emerge from the bathroom ready to go with my clutch in hand. Jude waits in the living room. He’s watching television, reclined on the couch, and for a moment I greedily soak up his appearance unnoticed. My God. This man. I’ve seen him in a suit so often, you’d think I’d be immune to him in a tuxedo. Newsflash: I’m not.

      His gaze flicks away from the television and his eyes land on me. They widen. His body stills.

      “This okay?” I say, suddenly nervous as a wave of inferiority washes over me. This dress is gorgeous, but it’s second-hand and at least five years old. I spin in a circle to release a little anxious energy.

      “I changed my mind.” He stands and stalks forward, his eyes heated and jaw tight. “I want to stay in. All night. With you in this dress. Or maybe I’ll take it off.” He rests an open palm on my hip. “Fuck, Rachel. You’re beautiful.”

      Before he can kiss me I hold a hand up between us. “Lipstick.”

      “Doesn’t matter. We’re ditching the gala.”

      A laugh escapes my lips and I step out of his reach. As temping as that is, I can’t help but feel we’d both regret it later. Besides, there’s something tantalizing that comes with anticipation. Even now, my thighs clench together with the promise of what we’ll do when we return tonight. “No way.” I pat his shoulder as I pass by. “I didn’t go through all this work to be late.”

      “Damn, woman.” He groans, but follows me out the door.
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      I know Jude would have rather stayed home, but I’m enjoying the gala and I think he is as well. He introduces me to Aubrey and Chance as soon as we arrive, and I instantly like them. The guys talk shop and Aubrey tucks her arm in mine, beelining us toward the appetizers and open bar.

      “Okay, now that the boys are out of the way, tell me everything.”

      “Um.” I pile a scoop of dip onto my plate, and laugh nervously. “What do you want to know?”

      “When did you two finally get together? I can’t believe he didn’t tell me—or Chance. This is big.” Her wide eyes stare expectantly, and she claps her hands together.

      “Well, we didn’t really make things official until today.” But is that even right? We kissed. Twice. Really good kisses, but that doesn’t mean we’re together together, or exclusive. Does it? Jude’s hungry gaze as he took in my appearance before we left the condo flashes in my mind. Okay, so sleeping together is only a matter of hours away. But where does that put our relationship status? We haven’t discussed it. At all.

      “Today is good!” She pats my arm as if sensing my apprehension. “You’ve been staying with him, yes? He’s totally smitten, and Jude doesn’t do smitten. Can’t stop staring, either.” She tilts her head toward the guys and sure enough, Jude’s eyes catch mine.

      “It’s new.” I smile at Jude as he shoots a wink my way. “But I really care about him.”

      “I’m happy for you both. He deserves happiness. He’s a good man, even if he hates goats.”

      “Goats?” I stifle a laugh.

      “More like he’s terrified of them.” Aubrey nods, her smile wide as she piles more food onto her plate. “We have a goat, and Jude walks around our yard like there’s a sniper out to get him.”

      I take a few more slices of cheeses and meat, then follow her to an empty high-top table. It’s the perfect people watching vantage point. Most of the ballroom is visible, and we chat while watching groups meander through the silent auction tables.

      Jude is a popular guy. Each time he moves away from someone, another arrives to chat his ear off. But I like watching him work the room. He has an easy smile, and I can see why he’s good at what he does. I wonder how many of these people are clients or vendors. Probably a mix of both. Getting to see this side of him is precious insight into a very complicated man.

      When a man about Jude’s age comes over and slaps him on the back good-heartily, Chance lifts his beer to Jude as if he’s going to get another. But instead of hitting the bar, he walks over to our table.

      “Missed you.” He hugs his wife and kisses the top of her head before meeting my gaze. “Can I join the cool table?”

      “Right.” Aubrey pokes him in the ribs. “Don’t act like you aren’t using us to avoid someone.”

      “God, he’s such a fuckwit.” He shakes his head. “I don’t know how Jude puts up with his shit. I’d tell him to bugger off.”

      “Who’s that?” I ask, curious because he and Jude appear to be having a good laugh.

      “Pierce Bowen. Rich little bastard who has no problem spending all his daddy’s money.”

      “He really is the worst,” Aubrey says.

      “Oh, I’m aware.” I bite my cheek, remembering the call Jude took from him in the car. “I just didn’t know what he looked like.”

      “He’s a reason why we can’t have nice things.” Aubrey rolls her eyes. “Pretty package, ugly inside.”

      “You think he’s pretty?” Chance’s brows shoot high and he shuffles to fully meet his wife’s gaze.

      “Oh, stop.” She grins, then reaches up to twine her hands around his neck. “You know I only have eyes for you.”

      “Damn straight,” he murmurs before capturing her mouth in a searing kiss.

      I look away from their public display of affection, suddenly feeling like the third wheel. “I’m going to find the restroom,” I say, but they aren’t paying attention. They’re too busy kissing and ignoring everyone in the room. I kind of admire how unashamed and in love they are. Jude told me they have a baby at home, and he won’t be surprised if Chance knocks her up again soon. I can see why.

      Weaving my way through the now-crowded ballroom, I finally make my way out to the hallway and follow the signs toward the women’s restroom. I spot the door just as my name is called.

      “Rae! Hold up!” The voice is so familiar. Too familiar. A shiver races up my spine and my gut clenches as it connects with my memories. I want to hide. Ignore it. Pretend it doesn’t exist, but my brain doesn’t get the signal and my feet stop, my body turning toward the sound.

      “Rae.” Ethan approaches, slightly out of breath but with a wide, surprised smile. “Rae, I can’t believe it.”

      Neither can I. The ex-boyfriend I never wanted to see again, the one who inspired my cross-country move, stands before me with an expectant grin. His arms are open and waiting to draw me back into a web I never, ever thought I’d experience again.

      Before he can touch me, I take a step back. “Ethan. Hello.” My words come out as cold as I feel.

      He takes the hint and shoves his hands into his front pockets. “You . . .” He blows out a breath, his eyes traveling the length of my body in open appreciation. “You’re beautiful as ever.”

      I shake my head. “Don’t.” I won’t stand here and act as if we’re good pals, or former lovers. This man broke me. My trust. My confidence. He hurt me badly. I try to resurrect that old anger but come up short. Where there used to be a mountain of pain, I feel nothing. He no longer has that power over me. I breathe out a sigh of relief.

      “You’re a hard woman to get hold of. I tried calling.”

      “Yeah.” I almost make an excuse, but decide to be strong. “I have my life here now, Ethan, and it doesn’t include you.”

      His brows shoot high on his forehead. “Okay. Wow.” He rocks back on his heels, his smile faltering. “I really fucked up, didn’t I?”

      “You did.”

      “But you’re good?” He almost appears concerned, and maybe he is. He might be shallow and immature, but there were moments of realness in our relationship. It’s why it hurt so much when I found him cheating.

      “I’m really good.” I think of Jude. I think of all the jobs I’ve worked, and the movie set I’m on now. None of it would have been possible had Ethan not broken my heart. Our breakup was the wakeup call I needed to finally pursue my dreams. I almost thank him, but he doesn’t deserve the praise. It wasn’t him who rose from the ashes. That was all me. “You have a good night, Ethan.”

      “Night,” he says, a little stunned by my curtness I’m sure, but I turn and march in the women’s restroom before he recovers. I’m over Ethan, and it feels damn good to be the one to walk away this time.

      After using the restroom, I head over to the wall of mirrors to check my makeup before heading back to the gala. I’m not the only one, and it takes a moment before a space opens up. I dig in my clutch for my lipstick and lean close to the mirror to swipe the color over my lips. I’m recapping the tube as my name is called by a familiar voice for the second time tonight.

      “Rae! Oh, my God!”

      Surprise hits my chest when I see it’s Jenni, the nicest of my roommates. I haven’t thought about her or any of them in days, and it takes a split second for my brain to make the connection. She finishes drying her hands from across the restroom and rushes over.

      “Jenni! Hi!” I don’t know what she thinks of me now, after all that went down with Crystal. I have no doubt she’s been given a skewed version of the story, but I smile and hope for the best. I’ve always liked Jenni.

      “You look so glamorous.” She assesses my dress, hair, and makeup.

      I do the same. She’s in a deep purple dress. It’s short and the neckline V’s deep, but with her thin figure it totally works. “I love your dress. It’s beautiful.” Her makeup is nice, but I could’ve done better. I wonder if I were still at the apartment, would she have asked me to help? My stomach drops with the thought of going back there on Monday. This week with Jude has made it easy to forget, but I can’t stay with him forever. That’d be crazy, totally, and besides, he hasn’t asked. “How are you?”

      “Oh, my God. I’m great! I started working on that show I booked. It’s been incredible. Long days, but I’m acting. So it’s all good, you know?” She fiddles with the handle on her clutch, her gaze darting around as if checking for an audience. She leans forward, her voice dropping. “Anyway, I was really sad to hear about everything. Andrea told me what happened. I know how Crystal can be, and well, Kari Ann never does anything without her approval. But you’re good? Right? Obviously, you’re here, looking fantastic.”

      Her concern is well intended, I’m sure, but it’s not as if she called or texted to check on me before tonight. She’s been friends with Crystal since high school, and I’m sure she wouldn’t stand up to her on my behalf. I refuse to add more fuel to the fire by sharing my feelings, but at least she acknowledges Crystal’s cattiness.

      “Yeah, I’m staying with a friend.” Friend I’m about to get naked with. “And work is good. It’s so good to see you.”

      “Same, girl. Same.” She reaches out and squeezes my hand. “I better get back to my date. Don’t be a stranger!” She struts from the ladies’ room with one last smile and a wave over her shoulder.

      I turn back to my reflection, give myself one last look, and then head back out. It was good to see Jenni. It was great to tell Ethan good-bye. But it feels even better to be walking toward the man I want.
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      Pierce boasts, going on and on about something I could care less of. I laugh at the appropriate times, tuning him out the best I can as I keep an eye on Rachel across the room. I try not to panic when she leaves, but my attention is distracted until she returns a few minutes later. A crazy protectiveness overwhelms my common sense when it comes to her. I’m sure she used the restroom, or took a personal call, but there’s a need to have her in my sight—or better yet, at my side—at all times.

      “She with you?” Pierce follows my gaze. His brows rise with interest, and a sleazy smirk forms on his lips.

      I want to punch him just for looking. But I know this man. If he thinks Rachel’s important to me, he’ll relentlessly pursue her. He’s like this with everything. Wants what he can’t have. Wants what someone else does, just to prove he can get it. But it’s worse with me. Ever since I took his girlfriend in high school, he’s been determined to one-up me. For what? To prove he’s better than the idiot teenage boy I once was? It’s ridiculous and shallow. The funny part is, I could give a shit about his opinion, fortune, or social connections. The only reason I entertain his company at events like this is the amount of business he sends my way.

      “Yeah, she’s my date. Tonight.” I laugh as if it’s a joke. The lie tastes like acid in my mouth, but it’s what I have to do. He’s like a little kid. Reverse psychology is the best way to reverse his interest in her.

      “You’re such a horny bastard. Probably fucked half this room, haven’t you?” He slaps my back and takes another sip of his beer. “Not as many as I have, but a close second.”

      “I’ll drink to that.” I lift my drink to his.

      Some woman turns around from where she stands with a group. She scoffs, shooting me a dirty glare. She doesn’t say anything, but her point is obvious. She thinks we’re disgusting. I happen to agree.

      “She’d be so lucky. Right?” Pierce jostles my shoulder when the glaring woman returns her focus to her group. He lifts his gaze across the room and back to Rachel. “And when you’re done with that one, send her my way. I’ll pay a pretty penny. Better yet, she can help break in my new room. Tack it on with the expedited delivery fees.” He winks.

      Fucking hell. I clench my fists so I won’t pummel the smirk right off his pretentious face. He did not just suggest . . . I shake my head; anger fills my chest and boils over. I turn, blocking his view of Rachel because he doesn’t deserve another look at her beauty. A scowl contorts my features and I step closer, lowering my voice so only he can hear. “You didn’t just suggest I’m some kind of pimp. Or a sex trafficker. I want to make sure I misheard you before I tell your daddy where exactly your trust fund dollars are being spent.”

      His eyes widen, then narrow to slits as his jaw clenches. “Oh, I don’t think you want to threaten a Bowen.” His family name. He always falls back on it. Uses it as bail. But his warning does no good. Not on me.

      “I think I do.” I step back and raise my glass, rage still rolling through my body. “You take care, now.” I turn on my heel and walk away, leaving behind a two-hundred-pound weight I don’t need in my life. Fuck that guy. I might’ve torched that relationship and all his social connections, but I don’t need his money. Not that badly. Not at that cost.
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      “That’s honestly the most romantic story I’ve ever heard,” I say to Chance after he finishes recounting how he and Aubrey met and got together. I turn to Aubrey with wide eyes, “Someone should write a book about you two. I would totally read that.” When she laughs, I raise my voice an octave higher. “I’m serious!”

      Her smile lights up. She shifts to her husband, excitement in her tone. “Come on, babe. You know people. Let’s make it happen.”

      “Whatever you want.” He dips his chin to kiss her lips.

      “Couple goals.” I sigh.

      “Yeah.” Aubrey leans into his shoulder and gives me a wink. “He’s not so bad. I think I’ll keep him.”

      I like talking with Aubrey. Even though we only met a few hours ago, the conversation flows comfortably as if we’ve known each other for years. Even if I weren’t here with Jude, I’d want to be friends with Aubrey and Chance.

      Jude’s gaze finds mine across the room, almost as if he’s all worked up. His eyes roam over me, eating me up with a hungry gaze. Anticipation courses through my blood, and my heart races at the thought of how much I want him to do that, but later and with fewer clothes. He stalks forward, a man on the hunt. My breath catches as I wait to be caught.

      “Hey.” He reaches for me when I rejoin the group, pulling me to his side with a possessive touch.

      “Hey.” I smile. “Everything okay?”

      His jaw clenches before giving in to a grin. “Better now.”

      I lean closer. “Miss me?”

      “You have no idea,” he answers, a whisper in my ear and a gentle kiss against my cheek. One that promises more.

