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			To everyone who works too hard. 
Like Ferris says, life moves fast. 
Don’t forget to stop and look around or you’ll miss it.
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			CHAPTER ONE

			Brie

			I OWN WAY too much shit.

			I’m pretty sure my driver wanted to kill me when he saw how many bags I had. If I hadn’t threatened him with a one-star review—and promised him a hefty tip that I can’t really afford—I’m betting he would have left me at the curb.

			Now the trunk of his Honda Civic is full, and I’m crammed in one corner of the back seat, hugging my knees to my chest, surrounded by suitcases. I thought about sitting in the front for a hot second, but then I saw the discarded fast food wrappers, cigarettes, and empty Red Bull cans. It may be less comfortable back here, but it’s a hell of a lot cleaner.

			I knew I should have ordered a bigger, better car service, but, sadly, money is an object, at least until I get my first check for the Netflix series. Fortunately, I won’t have to stay curled up like a pretzel for long. Connor’s apartment is only a few blocks away.

			My gut twists when I think about where I’m going and what I’m about to do. I’ve known my brother’s best friend practically my whole life, but showing up on his doorstep, unannounced and uninvited, and asking if I can move in with him, is gutsy, even for me. Maybe that’s why I brought along all my worldly possessions instead of going back for them later. It’ll be a lot harder for him to toss me out on the street with all this crap in tow.

			I hope.

			The fact that I’m willing to pull this stunt shows just how desperate I am. But losing out on yet another apartment—my fourth in as many weeks, the New York City real estate market is brutal and my credit history isn’t exactly the best—was the last straw. I can’t keep squatting at Jake and Ainsley’s. Especially now that I’m going to be staying in the city for the foreseeable future. Or at least until the series gets cancelled.

			Don’t get me wrong. My brother and his fiancée have been more than hospitable. But being a third wheel to their storybook romance is uncomfortable as hell. The lovey-dovey looks. The constant smooching. The wall-banging sex.

			And that’s not a euphemism. I can literally hear the headboard of their California king slamming against the drywall. Every. Freaking. Night. And it’s not like my room is next to theirs. I’m down the damn hall.

			Their late-night gymnastics have been totally messing with my sleep schedule. When the first A.D—that’s assistant director for those not familiar with TV production lingo—made a half-serious, half-snide remark to the makeup artist about needing to cover the dark circles under my eyes, I knew it was time to find new digs. I worked my ass off for this gig. Beat out hundreds of other girls. I’m not blowing it because my brother and his blushing almost-bride can’t keep their hands—and other body parts I don’t even want to think about because ew, my brother—off each other.

			Hence my somewhat—okay, totally—impulsive decision to spring myself on Connor. He’s the only other person I know in this city, other than my brother, of course, who has an apartment big enough to house a freaking marching band. With any luck, he won’t even know I’m there. Once he says yes to me crashing with him, that is.

			Plus, Jake let it slip the other night that Connor broke up with his live-in girlfriend a few weeks ago. Hopefully he’ll appreciate an extra hand around the house. I’m good at vacuuming. I actually like folding laundry. And I make a mean vegan coconut chickpea curry.

			My car pulls to the curb in front of Connor’s luxury high-rise, and the driver picks up his phone and swipes right to end the ride.

			“Nice building.” He turns around and surveys the piles of bags and boxes taking up most of the back seat. “I suppose you want me to help you bring all this crap inside.”

			“Only as far as the lobby. I can handle it from there.” Fingers crossed. My plan is to get the doorman to take pity on me and watch my stuff as I bring it up to Connor’s penthouse apartment in stages. Then, when it’s all stacked up strategically outside his door for maximum you-can’t-turn-me-and-literally-everything-I-own-away effect, I’ll ring the bell and pray. “There’s a tip in it for you, remember? And a five-star rating.”

			“Forty bucks.” He holds out his hand, palm up. “Paid in advance.”

			That’s about twice what I want to shell out. But he’s got me over a barrel. There’s no way I can get everything inside in one trip, and I’m sure as hell not leaving anything out on the sidewalk for any Tom, Dick, or Harriet to walk off with. So I pull out my wallet, fish out two twenties, and fork them over. “Here.”

			It takes a good ten minutes, but we finally get everything out of the cab and into the lobby. I thank the driver, promising again to leave him a glowing review. Then I work my magic on the doorman—he’s prickly at first but he changes his tune when I show him my driver’s license and he realizes I’m “Mr. Lawson’s” sister—and he agrees to keep an eye on my things while I bring the first batch of stuff up to “Mr. Dow’s” apartment on the seventh floor.

			The “Mr.” thing cracks me up. I mean, intellectually I know Connor and my brother are big-shots. Top Shelf—the club they own—is one of the hottest night spots in the city. They’ve been on Forbes 30 under 30 and countless lists of Manhattan’s most eligible bachelors. But to me, they’re still my annoying big brother and his constant, geeky sidekick who liked to play Tomb Raider and Magic: The Gathering and—even worse—wouldn’t let me, five years their junior, join in on the fun.