      We head into the dining room, where we’re seated at our table with Chance and Aubrey, an older couple who serve on an animal rescue executive board, and one of the featured artists along with her partner. Chance is quite the storyteller, and there is something about his Aussie accent and charismatic personality that draws everyone in. I have another glass of wine, but switch to water when dinner is served. I notice Jude does the same and I’m not sure whether it’s because he drank enough last night for the entire month, or that he wants to be completely aware and in control later tonight. I hope it’s the latter.

      The food is delicious. The company entertaining. I enjoy it all, but there’s an edge of anticipation for what later might hold that leaves me eager for the gala to be done.

      After the dinner plates are cleared, Jude leans his body to mine, closing the space between our chairs and resting his hand on my back. “You ready to get out of here?” The promise in his words is unmistakable, but the sincerity in his gaze catches my breath. As if he’s not merely offering me a night of pleasure. He’s suggesting more. Am I ready? Probably not. But there’s nothing I want more.

      There’s a commotion across the ballroom, near one of the exits. Heads turn and voices rise, a chorus of excited murmurs that layer and gather until they gain attention from the entire room. Any other time I’d be tempted to crane my head for a closer look, but right now I’m completely captivated by the way Jude’s palm rests low on my back. His thumb strokes my skin and lights every nerve ending in my body on fire. My core heats with desire and I have to concentrate on breathing so I won’t release an audible moan. “Yeah, let’s head out.”

      “Oh!” Aubrey’s lips twist to a pout. “But you’ll miss Three Ugly Guys.”

      “I’ve already seen them play.” Jude shoots her a glare, then leans down to whisper against my earlobe. “I’ll get you a private show from the band sometime. But please, dear God, do not make me wait another second to peel this dress off you.”

      They’re one of my faves. Any other night and I’d do almost anything to hear them play live. But right now, there’s something I want even more. “I think we’ll pass. I’m really tired.” I force a yawn.

      “Right. Of course.” Aubrey’s lips quirk up at the edges. “You look exhausted.”

      “Make sure my buddy Jude takes good care of you.” Chance smirks, then waggles his brows.

      “That’s enough.” Jude shoves to his feet and takes my hand. He narrows his gaze at Aubrey and Chance. “You’re supposed to be my friends.”

      “We love you.” Aubrey laughs, standing from the table to give Jude a hug, and then me. “It was lovely to meet you. I want to have you over for dinner sometime.” She shakes her finger at Jude. “Soon. Promise?”

      “Yeah, yeah.” Jude laughs, then embraces Chance.

      Chance hugs me next. “Lovely to meet you. Don’t be a stranger, now. A friend of Jude’s is a friend of ours.”

      I don’t know if it’s true or the warmth from the two glasses of wine I’ve consumed, but I walk away feeling as if I’ve gained a few more treasured friends. My circle is growing, and this new town doesn’t feel so cold anymore. In fact, it almost feels like home—the place I’m meant to be.
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      With my palm on Rachel’s back, sexual tension sparks at my fingertips, and my entire body aches to sink deep into it. The desire to touch and learn every square inch of her beautiful skin pushes me to direct her away from the valet stand and toward check-in.

      “Uh, I think the cars are parked outside,” Rachel says, a smile on her lips.

      “I can’t wait that long.” I realize I’m doing it again, making decisions without consulting her. A habit from my perpetual bachelorhood, but that stops now. My feet halt and I tug her arm, catching her in an embrace when her body sways with imbalance. “Rachel, will you please spend the night with me?”

      “I was sorta hoping you were a sure thing.”

      A laugh bursts from my gut at her joke. I like her confidence. Her feisty spirit.

      I frame her jaw with my palm, loving the way her eyelids flutter at my touch. “I can’t wait another two hours to be inside you. I’m going to get us a room. Okay? We can drive back tomorrow.”

      She nods. “But Walter?” She really is perfect. I love that she cares so much about my dog.

      “I’ll message the front desk and they’ll walk him.”

      “Okay.” She bites her bottom lip, and her eyes darken with desire. We might be in the middle of the hotel entry, but it feels as if we’re the only two people in the world. I have the impulsive need to claim her right here. Now.

      I shake off the ridiculous thought. I’d lose my fucking mind if anyone saw her naked, or heard her come. I want those for me and only me. “Come on. Let’s get a room before I embarrass myself.

      She giggles as I tug her hand and drag her toward the registration desk, but I’m not joking. Much longer and I’ll get arrested for indecent exposure.

      Discreetly, I adjust my erection and book a room. I don’t even care how much it costs, and I offer up a prayer of thanks they’re not sold out. With our keys, we hustle to the elevator and ride to the top floor. Unfortunately, other guests do the same, so I can’t maul her on the trip up. My body is thick with tension, my muscles coiled and begging for release. I can’t look at her lips without wanting to kiss her, so I settle for stroking my thumb as low as I can along the seam of her gown. Fuck, she’s not wearing panties. I doubt a bra, either. God, I love this dress.

      We make it to our room, and I shrug off my jacket as she flips on the lights.

      “And I thought your condo was fancy,” she muses, looking down at the twinkling city lights of San Diego.

      “Hey!” I act put off, but really I couldn’t care less. There’s only one thing on my mind, and it’s her. She smiles back, her body’s curves highlighted in that dress better than any view. I clear my throat, loosening my tie. “Can I get you a drink?”

      She shakes her head in the negative, and reaches up to the clasp at the back of her neck.

      “No?” I swallow as a rush of nerves hit.

      “No.” With the flick of her fingers, the top half of her gown falls, uncovering full breasts and rosy nipples as the rest of the fabric bunches at her hips.

      I don’t know what my face does, because it’s as if I’m having an out-of-body experience. Or maybe I revert back to an adolescent teen. I can’t seem to do anything other than stare at her perfect, curvy body.

      Her arms lift, as if she intends to cover herself.

      “No.” The command barks from my mouth and I shake my head, stalking across the room to close the space between us. I encircle her wrists and pull them down and away from her body. “Don’t cover up, or try to hide any part of you. Fuck, Rachel,” I whisper her name, a prayer on my lips. “You’re perfect.”

      She immediately shakes her head. “I’m not.”

      “You are.” I drop to my knees, my face just under her breasts as I lift my head. She shivers as my jawline grazes her sensitive skin. “Did you miss how everyone couldn’t keep their eyes off of you?”

      “I don’t care about everyone.”

      “Damn right.” My hands abandon her wrists to cup her tits and squeeze. Her nipples pebble into hard points. “I couldn’t keep from staring.” I drop my gaze from hers to rub my face between her breasts. “Of thinking about how I wanted to do this.” My mouth opens and I capture one nipple between my lips, sucking it into my mouth, and laving it with my tongue. A shot of lust shoots down my spine, my dick begging to sink into her sweet pussy. But he’s an impatient bastard, and I’ve been waiting for this moment for what feels like forever. I’m not wasting it on a five-minute fuck. Her pleasure is my priority and I’m prepared to draw it out all night.

      “Jude,” she moans, her fingers weaving into my hair.

      I leave her breasts, kissing down her abdomen. With a shimmy of her hips, I pull the dress the rest of the way down her body. Inhaling the scent of her arousal only heightens my own. I need her. I need to taste her. To make her come. I need her to understand how badly I want this to happen. How much she means to me. “You are so fucking beautiful,” I say, glancing up to catch her gaze.

      I lean closer, inches from her center. “This.” I splay my fingers wide on her hips, holding her to me as I close the space between us. “Fuck, Rachel.” My breath hits her skin and she bites her bottom lip. “I’ve been dying to know what you taste like.” Our gazes still locked, I open my mouth and press it to her folds. My tongue dips into her center. Fuck, she tastes better than I imagined. My lips still pressed to her pussy, I release a groan that sends a gasp to her mouth. I do it again. And again.

      Licking, sucking, swirling, I use my mouth to draw sounds of pleasure from her lips. Each angle, movement, and use of pressure is an exploration of her body. I’m the student, and her orgasm is my only assignment. My face is wet and her thighs shaking when I finally come up for air. “What do you want?” I know she’s close. But there’s something holding her back. Preventing her from losing control.

      “I want you,” she says, her voice tense and breathless. “I want to touch you.”

      Fuck me. I nearly come at her request. “On the bed,” I say gruffly, then imagine how bad it’d hurt to send my balls through a meat grinder. Ouch. Yeah, that does the trick, and my erection wanes enough that I won’t shoot my load before I’m even inside her.

      She lies back on the bed, her head resting on a pillow to meet my gaze. Her legs fall open and she fingers herself, watching me as I stare in delight. I love how comfortable she is in her sexuality. “Jude,” she moans before plunging two fingers into her wetness.

      Yes. Fucking, yes. Working my fingers nimbly through the buttons of my shirt, I toss it to the floor and shuck my pants. I stalk forward, enjoying the show of Rachel pleasuring herself, and needing a closer look. I kneel onto the bed, my mouth watering for another taste of her pussy.

      My erection bulges in my boxers, dying to be free, but I’m not sure that’s a good idea until he’s suited up. Shit! “Condoms,” I say, my eyes going wide with the realization I don’t have any. Fuck it. I bound to the side of the bed and pick up the phone, ready to dial the concierge to have a box delivered immediately.

      Rachel’s hand grips my wrist. “I’m clean. I’m on birth control. I haven’t been with anyone since the last time I was tested, and, well, if you are too . . .” Fuck me. Is she really offering this to me?

      “I always use condoms, and haven’t been with anyone since I was tested either.” My dick bobs in agreement, but I don’t want her to regret one moment of our time together. “If you want, I’ll go get condoms. We’ve waited this long, what’s a few more minutes? Whatever you’re most comfortable with.”

      “I want you.” Her chin lifts and she presses up on one elbow to seal her lips over mine. “Now,” she whispers between kisses. The sweep of her tongue in my mouth draws a moan—from her or me, I don’t really know. “Inside me. Nothing between us.” She relaxes back onto the bed, dragging me with her.

      I brace my hands on the mattress, kissing and punishing her lips with my mouth. Her hands go to the waistband of my boxer briefs, and with the help of her feet, she pushes them down my legs. I kick them off the rest of the way. My mouth moves to her breasts.

      She grips me in her hands, stroking my length until I’m so hard I might explode. “Jude.” She scoots down the mattress so we’re perfectly aligned. My cock dips into her folds, wetness coating the tip. “Please.”

      My intention to go slow flies from my mind the second my hips thrust forward. Wet. Tight. Heaven. Her body grips my length. I still, savoring the pleasure of this moment. I kiss her, rolling my hips to pull out, then plunge in deeper. “Good?” I ask.

      Her gaze lifts, and the soft smile that plays on her lips fills my chest with pride. “So good.” Her fingers scratch my back on their way to my ass. She swivels her hips. “Don’t be gentle. Fuck me.”

      The last of my resolve snaps like a broken rubber band, and I make it my mission to give her everything she asks for. Sweaty bodies. Ragged breaths. We come together over and over, fast and slow, hard and deep. I refuse to orgasm before she does, which makes this time a battle of wills and a challenge of biology. Each time I get too close to the edge, I back off, taking a moment to lavish her breasts with my mouth.

      I wouldn’t have it any other way. The delay of my release builds the connection between us. Whispered words of praise. Demands. Begging. It heightens my senses, my awareness of her needs as much as my own.

      “Fuck, Rachel. You’re so good.” I pump my hips with everything I have, altering my position to stroke her clit with my thumb.

      That does the trick.

      Her moans come faster, louder. Her body thrashes. She digs her fingers into my skin. “Don’t stop.” She bucks her hips. “Oh, God. Don’t stop. Don’t stop.” The chant continues as she flies over the edge and her entire body shudders. Her pussy tightens and my dick responds, finally shooting off the load I’ve been holding back the entire time I was inside her.

      A groan roars through my chest and my muscles tighten as I come. But even through my release, I continue to stroke her clit. Drawing out her pleasure. She rides it like a surfer catching a ground swell.

      “Don’t stop.” I wouldn’t dream of it.

      Finally, on a ragged breath she sighs, her body going soft into the bedsheets. “Oh, God. Jude. Don’t ever stop fucking me.” A laugh bubbles past her lips. “You are really good at that. Fuck. I came so hard.” She tips her chin up and weaves a hand through my hair, pulling me to her for a kiss. “Good?”

      Is she kidding me? “So. Fucking. Good.” I enunciate each word with a thrust of my pelvis and even though I’m not hard again, my dick gives a little kick at the idea of more.

      Laughter drains from her face, desire stealing its place. “Can we do it again? Already?” She glances down between our bodies. “Can you—?”

      “Get hard? For you?” My pulse races, heart hammering in my chest. I’d do just about anything for this woman, and while the thought is terrifying, it doesn’t scare me away. “Absolutely.” I claim her lips in a kiss that tells her everything I can’t say with words. That she’s perfect. That I don’t deserve her or this happiness. That I want it anyway.
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      “Wake up, beautiful.” Jude’s gruff, gravelly voice breaks through my haze of sleep. His hand rubs along my hip and his body cocoons mine from behind. I shiver at his touch, and snuggle back into his embrace. His body is like a heater and better than any blanket. “Morning, Rachel.” He presses a kiss to the back of my neck.

      “Hey,” I say, cracking my eyes open for the first time since last night. I’d turn to kiss him, but my breath is no doubt horrible. The image of every naughty, delicious thing we did last night races through my mind. I want to do it all again. My eyes flutter shut again, and I arch my back, delighted at his hardness pressing against my ass. I’m not the only one. Thank, God.

      He releases a groan and the sound scatters goose bumps all over my body. “We should probably head back.” His hand comes up to knead my breast.

      “No.” I shake my head, pressing back and tilting my hips so his hardness aligns with where I’m already wet. “I never want to leave. Let’s stay here.”

      “Forever?” He brushes my hair to the side and presses a kiss to my spine. His hips move in rhythm with mine, thrusting forward each time I press back. His cock rubs over my slick folds, but he doesn’t push inside. Instead, he tortures me with sensual kisses. “What about Walter? Who will take care of him? And your job? You don’t want to no-show tomorrow.”

      “Okay, we can leave.” I bite back the urge to groan. “But only if you promise more of your mouth. On me.”

      “I think we can arrange that.” He wraps one arm around my stomach, dragging my back to his muscled chest, then skirts his fingers low on my abdomen. Dancing them around my center, teasing my clit until I can’t take it anymore.

      “Jude. Fuck me.” I arch back against him. “Please.”

      My face buries into the mess of pillows and hotel linens as he rolls me on my stomach. He lifts my hips and shoves a pillow under my belly. Straddling the back of my thighs he parts my folds with his fingers, pumping them inside me a few times before he replaces them with his cock.

      “Yes.” My moan rattles inside my chest.

      His body falls forward, covering my back with his chest as he moves. His thrusts are powerful. His movements practiced. He knows exactly how to stoke the desire within me. How to drive me wild. How to send me over the edge. This time isn’t like last night. There’s a vulnerability that comes with the light of a new day. A commitment that this is more than a one-night thing.

      “I’m so close.”

      “Give it to me, Rachel.” He presses a hot kiss to my back. He pounds me into the mattress with each thrust. Bending one of my knees and lifting it higher on the mattress, he moves at a different angle. His hand cups my center from the front, the other bracing the weight of his body. “Mine. This is mine. You’re mine.”

      The possessiveness of his words mixes with the touch of his fingers on my most sensitive flesh. My bundle of nerves bursts with sensation and I fly over the edge. Flying. Diving. Moaning as my orgasm rocks me from the inside out.

      “Fuck, yes.” His groan fills the room as his muscles tense. He pulls out as he comes, the warm, sticky fluid painting my back and butt cheeks in an erotic mess.

      I glance over my shoulder to watch his face twist in pleasure as his body shudders the last of his release. He runs his cock through the liquid on my bare ass. Fuck. That’s hot.

      He shrugs, his grin almost sheepish. “I think we need a shower. You’re all sticky.” His lightheartedness brings a smile to my lips.

      “You made the mess.”

      “And I’m not even sorry.” He winks, and holds a hand out to help me off the bed. “Come on. Let’s shower. I volunteer to make sure every inch of your body is clean before we leave this room.”

      An hour later we’re dressed and walking through the hotel’s lobby. “Let me check out and get the valet to bring up the SUV.” Jude squeezes my hand.

      “Sure. I’ll wait here.” Maybe I should be embarrassed wearing last night’s dress, all wrinkled, and with the bare minimum of makeup on my face. I’m not. How could I be when Jude rocked my world last night? Twice actually, and once again this morning. Pulling my phone out of my clutch, I flip through my social media accounts, liking and commenting on a few posts to pass the time while I wait.

      “Rae! Hey,” Jenni calls out, walking over from the hotel restaurant. A man at least ten years older, whom I assume is her date from last night, is at her side. She must’ve planned her overnight, though, because she’s wearing a causal sundress and sandals. “I didn’t know you were staying here. We could’ve had brunch!”

      “Oh, yeah.” I glance over to where Jude is heading back from the concierge desk. He smiles when he finds me staring. “It was kind of a last-minute decision.”

      “Good on you, Rae.” Jenni grins, but when Jude joins us, sliding his arm around my waist, her bright personality morphs into a tight frown.

      I don’t understand the sudden change. But honestly, I don’t care to stay and find out. “We better hit the road,” I say to Jenni and her date. “It was good seeing you again.”

      “Yeah, you too,” she says, glancing from Jude to me, her smile strained and reserved.

      “A friend of yours?” Jude asks on our way out to where the SUV waits.

      “Yeah.” I realize he never met Jenni. Every time he picked me up from the house, she wasn’t home. He probably doesn’t recognize her from the night we ran into each other at the club either. Crazy that feels so long ago now, when in reality it’s only been two weeks.

      “So, I say we stop at this great little pizza joint on the way back, then we don’t leave the condo for the rest of the day.” Jude fastens his seat belt, then shifts into drive. “Unless you’d rather do something else?”

      Ha! As if. “I declare the rest of Sunday a clothing optional holiday. Naps and sex are highly encouraged.”

      “I”—his jaw clenches and he releases a soft chuckle—“really love the way you think. Maybe we should make it a weekly tradition.” His implication of spending subsequent weekends together does a funny thing to my heart. I believe him, because in my mind’s eye I can picture a lifetime of Sundays with Jude.

      The smile that stretches my lips can’t be contained. “I’d like that a lot.” More than anything.
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      I’ve had sex. Lots of sex. Good sex. But this weekend with Rachel makes it seems as if I haven’t been living. Fucking. Making love. Kissing. We come together, our bodies and minds more connected than I ever imagined two people could be. No other experience, no other partner comes close to comparison.

      Making her come is my new favorite pastime. I’ve had my fair share of hobbies, but eating her out is how I plan to spend my free time. Better than any video game, the challenge of getting her to thrash around while I lick up her center is like winning a prize. I’ve always been a great competitor. I’ve just finished making her come for the second time since we got back from San Diego when my phone buzzes from its perch on the living room couch.

      The name on the screen causes my chest to tighten. Mark. My mechanic.

      “Hey.” I kiss her before she can see who’s calling, and while she’s distracted I flip the phone over, screen down. A pinch of guilt deadens any desire below the belt. “I’ll be right back. I’m gonna go walk Walter.” Reaching for my boxers, still on the floor where we stripped down a few hours ago, I tug them on and push off the floor to stand.

      Walter eyes me from across the hall. He hasn’t ventured out of the bedroom but for a few times to judge us. I don’t know if it’s the sounds we make while having sex, or the fact we’re both walking around naked, but he won’t come into the living room. It’s hilarious. Who knew my dog was such a prude?

      “Give me a minute to get dressed.” Rachel scoots onto the couch, stifling a yawn. “I’ll come with if you want?”

      “No.” I shake my head, grabbing my phone. “It’ll be a travesty to put clothes on that body. Stay. I’ll only be a few minutes.”

      “Okay.” She yawns, a sleepy, sexy smile on her face. “I’ll be here.”

      I lean over to press a kiss to her lips. An intense feeling of adoration presses against my chest, begging to be let out. The thoughts I have for Rachel are uninhibited and exponential. They scare me, if I’m being honest. Everything between us has been unexpected, but it’s too soon for any proclamations. I can be patient. I need to be. Besides, when it comes to Rachel, actions speak more than lip service, and I’m willing to put in the work.

      Turning away, I head down to the spare bedroom and throw on some workout clothes. I suppose I could return Mark’s call in here, but I don’t want to chance it. “Come on, buddy.” I whistle and walk to the door. Walter races forward to his leash.

      It’s not until I’m outside walking around the block that I return my missed call.

      “Jude! I just left you a message.”

      “Yeah, sorry I was a bit tied up at the moment.”

      “I just want to confirm tomorrow’s still good for delivery of the LeSabre. Your place?”

      “Yeah, I’ll let the front staff know to expect it. You can leave the keys with them, and I’ll have the payment ready like we discussed.” My words come out smoothly, but inside my gut twists with unease. Everything is about to change and I don’t want it to. Rachel will get her car and she’ll move back to her crummy apartment. I won’t get to see her smile every day. Share meals together, or fuck. My life is about to go back to normal, and instead of being happy, I dread it.

      “Good, good,” Mark says. “I’ll probably have one of my guys drop it off early, before the shop gets busy—about five or six. That okay?”

      “That works. Thanks again for keeping it there an extra week.” It’s the only thing that feels right about this situation. This week with Rachel allowed us to grow closer. To become friends, not just lovers. Shit. I’m being a big baby. So Rachel gets her car back, that doesn’t change the most important thing, her and I, together.

      “Not a problem. Whatever you need, I’m happy to help.”

      Help. That’s why I did this in the first place. It’s why I had to keep this from Rachel, and why she can’t find out. She won’t accept my money or the things I can provide her, not if she views it as charity. Maybe that’ll change in time, but for now this is better. I’ll pay for the repairs and we can move forward building a relationship—something real—and a future full of love. I shake off the negative feelings and decide to view tomorrow as the start of the next phase of our relationship.

      “Come on, Walter.” I call him back from the planter he’s sniffing. “Let’s get back to our girl.”
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      It’s early Monday morning when my eyes snap wide open. I check the time on my phone, worried for a moment I’ve slept through my alarm, but my nerves calm when I realize I have another two hours to get to work.

      Today is the day. My car should be ready, and as much as I love Iron Maiden, I am going to miss commuting with Jude. I glance over and watch as his chest rises and falls with easy breaths. I can’t believe he’s mine. I can’t believe we’re here—together—after everything that’s happened the past two weeks. I couldn’t have survived it without him.

      Apprehension fills my chest when I think of moving back to my apartment. As much as I’d like to avoid that confrontation, I need to talk to my roommates. Rent is due tomorrow, so once I get my car I’ll head over after work. It’ll be different, living apart from Jude, but I have no doubt we’ll make it work. Besides, I’m certain I’ll still be spending many overnights at his place.

      An idea pops into my head. Glancing at his sleeping form, I slip from the bed, careful not to wake him as I head into the bathroom with a pile of clean clothes. Jude’s done so much for me, and I want to show him my appreciation. I’ve been meaning to cook for him; a breakfast would be the perfect surprise.

      He’s still sleeping soundly, and I smile to find Walter has stolen my spot on the bed. I don’t want to wake Jude, not when he appears so relaxed, and I don’t feel comfortable borrowing his SUV without asking. There’s a market nearby, and if I hurry, I’ll be there and back with plenty of time to whip up a quick breakfast before work. I’ll just splurge on an Uber. The surprise will be worth it.

      I grab my bag, the extra set of keys and my wallet inside, and head down to the lobby. The morning holds the gift of a new day, and my good mood can’t be soured, not even by a Monday. I wave at the security guard, a bounce in my step and permanent smile in place. I glance out the wall of windows and stop when I notice Iron Maiden in all her beastly glory pull up to the curb. Damn, I missed her.

      The driver comes inside and offers me a smile as he approaches the security desk. “Delivery for a Mr. Lawrence.”

      “Yes, he said to expect the car.” The security man hands over an envelope. “Mr. Lawrence left this for you. It’s the payment in full. Cash as requested.”

      There’s something about the mention of a paid bill that shoots a line of unease through my positive disposition. I should let it go. Jude and I haven’t really discussed it, but I assumed his mechanic would send me the bill. The fact arrangements have been made and discussed without me after I’ve spent every moment of the past forty-eight hours in Jude’s presence bothers me most. He would have brought it up, right?

      I shake off those worries, along with a wave of shame for even thinking Jude has any reason to lie or be deceitful. He’s nothing like my exes. Those suspicious ideas would never have crossed my mind before Ethan. I won’t allow my past to shadow my future. Besides, I’m sure there’s a perfectly good reason why he never brought it up this weekend. Namely, we were too busy screwing like rabbits.

      “Thank you.” The driver of my Iron Maiden tips his ball cap. “You have a good day.”

      “You too.” The security guard smiles, then turns his back, my car keys in hand.

      Pulling out my phone to request a ride, I reach the door just as the mechanic guy does. He holds it open for me with a polite smile.

      “Hey, now. You better not be taking my ride,” he jokes, holding up his phone to show the same app.

      “I make no promises.” I laugh as I’m matched with a driver. I tap on the screen, then nod to where my car is parked on the curb. “Now that’s a model you don’t see every day.”

      “Yeah.” He chuckles, his gaze amused as he taps on his phone before tucking it in his pocket. “Not in this part of LA anyway. The guys at the shop have been coming up with names for it all week.” He shrugs, appearing a little embarrassed. “Sorry, that’s a thing car people do, which sounds incredibly weird when I say it aloud.”

      “You happen to be in good company. I always name my cars. And that one, she looks like an Iron Maiden.”

      His brows rise. “Oh yeah? Interesting choice. I like it. She’s kinda a beast.”

      I nod to the logo stitched onto the breast pocket of his shirt. “You made the repairs?”

      “Oh, nah. My uncle owns the shop.”

      “What other names did this LeSabre acquire?”

      “Um, let’s see. There’s Flo, as in Flo Rida. Rustee. Farrah, as in Fawcett. The others I won’t repeat in the company of a woman.”

      “I appreciate your decorum.” I rock back on my heels, and check the status of my ride. Only a few minutes away. “So, you make a lot of drop offs?”

      “Yeah, I’m surprised this is the delivery address. Mostly, I’m driving Maseratis and Camaros in this zip. But to each their own. I’m gonna tell the guys at the shop about the Iron Maiden suggestion; they’ll get a kick out of that.”

      “I’m glad.”

      “Yeah, usually we don’t come up with so many names, but then again, most cars are off the lot as soon as they’re repaired. That one has been at the lot all week, so we got extra creative.”

      Wait, what? “The LeSabre was already repaired? For a week?” I swallow back the urge to raise my voice. “You’re positive it was this LeSabre?”

      He laughs. “Uh, yeah. We don’t get many of them. I’m sure.”

      “And you’re sure it was repaired? That it wasn’t waiting for a part or something?”

      “Oh, I’m positive. It’s been done since Tuesday. My uncle said the guy who hired him to fix it said he’d pay him extra to keep it until today. Rich people.” He shrugs and lifts his gaze to the Prius rolling up the drive. “I think this is me.” He digs into his pocket. “Hey, I know this is probably out of the blue, but here’s my card. I’m Ryan, and that’s the number to the shop. If you ever want to grab drinks sometime, or even need a car repair. Give me a call.” He hands me the card.

      I take it numbly, feeling off kilter and stunned.

      Iron Maiden was sitting in a repair shop, completely repaired, since Tuesday. Why would—? My gut churns at the thought of Jude paying extra to keep my car from me. It paints our entire week in another light. Was this all a game to him? Was he manipulating me to get what he wanted? Am I just another acquisition?

      Hurt morphs to anger, and I turn around, marching back into the condo’s lobby. “Excuse me.”

      The security guard meets my gaze. “Yes, ma’am. How can I help you?”

      “I’m a guest of Mr. Lawrence. I’ve been staying with him this week.”

      “Yes, Mr. Lawrence informed us.” Good. That’ll make this easier.

      “He had my LeSabre delivered. It’s sitting outside, and I need to grab the keys now.”

      “Oh.” The guard’s smile dims. “I was not informed of that plan.”

      “It’s my car. You can check the registration in the console. I’ll show you my driver’s license too.” I steady my voice so it doesn’t waver with emotion. “I need it to get to work, and Mr. Lawrence is feeling a little under the weather. He’s still sleeping and I’d rather you don’t disturb him.”

      The guard doesn’t move. Fuck. I’m gonna have to pull out all the stops. With more attitude than I feel at the moment, I put my hand on my hip and lift my brows. “He did tell you it was being delivered today, yes? And that it was my vehicle?” I’m officially a sassy California asshole.