			Five trips later, and it’s go time. All my crap is piled in the narrow hallway between the elevator and Connor’s door. The only thing left for me to do is ring the damn bell.

			It takes a few minutes and more than a couple of rings before the door swings open and—gah. Connor’s so—naked.

			Okay, so he’s not exactly naked. But he might as well be for how little those tiny gym shorts are covering. What is this, the seventies?

			Not that I’m exactly complaining. What’s not covered looks damn good. Why have I never noticed how yummy he is before? He’s gone from geek to Greek god. The slight sheen of sweat makes his muscular arms and torso glisten like an Olympian in ancient times, all oiled up for competition. And when did he get a tattoo on his ribcage? It makes his six pack look even sexier. If that’s possible.

			“Brie.” He runs a hand through his dark, damp hair, messier than usual. “What are you doing here?”

			Crap. He sounds pissed. What if I’ve come at a bad time? What if he was sleeping? Or even worse, still in bed but, um, otherwise occupied? I know he just broke up with his girlfriend, but maybe he’s got some rebound chick in there. That would explain the mussed hair, the sweat, the almost total lack of clothing.

			I swallow hard and force a smile. “I, uh, hope I’m not interrupting anything important.”

			He reaches one hand up to grab the door frame, making all those glorious, shiny muscles ripple. My mouth goes dry and I wipe my clammy palms on my jeans. I’m going to have to figure out how to keep my stupid hormones in check if we’re going to be sharing space. Even if that space is the size of a ski lodge.

			“I was in the middle of a workout,” he says, shifting his weight and drawing my attention to his cross trainers.

			Okay. Better than morning sex. But still not exactly getting off on the right foot.

			“Sorry. I’d come back later but—”

			I wave a hand at the stacks of stuff behind me and he blinks as if noticing them for the first time. Which maybe he is.

			“What the hell is all this?” I start to answer, but he holds up an hand to stop me. “Wait. Let me guess. You want to hold a garage sale in my apartment. Or Jake finally kicked you out.”

			What does he mean, finally? Has my brother said something to him about wanting me gone? No, that’s not Jake’s style. If he had an issue with me, he’d tell me to my face. He always has before. Damn Connor for making me doubt him.

			“Neither. But it was time for me to move on. My brother and his fiancée need their space.”

			And I need my sleep. Not that I’m about to discuss my brother’s sex life with his best friend. I glance over Connor’s shoulder into his palatial digs. There’s lots of neutral tones and clean lines. Very upscale. Very masculine.

			“Can we take this discussion inside? I’m assuming my things will be safe out here for a few minutes, seeing as you’re the only one on this floor.”

			“Do I really have a choice?” He steps back, opening the door wider and waving me inside. “I can’t exactly slam the door in my best friend’s sister’s face. Which I’m sure you were counting on when you came over here.”

			“Thanks.” I breeze past him, ignoring the jab—because, well, it’s true—and trying my hardest not to accidentally-on-purpose brush against him as I walk by. “I know this is your place and all, but would you mind, uh, putting on a shirt. All that bare flesh is very...distracting.”

			He closes the door and follows me into the apartment. “Let me make sure I’ve got this right. You barge into my personal space and complain that I’m underdressed?”

			I shrug. “That pretty much sums it up.”

			“I’ve got to give you credit. You’ve got balls of steel, Blabby.”

			I wince at the childhood nickname. Okay, so I have trouble keeping my mouth shut. And Gabby rhymes with Blabby. Hence why I started going by Brie—also short for Gabrielle—when I started high school.

			“The last time I checked, I didn’t have balls.”

			“I was speaking metaphorically.”

			He grabs a T-shirt from the back of a chair and covers up. While he’s occupied with that, I do a quick survey of my surroundings.

			Sweet Caroline. I thought my brother’s place was swank. This makes his digs look like the Super 8.

			“So.” Connor arches a brow at me. “What brings you—and all your crap—here before ten on a Saturday?”

			I plop myself down on one of his neutral-toned, clean-lined arm chairs and cross my legs, preemptively making myself at home. It’s like that old saying. Dress for the job you want, not the job you have. Or, in this case, the apartment you want. “Aren’t you going to offer me a glass of water? Cup of coffee? Maybe a light snack?”

			“I’m all out.” He folds his arms across his chest, pulling his shirt tight over his pecs. Damn thing is doing nothing to kill my dirty sex fantasies.

			“Of what?”

			“Everything.”

			“Even water?” I manage to croak past dry lips. The more I study the way his shirt molds to his torso, the more I’m desperate for a damn drink.

			“Just spit it out,” he says with a sexy smirk that adds even more fuel to the aforementioned fantasies. “The suspense is killing me.”

			“I was hoping I could stay here for a little while. Only until I can find a place of my own.” I add the last bit hastily, before he can say no.

			But it doesn’t stop him from turning on the heel of his Reeboks and running from the room like I asked him to be my baby daddy.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			Connor

			SHE WANTS TO WHAT?