      “He did.” His gaze flicks down to his desk a few times, as if weighing his reply. He scoops up the set of keys on the counter. “I guess we can go take a look at the registration. As long as it matches, I don’t see why you can’t take the keys.”

      Thank God. Because I can’t imagine confronting Jude right now. Not without losing my mind, or melting down. He lied to me. He deceived me. My nostrils sting and my chin wobbles as I think of what he’s hidden from me. Betrayal follows me around like a ghost I can’t shake. Jude was going to be different. I trusted him. I gave him my heart. He played me for a fool. Just like every man I’ve ever slept with. Shame on me.
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      I roll over, my muscles and body tight from overuse, my mind halfway between sleep and wakefulness. I reach for the beautiful minx responsible for my fantastic night of rest. Honestly, I don’t think I’ve slept so deeply and so soundly in years. But there’s no body next to mine, and as I sit up, rubbing my eyes and adjusting to the dark room, I realize Rachel is gone.

      “Rachel?” I call out. Then pat the covers where she should be. Cold. She’s been up for a while. Fuck. What time is it? I flip on the light at my bedside table and reach for my phone. It’s still early, but she’ll be leaving for work soon. Damn. I really did sleep like the dead. We won’t have time for a quickie. If my morning wood could talk, he’d whine in disappointment. After the past thirty-six hours, it’s a miracle he’s up and ready for more. But apparently, my sex drive is as insatiable as Rachel’s.

      “Rachel?” I knock on the bathroom door. “You in there?”

      Nothing. I open it to be sure, but she’s not inside. Nerves and a little shot of panic surge forward as I check the rest of the house. She’s not inside. Her purse is gone, so she must have stepped out. Still. There’s no note, or message, or anything. Maybe she left for work already. Without telling me? I always drive her.

      Maybe she ran an errand? Took a walk?

      I’m sure there’s a plausible explanation. She wouldn’t leave for the day without saying good-bye. Not after this weekend.

      I call her phone, but there’s no answer. Where the hell is she? I head to the kitchen and brew coffee, knowing when she returns we won’t have much time to get her to the studio. Minutes tick by painfully slow, and I stare at the door expecting her to walk through it any second. I reach for my phone as it begins to buzz with alerts. But it’s not her.

      Emails from vendors and clients fill my inbox, but I have trouble concentrating when Rachel isn’t here. I haven’t been putting in the hours I usually do, which is an adjustment to make. I never thought of myself as a workaholic, because I love what I do and I set my own schedule. But spending this week with Rachel has made me realize how good it feels to step away from the phone and live a life off the clock.

      Walter emerges from the hall, stretching his little legs and standing at my feet to stare at the front door. He needs to go out.

      My heart sinks as I check the time. She really left for work on her own. Damn. I can’t fathom why she would. Crazy as it is, I enjoyed playing chauffer. Not because I particularly love sitting in traffic, but because it was time with her. I looked forward to one last ride.

      Heading back to my bedroom to pull on a T-shirt and athletic shorts, I try calling her cell again. After four rings it goes to voicemail.

      “Rachel. It’s me. I must’ve missed you this morning. Anyway, give me a call when you get a chance. Or shoot me a text. I—” My voice strains as my brain stumbles over what to say. The need to know she’s okay, that we’re good, presses heavy on my chest in a way I can’t seem to shake. “I missed waking up with you. I’m not sure I can get through ten hours without your voice.” A chuckle escapes my lips because it’s the truth. “This weekend was incredible. You’re incredible. Have a great day, sweetheart.” God, I’d punch myself in the face for being such a mush, but I can’t help it. It’s how I feel.

      In case she’s not able to check her voicemail, I fire off a text as well.

      Me: Missed waking up with you in my bed. Have a beautiful day. See you tonight.

      She’s most likely driving, or working. She won’t be able to answer my text or call.

      So, she didn’t wake me first to tell me she was leaving. Knowing her, she probably didn’t want to disturb my sleep. She’s probably happily on her way to work this very moment, thinking of all the delicious and dirty things we did together this weekend. I should do the same. I shouldn’t be worried or obsessed about her exact location like some helicopter parent. Though, maybe I can convince her to install an app on her phone so I always know where she is.

      Walter barks a hurry the hell up, I gotta go bark and I hustle to the entryway. His eyes bounce from me and the door, anxious to be walked and fed.

      “Right,” I grumble, slipping on a pair of shoes before hooking him to his leash. He whines at the door, his little tail quivering with anticipation. As soon as I open it, he darts to the elevator. If he weighed more than ten pounds, he’d likely take my arm off.

      Inside the elevator, I resume staring at my cell. The text I sent mocks me with her lack of reply. Nothing. A tinge of irritation crawls into my thoughts, mixing with worry. Something isn’t right. Why would she leave without saying good morning? Or good-bye. Or anything. This weekend was special, or so I thought. I met her physical needs, there’s no doubt. Was it something I said?

      Did she wake up this morning and regret what we did?

      My chest hurts, and an uneasiness settles into my bones. What if she doesn’t want more after this weekend? That what we shared was a fling, and one she’s not looking to repeat. Fuck. The idea never occurred to me. No, I was too busy making her come. But now, in the light of a new day, I regret that we didn’t have the conversation. The one that defines our desires, and labels our relationship.

      What if, after everything we’ve shared, she doesn’t want to be together?

      The fear of losing her sends my pulse flying. It’s taken me years to let anyone get close. But with Rachel, I couldn’t help myself. Before her, I’d never met anyone I’d wanted to date, let alone picture a life with. Equal parts infuriating, beautiful, kind, and talented, she worked her way into my heart from our first encounter. Not even two weeks later and I’m a fool in love, wondering and obsessing as to why she’s not in my bed.

      As the elevator drops with each floor, clarity hits me square in the chest.

      I love her. I am head over heels, out of my mind, can’t live without her, in love with Rachel Delgado.

      I love Rachel.

      I love her.

      Does she feel the same? The urge to tell her this very second might be a warning that I’ve lost my mind. Love does that, right? Makes a person act crazy.

      Outside, Walter heads straight for the bushes to do his business. Everything is probably fine. This is all in my head. Get a grip, man.

      Only, my stomach tightens with worry that something isn’t right. I won’t be able to relax until she’s back home tonight. Maybe then I can convince her to stay, forever if I’m lucky.

      After a quick walk around the block to clear my head, I head back inside the condo lobby with a worn out Walter. The full day of work ahead provides the distraction to stop obsessing over Rachel. My mind busies as I tally my list of tasks to complete.

      “Morning, Mr. Lawrence. Morning, Walter.” One of the security guards, Robert, lifts his hand in a wave from his perch behind the desk. That reminds me. Rachel’s car.

      “Morning, Robert. Has the car been delivered?”

      “Yes, sir.” He nods. “Everything handled just as you asked.”

      “Good.” I brace a hand on the edge of the desk. Might as well pick up the keys while I’m down here. Walter does a one-and-a-half rotation turn, curling up at my feet as if he expects I will be awhile. I tap my fingers, a twinge of impatience at the fact Robert makes no move to hand over the keys. I glance over the lip of the desk, searching for an envelope marked with my name. “By any chance did you see Miss Delgado leave this morning?”

      “Yeah, she—” Robert nods his head, his features tightening with a little frown.

      My apprehension is back. Damn it. I knew something wasn’t right. “Did she—?” Look upset? Thoroughly fucked?—“seem her usual self?”

      “She did.” He regards me a moment, as if unsure what I’m asking. Rightfully so, since I don’t know how to ask for the information I really need. “She picked up her keys and I saw her out.”

      Oh. Shit. My stomach drops, dips, and twists. “Her car?”

      “Yes, the LeSabre,” he says slowly. “It was delivered, as you arranged, and then she came to get the keys.”

      “The keys.” My brain short circuits. There must be something wrong with my ears. How could Rachel get the keys, or know her car would be here waiting? We never spoke about it. Oh, shit. Oh, shit. Oh, shit. She knows.

      “Mr. Lawrence.” Robert shifts uncomfortably. “Her license matched the registration. Should I have phoned you first?”

      “Tell me exactly what happened.” I keep my tone even, but I’m barely able to contain my displeasure. My fingers curl into fists. None of this makes sense. “Details are important.”

      Like a detective relentlessly in pursuit of a culprit, I make Robert recount every single word exchanged. From the moment her car was delivered, to the second she drove off. The entire exchange went down in less than ten minutes, and after he’s related everything multiple times I’m more confused than before. How could she have known? Did she all along? Nothing adds up.

      I glance at my phone, still no reply. I consider calling her again, but something stops me. For the first time I have to consider that I’ve totally fucked any chance I had at a relationship with Rachel. What have I done?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            46

          

          

      

    

    







            Rachel

          

        

      

    

    
      I arrive at Americana much too early, but can’t think of anywhere else to go. My mind is reeling from this morning. I can’t believe he kept Iron Maiden from me! As much as I want an explanation, I also don’t want to know the answer. This weekend was damn near perfect, but in the morning light, my memories are tainted in deceit and lies.

      With at least an hour to kill, I head to the café across from the studios. I’d head onto set early, but the last thing I want is to make small talk about my weekend. I don’t trust myself, or my emotional state.

      I need to immerse myself in work today. That’ll be my only focus, and I’ll sort the rest out after. I step into the busy café and find a seat near the window after ordering a coffee. My phone alarm blasts through the room, catching the attention of more than a few people. My regular wake-up alarm. I silence it and shove it into my bag. How different would this morning have been if I’d just stayed in bed? I never would have met Ryan, or witnessed my car’s return. Was the early morning delivery all part of Jude’s plan of deception? My stomach dips and turns at the thought.

      I pick up my coffee for a long, soothing sip, attempting to find some peace when a familiar face enters the café. It’s Jenni, and she’s with a few other equally gorgeous actors. A few I recognize; they must be from the show she’s filming. I slink back into my seat, hoping she won’t notice I’m here.

      No such luck. “Rae! Hey, girl!” Her party is led to a table across the crowded room, but instead of following them, she heads my way.

      “Hey.” I infuse brightness into my voice, but I’m not sure it works.

      “Hey.” Jenni eyes the open seat at my table, biting the edge of her lip. Her voice is low and soft, the kind you use to calm an upset animal. “Mind if I sit a minute?”

      My spine prickles with unease. “Sure.” I straighten in my seat.

      “How crazy is this? We keep running into each other.” She laughs lightly, but her movements are stiff with discomfort.

      Maybe my face is doing a poor job of hiding how horrible I feel. “It’s great.” I try for genuine. “Those are your co-stars?”

      “Oh, yeah.” She waves in their general direction. “I should actually get back over there. We have to be on set soon. But, it’s just, well, I think there’s something I should tell you.”

      Something with the other roommates? My stomach clenches at the idea of more bad news. I’m not sure how much more I can take. “Yeah?”

      “I don’t want you to get offended, or hate me, or whatever.” She holds up her hands, her eyes darting from me to the tabletop. “But look, that guy you were with at the gala?” Her eyes lift with seriousness. “He’s not a good person.”

      Jude. Instinctively, my mouth opens to defend him, but the words get caught when I think of this morning. A nervous whisper leaves my lips instead. “What do you know?”

      “He was bragging about getting with you that night.” She swallows, glancing away to deliver another blow. “But then his friend asked about having you next. Like, he wanted to buy you or something, and look, I wasn’t going to say anything. It’s none of my business. But I thought you should know.” She mashes her lips together, and shifts in her seat.

      I bite my lip, because I’m not sure I can manage much more than a nod.

      “I’m sorry, Rae.” She reaches out, her hand covering mine. “You are a good person. You deserve better.” She swallows thickly. “Don’t hate me.”

      I shake my head, hating the worry on her face. “Thanks for telling me.”

      She slides from the chair and lays a gentle hand on my shoulder. “I’ve got to go. I’m sorry.” She makes her way across the café to join her co-stars.

      My eyes stare at the liquid in my cup, my gaze unfocused. My nose stings. Tears well in my eyes, but I blink them back. I can’t believe it. The Jude I know would never say those things, but do I really know him? After this morning I can’t say I do. But what reason does Jenni have to lie? It’s not as if she mixed him up with someone else, either. She saw us together the morning after the gala.

      My stomach churns with an ache, and I think I might be sick. I drop a few bucks on the table and grab my purse, needing to get outside. Out of here. Out of my head. I push through the doors and make it to my car when my phone vibrates in my hand. I’m almost terrified to look, but my willpower isn’t that strong.

      Jude: Missed waking up with you in my bed. Have a beautiful day. See you tonight.

      The message hits like an arrow through its mark. I can’t reconcile the man I know with the one who’s been lying and scheming. I grip the phone in my hand, resisting the urge to chuck it across the parking lot. I want to throw it to the ground, stomp on its screen, and break it so he can’t send me anymore messages, or call.

      Practicality wins out. I don’t have money to replace a broken phone, so I settle for the do not disturb setting.

      My nostrils burn and my eyes sting. I want to curl up and cry. No. Damn it. I am not doing this. Not here, and not now. I can’t fall apart. I don’t have the luxury. I have to get to work. Pinching the bridge of my nose, I inhale all the strength I have. I made a mistake, one I won’t make again.

      Tossing my bag into the car, I slide inside and turn the key, thankful when her engine roars to life. “Don’t let me down, Iron Maiden. I need you.” I pat the dashboard and give it a loving stroke. Yeah, I apparently talk to my car now.

      I glance out the rearview mirror one last time and shove aside my feelings, locking them down with the resolve to deal with them after work. And thank God for this job. Without it, I don’t want to consider what I’d do.
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      It’s after eight by the time I swing into my old apartment complex. I had to hit the bank to withdraw next month’s rent after a long day on set. I forgot how much this drive sucks, but thankfully Iron Maiden doesn’t let me down, and I crank my tunes to pass the time. I haven’t cried once, and for that I should win an award.

      It takes nearly fifteen minutes to find an open parking space, and it’s nowhere close. I slide my key into the lock with the dream of kicking off these heels as soon as I’m inside. “Hello,” I call out. The kitchen is empty, but voices from the bedrooms tell me I’m not alone. It’s weird, being here again. It’s my apartment, but I feel like an outsider.

      The door to my room with Kari Ann is closed, but light shines through the space in the floorboard so I knock.

      “Come in,” a voice I don’t recognize says.

      I push open the door, then double-check that I have the right room.

      “Hey.” A woman glances up from her book. She’s on my bed, a laptop and pile of papers to her right. She’s wearing pajamas. On my bed. “Kari Ann isn’t here.”

      It is my bed. I’m not losing my mind. I swear I’m not. “Who are you?”

      The woman blinks, taken aback by my question. “Uh, I’m Celia.”

      But that doesn’t answer my question. Why is there a stranger making herself at home on my bed, in my room?

      “Can I help you with something?” Her gaze is wary, as she shuts her book to set it down. On my fucking bed!

      “Why are you here?” A laugh, almost manic bubbles from my stomach. My propriety snaps and my voice grows in volume. “No, seriously, why are you here, and what are you doing on that bed?”

      Celia eyes her phone and my body with alarm. “I live here.”

      Oh. That would make perfect sense, except for the fact this is not her bed.

      “OMG, you’ve got to be kidding me.” Crystal’s voice is nails on a chalkboard from two doors down.

      I step back to glare, all plans to mend fences and move on obliterated. “What the fuck is Celia doing in my bed?”

      “Your bed?” Celia says, confused as I was two minutes ago.

      Crystal steps into the doorway, a sharp lofty laugh escaping her foul mouth. “You think you still live here? Are you on drugs?”

      “I’ve been gone for a week.” I say the words as if she’s dumb, because I think she might be. Not that it matters; it’s clear she’s already given my bed to someone else. “We have a lease.”

      “You just took off with all your shit. How was I supposed to know you’d be back?”

      “You could have fucking called!”

      “Uh, is this a problem?” Celia says.

      “Yeah!” I say at the same time Crystal says no.

      “What is your fucking problem?” I stalk toward Crystal.

      Her eyes widen and she shrinks back as if I might hit her. Honestly, she’s right to be worried. I haven’t felt this unhinged in my entire life. “You’re a bitch!”

      “Celia, call the cops!” Crystal shouts.

      I roll my eyes, disgusted at her and myself a little. “Don’t fucking call the police.”

      “Don’t listen to her.”

      “Uh . . .” Celia holds her cell, her lips parted and eyes wide. Welcome to the shit show, honey.

      “You’re a horrible person. You know that, right?” I say to Crystal. Much calmer now, I take out my keys and unwind the one for the apartment from the silver loop. “Here.” I toss it at Crystal’s feet. Turning on my heel, I stalk by Celia on my way out. I hope she enjoys a lying, stealing roommate. I’d warn her but it’s a waste of my breath.

      My body shakes with the crash of adrenaline. What a horrible person! All of them. What the hell? What is wrong with people? I can’t believe they gave away my apartment. You’d think it’d be something Jenni would mention. Oh, God, I’m officially homeless. My breath quickens.

      Rage rattles in my chest, and I all but run the rest of the way to Iron Maiden. What am I going to do? Where do I go? Tears fall before I lock myself inside. “Argh! Shit!” I let loose a scream and pound the steering wheel. “Fucking shit!” Sobs wreck my body and I give in to everything I’ve held back. The hurt. The betrayal. All of it. I don’t bother starting the engine. I want to move forward, but I’m at a loss. I don’t know what to do.

      Inhaling a shaky breath, I dial the only person in the world who will understand.

      “Jared?” I croak out my brother’s name on a sob, sniffling another back because I don’t want to scare him.

      “Rae? What happened?”

      I tell him everything. Not holding back. The good, the bad, and all the ugly flies from my lips. I don’t even apologize for the late hour; I’ve likely ruined his chance for a full night’s sleep, but I can’t hold this in. I can’t do this on my own. When I’ve unloaded all my troubles, and cried all my tears, a cathartic peace settles in my chest. Even though I have no clue what to do next, I no longer feel alone. “I’m sorry. I don’t know why I called you. You’re like fifteen thousand miles away.”

      “Hey. Pssh. Enough of that.” In my mind I can see him shaking his head. “We’re going to fix this. One problem at a time. I’m finding you a hotel right now and sending you money for it. Will one week be enough to find a new place? Or do you need two?”

      “You don’t need to do that.”

      “Rae? Please. I’m your big brother. Let me take care of you.”

      “Thanks.” I exhale a little of the worry in my chest. “One week is good.” I’ll put the word out at work and start looking tomorrow. Maybe I’ll catch a lucky break. The universe owes me.

      “Good. Now, I can fly out tomorrow. Go with you to get your stuff out of this billionaire dude’s place. How tall is he exactly? And does he work out?”

      I don’t know how he does it, but a laugh bursts from my lips at the idea of my brother—all five-foot-nine, lean and trim, never fought a day in his life—taking on Jude in my honor. It’s ridiculous, and I love him for bringing a smile to my lips after so many tears. That’s what big brothers are for. “As much as I’d love to see you, I think that’s a little overboard. I don’t want to see him, but I’m not afraid of Jude.”

      “Are you sure? I don’t want you going over there alone. Your ex-roommates are shit, but you must have someone who can go with you. For emotional support, and an extra hand.”

      “The stylist from work, De’Shaun.”

      “Good. Promise me you’ll ask. I know how you are, Rae. You despise asking for help. Like it’s a sign of weakness or something. But you know that’s bullshit, right? There are so many people who love you. Let them help. You don’t have to prove anything to anyone.” His words remind me of Jude—or the man he pretended to be—and as much as I want to deny the truth in them, I can’t.

      “I’ll ask De’Shaun. Promise.”

      “I just sent you the info on a hotel. Did you get it?” Jared waits as I pull up my email, book a reservation with my credit card, and then enter the address into my GPS. It’s only twenty minutes from here and close to the studio. Thank goodness. Exhaustion weighs heavy on my eyelids.

      “Want me to stay on the line with you? We can have a virtual slumber party, like when we were kids, but with much better fashion sense.”

      “I’ve got this,” I say with bolstered confidence. I may not have the strength for much, but I can handle driving to the hotel. Besides, I’ve kept him up late enough. My heart squeezes at my brother’s kindness. “I love you, Jared.” I fight the urge to cry again and turn the key in the ignition, easing onto the road with a steady breath.

      “I love you, Rae. You’ll get through this. You’re the strongest woman I know. Besides Mom, who puts up with both our asses, but you know what I mean.”

      I sniffle through a laugh. “Yeah, I do.”

      “Okay, the hotel is expensive enough I don’t think it’s where they make adult movies, but one can never be too safe. Text me as soon as you’re checked in for the night.”

      “Will do, good night.” I end the call, wipe the tears from my eyes, and make my way back across town to my new temporary housing. My heart and body feel as if they’ve been through a rugby match, tossed, smashed, and banged around. Not permanently out of order, but damaged. I could tell myself I’ve been through worse and things will look brighter in the morning, but that’d be a lie and I’ve had enough of those to last me a lifetime.
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      Rachel doesn’t come home. I don’t know why I expected she would. This is my fault. She left because I deceived her. I don’t know how she found out about the car, but she did. There are consequences to every action, and this penance is mine to pay.

      I’m miserable without her.

      By Tuesday morning, my pride’s long abandoned me and I resort to texting and calling on the hour. She doesn’t pick up. She doesn’t even tell me to fuck off. God, I just want to hear her voice. Why won’t she pick up? Madness takes over and I can’t concentrate on work. I almost drive to Americana studios, or by her apartment, just for something to do.

      Her silence sends a message. One I don’t want to hear. Rachel Delgado may never forgive me.

      Fuck. This can’t be how it ends. She has to come back eventually. All her stuff is in my condo.

      It’s the reason I never once leave my place, not even to walk Walter. To my appreciation, the condo’s security team doesn’t question why I can’t take him down myself. I don’t know what I’d tell them if they asked. But I can’t stand the thought of missing her in the elevator. Of her stuff disappearing while I’m gone. Her clothes and makeup piled in one corner of my room are my only proof that this week was real. That I didn’t dream her up. I’ll stay in this place my entire life if that’s how long it takes to see her again. I offer up a silent prayer she doesn’t make me wait that long.
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        * * *

      

      It’s almost seven o’clock on Tuesday evening when my prayers are answered. The knock at the door sends Walter into a yapping flurry. As if he’s angry she left without saying good-bye too.

      My heart gets caught in my throat and I push off the couch, almost too scared to hope it’s her. My feet hit the floor with heavy footfalls. Part of me wants to race to the door, but there’s another part anxious with nerves.

      I’ve practiced my apology. It’s all I’ve been able to focus on. But will she forgive me?

      The lock on the door clicks, and she pushes it open. My breath catches, my heart full of relief at the sight of her. But the second her gaze finds mine, I fear the worst. There’s no love in her eyes. Not even hurt. They’re cold, closed off, and that’s more terrifying than anything.

      “I’m just here to get my things,” she says curtly, and steps out of the way to let in another man.

      Jealously rips away all sense of restraint. All the anger I’ve been shoving aside rushes forward. “Who the fuck is this?”

      “Jude. Don’t.”

      The man chuckles, his hands raising with open palms. “Not here to fight, sugar.” He glances at Rachel, the humor draining from his face. “Just helping a friend.” There’s no longing in his gaze, only protectiveness. The same as a brother would have for a sister.

      I realize this must be her co-worker, De’Shaun. She’s described him well enough; I should’ve known immediately. Jesus, she must think I’m an asshole.

      “Excuse us,” Rachel says, her indifference more cutting than before. They pass by, and De’Shaun swears as he takes in the grandeur of my condo. They speak in hushed voices, low enough I can’t make out what they say.

      Walter follows them as well. I’m the only one stuck in place as though my feet are glued to the floor. Fear grips my chest and holds tight as I process what’s happening. I thought I wanted to see her, but now she’s leaving. This time for good. I scrub a hand over my jaw and bite back the urge to yell. I can’t live without her. I just can’t.

      De’Shaun emerges from my room with two suitcases, offering me a sad smile as he passes.

      This is my only chance. Stepping into the bedroom doorway, I block it with my body and try not to focus on the fact she’s nearly packed. “Rachel. We need to talk.”

      “No.” She shakes her head, not even lifting her gaze.

      “No?” It hurts worse than any punch. “You don’t think we deserve to talk this out. After everything? After—” I’ve fallen in love with you.

      “I know what you did.” Her jaw locks, and she zips shut her duffle bag. “I can’t move past that.”

      “The car? Jesus, Rachel. I’m sorry. I should have told you.” Frustration reverberates through my muscles. This isn’t going the way I imagined. She won’t even look at me. “I had my reasons, but I’m sorry. Just don’t leave. Don’t ruin what we have over a car.”

      She whirls on me, her gaze sharp with indignation. “You think this is about Iron Maiden?”

      Okay, that stops me. What else is there? Oh, shit. “Look, I’m sorry, but what was I supposed to do? Watch you struggle to make ends meet when I had perfectly good connections to get you that job. You love it, and you’re damn good.”

      Her eyes widen and she takes a step back, her head shaking. “You got me the job.” She blinks as if she didn’t know.

      Fuck. “Rachel, I—”

      “No. Don’t you dare try to justify your actions. Don’t you dare.”

      De’Shaun clears his throat at my back, wanting to get inside.

      I could be a dick and not move, but I doubt that’d help my case. Instead, I take the opportunity to erase the space between me and Rachel. My fists clench as I fight the urge to pull her in my arms.

      “This is everything,” she says to him, patting the foldable cart stacked high with her beauty supplies. Her eyes won’t meet mine, but I know she tracks my movements. Her jaw tightens with each of my steps closer.

      “Rachel. Please. Don’t do this. We can talk it out.” My words pass though her, missing the mark.

      She ignores me, picking up her duffle and resting the strap on her shoulder.

      De’Shaun carts her supplies out the door.

      She gives the room one last look and follows.

      Fuck. No. No, no, no. She can’t go. Not like this. I stomp after them, making a sad little caboose to the Rachel-leaves-Jude-forever train. I’m seconds from begging, not that it’d do any good.

      She steps ahead, holding the door for De’Shaun. A few more paces and they’ll be at the elevator.

      Panic surges at the reality. “Rachel, I love you.”

      Her gaze snaps to mine. She drops her duffle where she stands, eyes wide and wild. “No.” She backs up.

      I follow her into the hall. Cracking what’s left of my heart, I splay it wide open. “It’s true. Please, Rachel.”

      “Stop lying!” Her shout echoes off the walls.

      “I’m not.”

      A simmering wrath settles in her gaze. Her eyes betray her resentment. “Did you ask the shop to keep my car from me after it was repaired?” Her words beg me to argue. She wants the truth. That, I can give.

      “Yes.”

      “How much did it cost?”

      “Five.”

      De’Shaun doesn’t say a word, standing by the elevator so silently I almost forget we have an audience. Not that I care what he thinks.

      “Thousand?” Her chin nods, as if she suspects I lied to her before. Which I did. Doesn’t matter that my intentions were good, the tightness in her posture suggests she doesn’t want reasons. Not right now. “And you bragged about how you were going to fuck me at the gala? I was pretty easy, huh?”

      Her question knocks me off balance. Who—? Understanding dawns, as I remember her friend, the one we ran into the morning after. She was the woman who overheard my conversation with Pierce. Rather part of it. “It’s not what you think.”

      “What was your plan? Huh? Pass me along for a finder’s fee when you were done?”

      “Rachel, I would never.” God, it hurts that she believes this shit. I get that she’s angry. Does she really think I’d do such a thing?

      My brows pull together and I shake off her allegations. The sting of her disbelief in our love hurts most of all.

      “At least tell me you negotiated a good deal. That I’m worth a few grand to you.”

      A few grand? My face heats; the anger inside simmers to a boil, begging to be let out. How do I argue with her? How do we have a discussion when she’s already made up her mind? I’m the villain. A sinner with no hope of salvation. The silence between us builds, thick with anger and ready to snap. A few fucking grand?

      From inside my condo, my cell rings with an incoming call.

      “Just answer it.” She flicks her gaze to the sound.

      “No.” I don’t give a fuck who’s calling. Not when the most important person in my life is standing here. “We’re not done.”

      Her chin quivers, and her spine straightens as she picks up the dropped bag. “I think we are.” She stifles a sob. My phone rings again. “Answer it.” Her words are a taunt. Baiting. “You know you want to.”

      I swallow thickly around the realization that no matter how I play this, I lose. “Not as much as I want to understand what happened to change this.” I motion at the space between our bodies. “Us.”

      “I wish I believed you.”

      “Rachel.” Now I am begging. My eyes fill with tears. I’m losing her.

      “Answer it.”

      “No. Not if you’re leaving.” I shake my head. “I refuse for this to be it.” The end. I can barely think the words, let alone speak them.

      “I’m leaving anyway.” She smiles, but it’s the kind that breaks my heart. Sad. Hurt. Disappointed. A mask for something deeper, because I’ve lost the privilege to her thoughts and feelings. As she turns and steps into the waiting elevator, fear grips my chest. This is it. She’s walking. Tears fall freely as I watch her leave. My love wasn’t enough to keep her, and I don’t know that I’ll ever recover. Not when she leaves with my heart.
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      Three weeks later

      “You’re making the face again.” De’Shaun rolls his eyes, stepping ahead of me to climb the steps to Cora Bentley’s trailer.

      “What? No, I’m not,” I say defensively.

      He rolls his eyes. “Channel your inner BJ.” BJ. Before Jude. It’s a term my brother coined, and De’Shaun uses it often. Mostly because he enjoys the strange looks we get. Anytime I space out or get sad, he reminds me to pretend like Jude never happened. Impossible.

      “I can’t help it.” I’ve tried to forget Jude. I really have. But the reminders of him are everywhere. I get in my car. I think of him. Driving reminds me of all the conversations we shared. I go to work and it starts again. He pulled a few of his social connections to get me this job, but I can’t quit. First of all, I love it. It’s my dream gig and the pay is fantastic. Not only do I make a livable wage, but for the first time in a year, my savings account has the start of a nest egg. Besides, there’s no way I could leave De’Shaun. He’s basically the best co-worker ever.

      Once I filled him in on my living situation, he pretty much insisted I stay with him. I didn’t want to impose, but after staying at the hotel my brother paid for, I agreed to give it a try. Turns out, De’Shaun comes from a wealthy family and part of his trust fund includes a two-bedroom bungalow. The spare room is comfortable, and off the clock we get along better than either of us imagined. Plus, it’s Los Angeles. I won’t find insanely affordable rent anywhere else.

      Cora’s on her phone, picking at her breakfast, and flipping through a script when we enter the trailer. Her gaze lifts to ours with a smile, and she holds up one finger. “Uh huh. Okay, I’ll see what I can do. Have them send it over by this weekend, otherwise it’s a no for me.” The actress is one of the hardest working people I’ve come to know on set. She’s different from the way the tabloids paint her—though I suspect that’s the same for most celebrities. She’s down-to-earth and treats everyone with respect, from the sound guys to the craft table attendants. Getting her ready for a day of filming is one of my favorite parts of this job.

      Though we keep it mostly professional, De’Shaun and I talk freely with her as if she’s one of our best friends. I secretly think she loves us more than anyone else on set—and not just because we hold the power to make her look good.

      “Have you talked to him?” De’Shaun says quietly and lifts his brow with a pointed stare as he plugs in a curling wand.

      I busy myself laying out the brushes I’ll need. Doubt resurfaces, stronger than a rolling tide, and for the hundredth time since I left Jude’s condo, I question whether I did the right thing. Should I have given him a chance to explain? Or would I have just bought more of his lies? I can’t hide or pretend I don’t know what De’Shaun means. He was there. “You know I haven’t.” Defensiveness prickles up my spine. My gaze darts over to Cora, but she’s still on the phone.

      “Well, you know what I think, sis.” De’Shaun studies his reflection in the mirror of our work station. He thinks I need closure. That I won’t be able to move on until I talk things out with Jude, this time when I’m not raw and reactive. De’Shaun pulls out a pick and works through his hair, messing with it even though he already looks good.

      “I don’t know if I’m strong enough. Not yet.” It’s the truth. In my mind, I’ve gone over every conversation and everything we did, searching for a sign. Something I missed. Some warning signal that Jude was only pretending to be someone else with me. But each time, I come up short. I don’t think anyone’s that good of a liar. What we shared felt real. I let my guard down, sharing myself with him in the most authentic way because he was doing the same. Or so I thought. I might still think about Jude too much, but I’m in a solid place right now. I work. I eat. I smile and laugh. I only cry when watching old episodes of Grey’s. I’m scared inviting Jude back into my life, even for a conversation, will unravel all of that.

      “Don’t give me your excuses.” De’Shaun rolls his eyes at my reflection in the mirror. “It’s your life. Do what you want. But don’t waste it hung up on someone you won’t even talk to. There comes a time when you gotta make a choice. A crossroads. Go right or left. Take the red pill or the blue. It does no good sitting your ass down in some self-induced purgatory, punishing yourself for what? Trusting? Loving? You deserve to have more good in your life. You’re too beautiful. Too smart. Too good of a human. Don’t let this experience brand your heart in such a way that you just give up. There’s a lotta love to show this world, honey. You aren’t done yet.”

      He’s right. Damn it. Tears well in my eyes and I blink them back.

      “Wait, are you two talking about ‘Ask Ida?’” Cora walks over and sets her phone, water, and a stack of screenplay sheets on the counter near my makeup. Her eyes are bright with interest. “I love ‘Ask Ida!’”

      De’Shaun pats the chair. “Sit, baby doll.”

      “What’s ‘Ask Ida?’” I say, desperate to change the subject. We talk about a lot of things during hair and makeup, but my relationship woes are not one of them. Also, my eyeliner is on point today. I have no intention of ruining it with tears.

      “Oh, my God.” Cora settles back in her chair. “You have to follow her. It started as an advice column for some little local paper in New York City, but then she started an Insta and Twitter, and blew up. Like, I could spend hours just from the comments alone.”

      “I’ll have to check it out.” I unscrew the cap on the moisturizer and apply it to her skin.

      “People ask questions about love and all sorts of stuff, and her advice is like gold,” she says. I finish smoothing out her skin. De’Shaun brushes out her hair. It’s a choreographed dance we’ve perfected, talking, working, and not getting in each other’s way.

      Cora laughs lightly. “I don’t even know why I waste my time on a shrink anymore.”

      “Now, this I need to see.” De’Shaun laughs.

      Cora leans forward and grabs her cell as I reach for the foundation. “Oh, my God. I read one last night and it literally hit me in the feels.” She taps on the screen and starts scrolling. “He fucked up. I mean, don’t they all? But his desperation to get her back. God, it was so heartfelt. The stuff of epic love stories.” She holds the screen so she’s still able to read while I apply the base of her foundation. “Dear Ida, I can’t believe I’ve resorted to an online advice column but I’m desperate for help. My story isn’t so different from everyone else’s. I did some things to help out a friend. Not illegal things, but stuff I knew she wouldn’t agree to if she knew I was behind it. This friend is one of those friends I wanted to sleep with from the second my eyes saw her. But she’s not an easy catch. She’s infuriatingly stubborn, righteously independent, and not at all impressed by my wealth or social connections.” Cora reaches for her water and takes a sip.

      Okay, this letter hits a little closer than I’d like. This is the very reason I can’t stop thinking about Jude. Everything reminds me of us.

      “Honestly, this made me fall for her even more. She wasn’t intimidated by my success, because she was focused on her own. I was addicted to everything about her. Her laugh. Her smile. Her body, though all I could do was look, because this woman was not interested in sleeping with me. Which had never been a problem for me until her.” Cora lifts her gaze to meet De’Shaun’s. “This is where it gets juicy!” She glances back to her screen. “By this point I was rearranging my entire life just to spend time with her, even if it was to drive her to work. It still wasn’t enough, so when she had some roommate trouble, I saw an opportunity and took it. I convinced her to move in with me, and it was great, well, except for the sexual frustration. Try sleeping down the hall from the woman you can’t stop thinking about and not being constantly aroused. It’s impossible. But even that was worth it, because this woman made all of my days brighter.”

      I swallow against the lump forming in the back of my throat. There’s no way that’s Jude, or about me. The similarities are merely coincidence, and my imagination is flying wild. My gaze flicks up to catch De’Shaun staring.

      “That could be about anyone,” he says, drawing my same conclusion.

      “Keep reading,” I whisper, needing to know the rest.

      “By some miracle, she decides I’m worthy of her love and we finally sleep together. It’s the most intense, mind-blowing, soul-satisfying sex of my life. Except I realize now, I should have come clean about those non-illegal things I did to help her out.”

      De’Shaun has long deserted his styling tools.

      I can’t bring my fingers or brain to concentrate on anything other than Cora’s next words.

      It doesn’t matter that she’ll show up late on set, or we’ll probably run behind schedule all day. We both lean over her shoulder, anxious to know the rest of the letter.

      “Because the first night we sleep together, one of her friends overhears one of my asshole friends from high school proposition me for a turn with my woman. That he’d pay me to make it happen. Only, the friend doesn’t hear the part where I tell him to fuck himself if he even thinks about making a move on my girl.” Cora lifts her gaze. “It’s good, right?”

      “Read the rest!” De’Shaun practically yells.

      Cora’s eyes widen, but she honors his request. “She found out about everything. She called me a liar. Which I am, but not about that. She won’t take my calls or answer my texts. She’s made it perfectly clear she wants nothing to do with me, and that I should move on without her. But I can’t. How do I let her know I never made that deal? That I love her so much I can’t even leave my house; there’s no point when she holds my heart captive. I forgot how to live the day she walked out.” Cora inhales, her brows furrowed and voice strained. “Desperately awaiting your wisdom. Signed, Mr. Dirty Dealer.”

      “Daammnn.” De’Shaun whistles, his eyes wide and blinking with shock. “Okay, so maybe it’s him.”

      “You think?” I all but yell.

      “You know who this is?” Cora’s eyes dart from De’Shaun to me. “Wait, is this about you? Oh, my God!” Her jaw drops open and she releases a squeal. “This is so exciting!”

      My mind reels. My thoughts race like a movie playing in double time, I can’t process it all. The truth, all of it, comes together and offers me an olive branch I’m almost too scared to reach for.

      “Rae, honey. This changes everything.” De’Shaun says what I can’t.

      “What did Ida say?” I almost rip the phone from Cora’s hands, desperation thick in my tone. “What did she tell him to do?”

      “Oh, right.” Cora lifts her phone and scrolls to find her place. “Dear Dirty Dealer.” Her gaze flicks to mine, and there’s a worried expression on her lips. “Honesty is a staple of any relationship. Communication, the biggest obstacle for most couples. Try writing her a letter to express your feelings and share your truth. But understand that when we abuse trust and hurt the ones we love, they are under no obligation to offer another chance. The best of luck, Ida.”

      “Well, that’s grim.” De’Shaun blanches.

      My body buzzes with a restless energy. So, what? I wait for him to send a letter? That could take weeks. Or never. “What about the comments?”

      “Oh, honey.” De’Shaun shares a knowing glance with Cora and shakes his head. “You never read the comments.”

      “But”—I’m confused—“you just said you read for the comments.”

      “When it’s not about people I care about.” Cora locks her screen and places her phone on the counter. “Believe me. You don’t want the keyboard warriors’ opinions. Not for this.”

      I can’t decide whether I’m annoyed or endeared by her words.

      “Shit.” De’Shaun picks up his styling tool. “We need to get back to work.” He meets my stare from over Cora’s head, picking up a section of her hair. “You good?”

      “I can work,” I say, turning to my row of brushes. Focus on makeup. Get through the day. I can do this. There’s no reason I can’t. Except the thought of Jude, heartbroken in his condo with only Walter for company, is almost too much to push aside. “Last month my biggest problem was paying rent and finding reliable work.” I suck in a ragged breath. “Now . . . I . . .” Fuck. Is De’Shaun right? Does this change everything? It’s almost too much to hope. “What do I do?”

      “What do you want to do?” De’Shaun asks.

      “I think I need to talk to him.” I swallow thickly. “He still lied about my car.”

      “Yep.” De’Shaun nods. “Pretty awful of him, paying to fix it for you.”

      I glare. “And he got me this job.”

      Cora makes a clucking noise, earning our attention. “No. He didn’t.”

      “What?” I blink, confused again. How does Cora know—? Then it hits me. God, I feel stupid I never made the connection. She’s always photographed with them. “You’re friends with the members of Three Ugly Guys. The lead singer, Trent, he knows Jude Lawrence. I know he called in a favor.”

      “Yeah, Trent called me a few days before you started. He asked if we had any openings, but he didn’t get you the job. I vetted you before I made the suggestion to production.” Her eyes hold complete sincerity, as if she knows how much I need to hear this. “You’re amazing, Rae. I wasn’t joking when I told you I’m addicted to your tutorial videos.” She turns in her seat when De’Shaun releases her hair from the hot iron. “Honestly, I wish you would make more.”

      I swallow against the tightness in my chest. All the indignation I felt for staying away from Jude is gone. Yes, he did lie, but only about things we can work through. “I want to talk to Jude. I want him back.”

      Cora’s eyes brighten, and she claps her hands. “Yes! Please tell me I get to be there when you win him back! I live for real life romance.”

      I think back to his “Ask Ida” letter. Yeah, he made some mistakes, but I did too. I never let him explain. I wouldn’t hear the truth. I need to apologize for that. Jude laid himself out in that letter—all his feelings, all his love—and I want to do the same. “Would you both help me out? Tonight, after we’re done for the day?” I bite my bottom lip, and reach for a makeup brush, an idea taking flight.
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      There’s a knock at my door, incessant and persistent. Knock, knock. Knock, knock, bang.

      The considerate response would be to answer it, but then I’d have to leave my couch. Why bother? It’s not her.

      Walter springs from his perch on my legs and bounds off the couch, yapping and barking between ferocious growls. The knocking continues and I exhale and stare back at the television screen. I tune out the barking, like I do most things these days. If I ignore it enough, I can pretend the outside world doesn’t exist. That Rachel’s not out there somewhere, going on with her life without me.

      Whoever it is gives up, and eventually Walter returns. My buddy. He stares expectantly, as if he’s forgotten I’m a ball of pathetic waste. I should get up. At the very least, I could walk him tonight. But then again, I should do a lot of things. The game plays on, but I don’t even care who wins.

      A click at the door propels me to at least sit up and pull a blanket over myself. Because I also gave up wearing pants. I glance out the window, surprised to still find sunlight. Three times a day the security team comes into my condo to deliver takeout and take Walter for a walk. They never ask why I can’t do it myself, but then again, they probably don’t care because they’re getting paid.

      The footfalls against my wood floors come to an abrupt stop. “This is disturbing.”

      Shit. I only know one Australian. Who the hell gave him a key? “What?” I sit up and glance over to find Chance judging the current status of my condo. It’s bad. Really bad. Stacks of takeout boxes. Empty bottles of beer on every flat surface. Blankets wadded at the end of the couch. Dirty clothes scattered throughout. “I’ve been really busy.” But that’s not true. I’ve spent the last three weeks wallowing in self-pity. When Rachel left, I threw myself into my work. It’s how I coped after my mom died, and it’s a lot healthier than drowning in a bottle. The first week was hard, but I had hope. She wasn’t taking my calls or answering my texts, but at least I could leave voicemails and messages. I apologized. I begged. I didn’t stalk her at work though, figuring that would only ruin any chance of earning her trust again.

      Day seven my messages stopped showing as delivered and my calls were going straight to voicemail. She’d blocked me. It was a kick in the balls and a slap of reality. She wasn’t coming back. She wasn’t forgiving me. I had fucked up the best thing to come into my life. My one chance at happiness. After that, I stopped moving forward. I stopped caring.

      “I know you have money for a housekeeper,” Chance says, stepping over a pile of discarded pizza boxes. “Fuck, this is disgusting. You’re disgusting. When was the last time you showered?”

      I couldn’t answer because I didn’t know. “Doesn’t matter.”

      “Like hell it doesn’t. You made me bust my ass to finish the mermaid piece for the hotel opening, and we are going.”

      Right. That’s tonight. “I’m not in the mood.”

      “Mate, I love you like a brother, which is why what I’m about to say might be hard to hear.” He grabs one of the chairs from across the room, drags it over, and sits across from me. Leaning forward, he pins me with a glare. “Get your ass off this couch and into the shower. You are coming with me, whether you like it or not.”

      My head falls forward, and I can’t meet his gaze. I don’t want to go. I don’t ever want to leave this couch. But he’s right. I run a hand through my hair, releasing a frustrated breath.

      “Hey.” He waits for me to lift my stare. His lips pinch with concern, his gaze softer. “I get it, I do. She left.” He pauses, allowing the reality of it to stretch between us. Tears well in my eyes, but that doesn’t stop him. “That was her choice to make, and as much as you don’t like it, you have to live with it. Life is short, and I will not sit by while you piss yours away.”

      “I love her.”

      He grunts, clasping me on the shoulder. “I know, man. I know.”

      I inhale, closing my eyes so I won’t cry. It’s bad enough he sees me with my heart shredded to pieces. But as much as I hate to admit it, he’s right. I can’t spend the rest of my days hiding out in my condo. It doesn’t change the truth. Life is passing me by. Hell, she’s moved on with hers. My throat clenches. A single tear drops and my heart splits open all over again.

      “Ah, fuck. Don’t cry. Aubrey’s not here, and I’m not any good at that stuff.”

      I laugh, and though it still hurts, it’s nice to find something funny. “Where is she? She never misses one of your reveals.”

      “She, uh, isn’t feeling so great. We thought it better she rest at home with CJ rather than stop for puke breaks.”

      “She’s got the stomach flu?” My brows rise. “You left her home with Chance Junior?”

      “Not the flu.” A smile works his way onto his lips. “Aubrey’s pregnant. Another little Bateman to take over the world.”

      “What?” For a split second I wish it were me getting to share such news. I swallow back the tinge of resentment that threatens to sour this joyful moment. The smile on my lips is a foreign feeling, but it’s a step in the right direction. “I’m happy for you.”

      “Thanks, mate. We’re thrilled.” He shoves to his feet and moves the chair back to the table. “Now, go shower. Times a ticking, and I can smell you from here.”

      “Fine. I’m going.” The blanket drops from my waist as I stand, and I adjust my boxer briefs so Chance doesn’t get a peep show as I walk toward the hall.

      “And shave that small animal off your face,” he calls after me. “You’re starting to resemble a goat!”

      I cringe a little at the imagery. Turning in the doorway, I narrow him with a glare. “That hurts.”

      He nods, his lips pressed in a firm line. “The truth does that.”
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      “I’m so glad you invited me.” Cora bounces in her seat as she plows over a bump in the road intended to deter drivers from speeding. From the ten minutes I’ve spent in her Hummer, two things are clear. She doesn’t adhere to road signs or speed limits, and I might never see Jude again because there’s a very real chance she’ll kill us all. “This is so much fun.”

      “Honey, that’s a red light,” De’Shaun says from the front passenger seat.

      “Short cut.” Cora smiles, cranking the music and the steering wheel simultaneously.

      I grip the handle above my seat in the back, and hold on for life as Cora takes another turn. Jesus. Who gave this woman a license? Or sold her a military grade vehicle?

      “Nervous?” De’Shaun turns in his seat to meet my gaze.

      “Totally.” This time as my stomach dips and dives, though it has nothing to do with Cora’s driving. I suck in a breath and shake off the nerves. It felt like a good idea when we came up with it this morning, but now—now, I can’t stop picturing all the ways it could go wrong. “You’re sure he’ll be here. And we can get in?”

      “No one turns Cora Bentley away from a publicity event.” Cora winks at me through the rear mirror. I wish she’d keep her focus on the road. “Ever.”

      De’Shaun swears under his breath. “Do you always refer to yourself in third person?”

      She rolls her eyes at De’Shaun, but laughs. I appreciate how easygoing she is and, despite her poor driving, her social connections.

      “You sure this will work?” My knee bounces as I press my toe to the floorboard of the car. There’s a good chance he won’t want to see me. Or hear what I have to say. If he’s angry, I’ll understand. I can work with angry. I ignored his calls and texts, then blocked him for good measure. But if he won’t even give me a chance? I think about the “Ask Ida” letter. God, I hate knowing how much I hurt him. I wish I knew when he sent that. Was it weeks ago? “What if he’s already moved on?”

      “Stop,” De’Shaun says, his tone serious. “No negative thoughts. Our plan is brilliant, and you are going to get your man.”

      “But what if I don’t?” I bite my bottom lip, my stomach twists, and my leg bounces faster. Maybe Cora’s horrible driving is partially responsible for my sudden spike in nerves. If this goes badly, there’ll be public humiliation—which I can handle—but spending the night alone in an empty hotel suite that cost a week’s worth of my salary might push me over the edge.

      Cora swings the Hummer into the hotel drive, hopping the curb to find a parking spot. “You’re going to get your man.” She turns in her seat once the shifter is in park, and levels me with a stare. “But if not, we’ll get drunk on tequila, eat Doritos, and watch ‘80s movies.”

      “Doritos? Really?” De’Shaun sticks out his tongue, then holds out his hand. “Phone?”

      I place it in his hand, everything loaded into my social media channels and waiting for the push of a few buttons.

      “Cora, honey. The rest is in your hands.” De’Shaun hands her the note I wrote earlier, the one that asks Jude to come upstairs. “Don’t forget to add the key.”

      “You ready, Rae?” she asks.

      Fuck. Here goes nothing.
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      The hotel opening is perfect. There’s champagne and shrimp. B-list celebrities, investors, and all the usual suspects. I mingle. I smile. I fake being okay, when deep down my mind is far away—stuck in the past. A reality in which I leave with the woman I love. I get the girl. This isn’t Hollywood, and I don’t get the happy ending.

      “You brought my artist.” Darlene Sheehan, the owner of the hotel says, stopping by to give me a kiss on the cheek and gush over Chance.

      “I am honored to create another piece for your hotel,” he says, ever the charmer.

      “Another Chance Bateman original. It’s the centerpiece to this lobby.” She’s right. It’s stunning. What was a hunk of metal and trash only weeks ago, is now eye-catching, unique art. I may have given him shit about the bottle caps, but they really make the piece.

      “I know the expedited timeline wasn’t easy to accommodate,” she says, smiling between us. “I’m sure Jude passed on my token of appreciation.” A five-thousand-dollar bonus.

      “Yes, he did.” Chance lifts his glass. “Thank you.”

      We toast and offer our well wishes to her new venture, though it’s not needed. Darlene’s business savvy makes all of her projects profitable investments. I should feel fortunate to be in the room of successful people; gratitude or self-appreciation at the very least. But instead, a deep dissatisfaction seeps into my mind. None of this matters. Not really. Not anymore.

      Not without her.

      “Hey, I think I’m gonna head out,” I say to Chance when Darlene moves on to chat with another guest.

      “Jude.” He lifts his brows and glances around. He doesn’t say it, but I know he wants to. I’m bailing too early. This event is perfect for courting new clients, for making connections, and otherwise enjoying the fruits of my labor.

      “Stay. You should be here. I’ll catch an Uber,” I say.

      Chance blows out a breath, his disagreement obvious.

      “Excuse me. Jude Lawrence, right?” A woman interrupts, touching my suit jacket. It’s Cora Bentley, an actress, a very popular one, and personal friends with Trent Donovan. She’s the person he passed Rachel’s information to when I called him for connections in the industry. She’s tall, blonde, and exactly the type of woman I would have been interested in before Rachel. Hell, she probably knows Rachel.

      “Yes, it’s nice to meet you.”

      “The same.” Her face brightens with a smile. “Do you have a second?” I don’t know if she wants to know for professional reasons, or personal. My bet is the latter, and I can’t get away fast enough.

      “I’m sorry, I don’t,” I say. “I was just leaving.”

      “Wait.” She hands me an envelope. “Please read this before you go. It’s important.” The way she put emphasis on important causes me to pause. There’s no sexual innuendo to her words or actions. It’s that and the fact she turns away without another word that feeds my curiosity. I’ve been handed hotel keys before. This isn’t a proposition.

      “Open it already,” Chance says.

      I grit my teeth, wanting to tell him to fuck off, but focus my irritable energy into ripping open the envelope. Inside is a note and a hotel key. My interest deflates like a balloon stabbed with a needle. I hand them over to Chance, annoyed at myself for anticipating anything different. “I’m out of here.” I pass through the crowded lobby and pull out my phone to request a ride.

      Fuck this night. Fuck getting over Rachel. Maybe this was my penance. A lifetime of discontent for deceiving the woman I love.

      “Jude!” Chance jogs out to the drive. His gaze lands on mine, eyes wide and expectant. “Jude, wait!”

      “What?” My pulse races at his wild expression. Maybe it’s something with Aubrey?

      “You need to get upstairs. Now.” There’s no question in his voice.

      I shake my head, confused.

      “Room 612. Here’s the key.”

      “Chance. I’m not in the mood.” I push away the key he offers. There’s no way. I’m not sleeping with anyone, let alone some celebrity hookup.

      “Mate.” His voice is stern. His scowl fierce. “You don’t understand. You need to be in this hotel room. You’ll regret it the rest of your life if you don’t.” There’s something in his delivery that catches my attention. Plants a seed of faith in my heart. It’s almost too much to hope for.

      I lift my gaze; my lips part but words escape me.

      He nods, as if he understands. “612. Go get her back.”

      This time I take the card when he shoves it in my hand. I nearly trip over my feet as I race back inside the hotel. Not caring how insane I must appear, I run through the lobby, only stopping briefly to ride the elevator. My chest heaves and I’m out of breath when I stop in front of the door marked 612. Fuck, I’m out of shape. And nervous. My hands shake as I scan the key on the door and turn the handle to open it.

      There she is. “Rachel.” Her name falls from my lips as a whisper. A prayer. A promise.

      “Jude.” She smiles, but it’s reserved. Timid. She’s wearing one of my favorite dresses. The wrap kind that hugs all her curves. Her makeup is perfect, no surprise there, and her wide eyes don’t leave mine as I step inside. “You came.”

      “How could I not?”

      She swallows thickly. “I didn’t want to disrupt your party, or your big moment, but I couldn’t go another day.”

      It’s almost too much to hope for. “Another day?”

      “Without you.”

      “Rachel.” I want to fall to my knees. I want to cry in relief. I want to pull her in my arms.

      “I have something I want you to see.” She blows out a long exhale, her lips twitching with a nervous smile. “Please tell me you have your phone with you.”

      “I do.” I pull it from my jacket and hand it over. She pulls up YouTube and before I can ask, she hands it back. It’s her, and this is her channel. I turn up the volume as the headline of the video fills the screen. How to create the perfect I’m sorry, I love you, evening look.

      My stomach does a little flip, and emotion fills my chest. I glance at Rachel as her face fills the screen, and take a seat on the edge of the sofa.

      “Hey, Rae here with all your makeup and beauty tips.” She’s sitting in front of a white wall, bright lights illuminating her face, and a mirror to one side. The dark circles under her eyes make her appear tired, but even without any makeup she’s beautiful. “Tonight’s episode is a little different than my usual format. Let’s get started. First, we’re going to apply our foundation, concealing the pesky circles under my eyes.”

      The video shows her dabbing a beige liquid onto the soft skin beneath her eyes. “Mine are really bad, because I haven’t been sleeping. See, I kinda hurt someone I love, because he hurt me too.”

      My gaze snaps up to Rachel—the one standing five feet away. She bites at the corner of her lower lip and points at the phone, encouraging me to watch.

      On screen she blends the color until her foundation is flawless. She presses her lips together, assessing her work before setting down the foam square. “And instead of communicating or listening to my heart, I let my past and the fear of getting hurt be my guide. I messed things up. Badly. And I hope he’ll forgive me.”

      She holds a palatte up to the camera. “Which is why I’m going with a natural look. I’m choosing these colors because they’re subtle and work with my skin tone, but feel free to change it up. I also won’t be applying any mascara or eyeliner—and I know, how can that be?” She gasps dramatically.

      My lips pull to a smile.

      “But this could go badly. Even after I tell him how much I love him, that I don’t want another day to go by that I don’t talk to him, or how all I want is a second chance to love him better. Well, he could say he’s moved on, and that would make me cry. If my heart’s broken, the least I can do is not look like a wild raccoon!”

      I glance from the Rachel on the phone screen to the one in front of me. Her eyes are wide, glistening with unshed tears, but full of hope. My heart hammers in my chest. She loves me. She wants to be together. She wants to give us another chance.

      “I’m also going to go with a sheer lip gloss. Because I have high hopes for kissing, and most guys don’t appreciate looking like a clown after a make-out sesh.”

      She wants a kiss. She wants me. I drop the phone to the couch, shoving to my feet, and taking a step toward her. With each inhale, my chest feels a little lighter. Each move forward, like I’m righting a wrong.

      “There you have it. It’s the perfect look for telling the person you love you’re sorry. If you’re feeling confident, you can pair it with a wrap dress and some flirty heels. Now, I’ve gotta run. Wish me luck because I’m off to find my man.”

      She presses her lips together, her gaze never leaving mine as the video continues to play somewhere behind us. I can’t wait another second; I have to touch her. My hands splay at her hips, wrapping around her waist as I erase what’s left of the space between us.

      “Drop your words of encouragement in the comments, and feel free to share or subscribe so you don’t miss my next video which will either be ‘Creating the Perfect I Survived My Broken Heart Weekend Brunch’ look, or ‘Creating the Perfect Look After Making Up with Your Man’ look. I’m Rae and I hope you have a lovely day! Until next time.”

      Her chin tips up and the hint of a smile plays at her mouth. “What do you think?”

      I cup her jaw in my hand, stroking my thumb across her cheek, my eyes dropping to her mouth. “My bet’s on the second look.”

      Like the perfect wave on the horizon, coming in powerful and fierce, her lips crash with mine. She holds my heart. She’s my home. For the first time in three weeks my soul rests easy, relishing in the warmth her love provides. Our mouths move together, neither of us willing to bail. Riding this feeling all the way to shore.

      “Rachel.” I tear my lips away and attempt to catch my breath. Pointless with the way my heart races. As much as my fingers itch to unwrap her dress like my favorite present, I won’t rush. I need to make sure this is real. That she’s committed for the long haul. “Did you mean it?”

      “Every word.” She presses her hand to my chest, as if she can feel my heart. “I’m sorry I ran when it got hard. When I got scared. I won’t do that again. I promise.”

      “I never said those things to Pierce, or made a deal with him. I wouldn’t—”

      “I know.” She nods. “And I should’ve given you a chance to explain. It’s just, with all the other things you kept from me”—she swallows hard—“it was too much.”

      My gut twists, knowing I let her down. That I hurt her. “I was wrong. What I did wasn’t honest, and I knew it. I should’ve come clean. I’m sorry you had to find out the way you did.”

      “Don’t lie to me again. Even when you know I won’t like the truth. I might kick and scream and fight you on things, but I deserve to be part of the conversation.”

      “I swear. I’ll always be honest.”

      “Promise?”

      “I promise.” I cover her hand with mine, pressing it to my chest. “Don’t ever leave me again. I’m a mess without you.”

      “I was hurt.” Her gaze lowers and she leans into me, allowing me to pull her close. “I felt betrayed because you lied.”

      “I know. And I’m sorry.” I press a kiss to her cheek. “I never meant to hurt you.” I wish I could take away that hurt. Erase both hers and mine, but that’s impossible. All I can do is make the commitment to never let it happen again.

      “I love you, Jude.” She sways into my body, her lips finding mine. A promise. A balm to my soul.

      My response comes easy and quick, honest and true. “I love you, Rachel.”

      “Stay with me.” She steps back, her hand dropping from my chest and for a moment she appears unsure. “Here. Tonight.” Her eyes blaze bright and her hand goes to the tie on her dress. She plays with it a little before pulling it loose. The fabric opens, falling to the ground in a pool. Though, I can’t really be sure. My gaze is glued to her beautiful body, the lacy bra and thong doing very little to cover her expanse of skin.

      “Jude?” Her brows lift, and a playful smile tugs on her lips. “You still with me? Or do I need to put my clothes back on?” Her teasing words bring a smile to my mouth.

      Oh, it’s on.
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      “Come here.” Jude backs up, unbuttoning his shirt, and chucking his pants as if he’s in a race and naked wins first place. Which isn’t entirely wrong. His broad chest appears more chiseled than I remember, the sinewy muscles in his arms ready and waiting to take control.

      I saunter closer, my entire body on fire for him. The way he looks always makes me feel like a goddess. Powerful. Sexy. Bold. “You promised to spank me.”

      He lifts his brow with intrigue. “When did I do that?”

      “In the dungeon.” My legs press together. I’ve never been that interested in kink, but the thought of Jude spanking me for pleasure, with my consent, sends a rush of desire through my core. Taking another step forward, I ditch one shoe.

      “You’d like that?” he all but rasps, his eyes glued to my chest.

      “I mean, yeah,” Other shoe. Bra. Panties. They hit the floor. “Just don’t hurt me.” I press his chest with enough force to send his ass to the edge of the bed. I step between his legs.

      His face is inches from my nipples and he zeros his gaze there. “Maybe we need a safe word,” he mumbles to my left tit.

      “Goat.”

      His head jerks up. “Absolutely not.”

      I shrug, as if I didn’t just scare the crap out of him. “You said to give you my safe word, and I pick goat.”

      His head is shaking. “Goats and sex do not go together.”

      “Then it’s perfect.”

      “Who told you?” He narrows his glare. “It was Chance, wasn’t it? Fucker.”

      I can’t hold it back. I have to laugh.

      “Now, you’re just asking for it.” He tackles me to the bed, his fingers digging into my sides.

      I scream. Laughter bubbles out, uncontrollable and incessant. “No! Jude! Stop it, right now!”

      He tickles me harder and with more zest, even as I squirm and try to get out of his hold.

      A slap to my ass takes me by surprise. As much as I hate being tickled, my thighs squeeze together as his palm lands on my butt. I want more of that. “Goat! Goat!”

      His body freezes for a second—damn, he really is terrified of the animal.

      I shove him to his back, crawling onto his body and straddling his hips as I catch my breath.

      “You play dirty, Rachel.”

      “Don’t be embarrassed.” I bite back the urge to laugh. “We all have things we’re scared of.”

      “The only thing I’m scared of is losing you again.” He swallows thickly, all humor gone.

      “So don’t,” I whisper, leaning forward to brace my hands on the sides of his head. My hair falls around us and creates a curtain from the world. Just the two of us.

      “Come here.” He drags me down so our lips meet.

      “You liked it when I slapped your ass. Didn’t you?” His palm rubs slow circles over my skin as I rock my hips, sliding my center over where he’s rock hard for me. God, I’ve missed this. Being with him. Vulnerable and real. No judgment. Just love.

      I unbutton his pants, lowering the zipper and gripping the waistband. Lifting my hips, I free his cock from his pants and briefs. I move the fabric of my thong to one side and line him up. His gaze is hot on mine, but he doesn’t take control. It’s as if he knows I need this. He wants it to be my choice. My decision.

      “I missed you.” I stoke his hardness then sink down onto him with a moan. So full. So good.

      His hands travel down my thighs, gripping and rubbing my butt cheeks. Slap! His hand delivers a sharp pinch of pain. “Ride me, sweetheart.”

      “Yesss,” I exhale on a hiss. Arching my back, I press my hands to his chest and flip my hair back. Giving in to what my body craves, I grind down on him. Rocking. Riding. My hips swiveling in rhythm to a song our bodies create. The hotel room fills with whispered words of love, moans of pleasure, and breathy gasps.

      Moving faster. Grinding harder. Sweat beads on my skin. My pulse races as my clit rubs against his pelvis with each gyration. I dig my fingers into his chest, reaching for my orgasm. Ready to soar, and at the same time wanting to drag it out. “Jude,” I beg. Needing. Wanting.

      “You’re so fucking sexy.” Slap! His palm delivers another pinch of pain to my ass, then rubs it to soothe the skin. “I love watching you come.” His fingers grip my hips, taking over the heavy lifting. He guides my body and thrusts upward. Harder. Better.

      “I’m gonna—” I cry out as the summit of my pleasure hits, and spins out of control, waves wracking my body in the wake.

      Jude holds my body, continuing to thrust inside. “Fuck, yes,” he groans, following me over the edge. His body shudders with mine. His hands dig into my flesh so hard, I bet they’ll leave marks.

      I fall forward, capturing his lips for a kiss. One that says thank you, and I’m so glad he’s here with me. “I’ll be right back.” I push off his body and scoot toward the bathroom. “Don’t move.”

      He chuckles, arranging a few of the pillows and scooting on the bed to lay back. “Wasn’t planning on it.”

      I use the restroom and hurry back to join him on the bed. I can’t help but smile with my heart happy and body satisfied. I slide in next to him, resting on my side and propping my head on my hand to study his expression. “Hey.”

      “Hey.” He slides an arm around my waist to tug me closer. His body is warm, inviting, and the only place I want to be.

      My fingers crawl up his chest, and I reach up to stroke along the thick hair on his jawline. “I like this.” It’s as if he hasn’t shaved once since I saw him last. My heart squeezes with the understanding I’ve caused him pain all these weeks apart. At the same time, I needed the space to decide to forgive him for lying. It brought us to this moment.

      “Yeah? Maybe I’ll keep it.” He presses a chaste kiss to my lips. “Maybe I’ll keep you.”

      “Maybe?” I tease.

      His gaze grows somber. “I never want to go another day without you.”

      I swallow at the intensity of his stare. Neither do I. “You don’t have to.”

      “Move back in with me?”

      “You don’t think it’s too fast?” I don’t want him offering because it’s the way things were, or out of obligation. “That we should take it slow?”

      “Nothing between us has been slow.” He laughs gently, and rubs his thumb along my brow. “You captured my attention from the very first scowl.”

      “Now you’re making me feel bad.” My eyebrows pinch together, remembering how I felt that first day. I was wary of a stranger, and exasperated with my predicament, but from the second my eyes took him in, the attraction was undeniable. “I had a lot going on that day. Sorry, jumping your bones wasn’t high on my priority list.”

      His chin tips back and his chest shakes with laughter. “Just another reason I fell in love with you.”

      “You’re serious about moving in together?”

      “I’m serious about everything.” There’s something in the heat of his gaze and tone of his voice that steals my breath.

      “Everything?”

      He scoots back to sit against the headboard, dragging me with him so I sit on his lap. His hands frame my face, holding my gaze to his. It’s not needed, though. Nothing could make me look away. “Rachel. Would you do me the honor of becoming my partner for life?”

      Time stops. Freezes. A burst of joy blooms in my chest, and my entire body tingles with excitement. “You want to get married?”

      “I want to get married.”

      The idea should come as a shock, or worry, but instead it settles around my heart, wrapping around me like a warm blanket. Maybe it’s crazy. It’s most definitely rash. But my answer comes without hesitation. “Yes.”

      “Yeah?” His eyes widen with surprise and practically twinkle, the golden flecks amongst the brown catching the light. His smile broadens and he tugs me closer, his mouth crushing mine for a searing kiss. A promise. A commitment. “You sure you don’t need more time? I’ll wait as long as it takes.”

      “I want this.” I kiss his lips. Drop my next one to his neck. The next along his shoulder. I glance up from under my lashes and grin. “Worried I’ll accuse you of playing dirty?”

      His palms rub up and down my body, his gaze hot on mine as he watches me press kisses over his skin. “I want you to be sure. I’m not trying to con you into a deal you don’t want. I’m not easy to love sometimes. I get obsessed with work. I don’t know how to ask for help. I’m bossy. I shut people out when I’m hurt.”

      “Don’t.” I sit up straight and press a finger to his lips. “I love everything that makes you, you. You’re generous. You’re kind. You’re strong, even when you’re hurting. And you love me completely. I’m all in.” I capture his lips with mine. Each stroke of my tongue seals the promise of my love. Each breath we share is filled with hope. Tender caresses become a commitment to cherish each other.

      We just made love, but it doesn’t matter. I want him again. I will always want him. My breath comes shorter, my pulse racing with desire. My body aches to feel him inside me. My clit begs for stimulation, and I wiggle on his lap. I can’t help myself.

      He growls, and in the next breath flips my back to the mattress. Him crawling over me. His grin is as devious as it is sincere. “Look who’s the dirty dealer now?”

      “Only for you,” I whisper, because it’s the truth. My heart, body, and soul belong to this man. It doesn’t matter we’ve only known each other this small fraction of a lifetime. I’ll always be his, and he’s mine. We belong together. I’m excited for what the future holds, and I’m willing to fight for us. To put in the work.

      After moving to California I worried about a man getting in the way of my dreams. It took time apart to realize I didn’t have to pick one over the other. We all need a little help sometimes. Being vulnerable enough to trust again brought this man into my world. No matter what life throws, we’ll deal with it together and come out stronger.

      My bet is on us.

      
        
          
            [image: A Cocky Hero Club Production]
          
        

      

      
        
        Want to keep up with all of the new releases in Vi Keeland and Penelope Ward's Cocky Hero Club world? Make sure you sign up for the official Cocky Hero Club newsletter for all the latest on our upcoming books:

      

        

      
        https://www.subscribepage.com/CockyHeroClub

      

        

      
        Check out other books in the Cocky Hero Club series:

        http://www.cockyheroclub.com

      

      

      
        
        Want more of Rachel and Jude? Sign up for Kacey Shea’s newsletter to receive an exclusive bonus scene of the happy couple here:

        http://www.kaceysheabooks.com/dirtydealerbonus

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Kacey Shea

          

        

      

    

    
      Sports Romance

      The Perfect Comeback

      

      Firefighters

      Caught in the Flames

      One Hot Night

      Caught in the Lies

      Caught in the Chase

      

      Rock Stars

      Detour

      Derail

      Hinder

      Replay

      

      Uncovering Love Series

      Uncovering Love

      Uncovering Desire

      Uncovering Hope

      Uncovering Forever

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Kacey Shea is a USA Today bestselling author of steamy contemporary romance. She enjoys writing strong and smart heroines, heroes with hearts of gold, and stories that deliver a satisfying, well-earned happily ever after.

      

      When she's not writing you will find her playing Uber to one of her three children, drinking iced tea by the gallon, or planning her next escape from the Arizona heat.

      

      Sign up for Kacey’s newsletter here to receive a free book, access to exclusive bonus content, and never miss a new release!

      

      Do you use BookBub? Follow me to receive an alert for future new releases!

      
        
        For more information

        www.kaceysheabooks.com

        info@kaceysheabooks.com

      

      

      
        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

        [image: Twitter icon] Twitter

        [image: Instagram icon] Instagram

        [image: Goodreads icon] Goodreads

        [image: Amazon icon] Amazon

        [image: BookBub icon] BookBub

      

    

  


cover.jpeg
DIRTY
DEALER

SSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSS

KACEY SHEA





images/00004.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg





images/00002.jpeg