			I fling open the door of my stainless steel fridge with way more cubic feet than any one person could possibly need and grab an IPA from one of my favorite local craft breweries. Okay, so it’s not even 10:00 a.m., but I’ll make an exception to my strict no-alcohol-before-noon policy for this.

			My best friend and business partner’s little sister wants to move in with me. Which you wouldn’t think would be a problem. I mean, we’ve known each other since we were kids. I should want to help her out, right?

			Right. Except for one tiny—or not so tiny—thing. Namely my dick, which is already doing a happy dance at the thought of having Brie sleeping in the next bedroom.

			Have I mentioned that she’s my best friend’s sister? His little sister? And that I’ve had the hots for her since I was old enough to figure out girls were good for more than just teasing?

			But it’s against the bro code to mess around with your buddy’s sister, especially when you and said buddy are in business together. I’ve managed to do a pretty damn good job of keeping my distance from Brie for years now. But having her take up residence in my luxury loft, no matter how spacious, is going to make that—not to mention my aforementioned dick—awfully hard.

			I pop the top on my beer and slug it down. I’m going to have go back out there soon. I can’t hide in my goddamn kitchen forever, like the coward that I am. But I need some liquid courage first. I’m not a ladies’ man like Jake. Or, God forbid, my father. I can get a little tongue-tied around women. Especially ones I’m attracted to.

			Until I get them in bed. Then something goes off in me, like a switch, and I’m the king of dirty talk. And it’s not only me who says so. I’ve had more than one woman praise my linguistic skills in the bedroom.

			But I digress. The point is, I’m not great at chatting up chicks I’m into unless we’re between the sheets. Add in the fact that I have a hard time saying “no”—to anyone, for anything—and it’s clear why my current situation is a recipe for disaster.

			“Everything all right in there?” Brie’s voice floats in from the other room.

			“Uh, yeah. Be right out. Want a beer?”

			See what I mean? Instead of tossing her sexy ass out the door, I’m offering her drinks. Idiot.

			“At ten in the morning?” she scoffs.

			“Hey, it’s five o’clock somewhere.” Just not here.

			I toss back the rest of my IPA, rinse out the bottle, and put it in the recycling. Okay, so I’m a neat freak. And eco-friendly. Sue me.

			When I finally work up the nerve to go back into my own damn living room, Brie’s in front of my bookcase, studying the array of family photos. Ironically, there are more pictures of her family than mine. Not surprising given that I spent more time at their house growing up than my own.

			She bends over and picks up one photo to examine it more closely, and my heart and my dick simultaneously twitch at the sight of her ass on full display. She’s got a booty like Beyonce, ripe and round, tempting me to—

			Stop. This is exactly why Brie and I can’t be roomies. My mind may be willing to keep her in the strictly platonic box, but my flesh is definitely weak.

			I clear my throat, and she turns around, picture still in hand. It’s one of the few I have of my family in happier times. Before my mom’s ALS kicked into high gear and my dad went off the deep end and started screwing everything in sight.

			“Your mom was really beautiful,” she says, a little choked up. “Like Grace Kelly in that movie with Cary Grant.”

			I’m surprised at the emotion in her voice. It’s not like she knew my mother all that well. Our families didn’t move in the same circles. My father wouldn’t have allowed that. Hell, he barely tolerated my friendship with Jake. I think the only reason he let us hang out was because he thought it might make me more jock than geek, like some of Jake’s natural athleticism would rub off on me if we spent enough time together.

			Spoiler alert: It didn’t. Sure, Jake introduced me to the gym, which eventually helped me go from scrawny to brawny. But I’m still shit at sports, and I still prefer a well-played round of chess to anything with touchdowns, baskets, or home runs.

			Much to my father’s disappointment.

			“To Catch A Thief,” I supply, taking the picture from her and glancing at it before carefully putting it back into place. She’s right. My mom was beautiful. And classy. And kind. Everything a mom should be.

			Great. Now I’m starting to get choked up.

			“That’s the one. I always mix it up with North By Northwest.” Brie eyes another photo, this one of me and Jake at our high school graduation. We’re a study in contrasts, him the big, burly four-sport letterman and me the shorter, slighter computer nerd.

			She looks at me, then back at the picture, then at me again. “What’s your secret?”

			“Secret to what?” I ask, grateful to be talking about something other than my mom.

			The question isn’t really necessary. I’ve got a pretty good idea where Brie’s going with this. But some vain part of me wants her to say it. Wants the satisfaction of knowing all my hard work in the weight room has paid off. But even more, of knowing that she’s seeing me, really seeing me, like I’ve been seeing her all these years.

			“You’ve looked at yourself, right? I mean, you must have a mirror somewhere in this mausoleum.” She turns her attention from the photos on my shelves to the books, her question obviously rhetorical since she clearly doesn’t expect an answer. Not that it matters, because I already have mine. She’s seeing me, all right.

			Which, I suddenly realize, makes it all the more imperative that I get her and all her crap the hell out of here, stat. Yeah, it’s gratifying knowing she likes what she sees. But it’ll be even harder to resist jumping her bones now that I know the attraction isn’t one-sided.

			“Have you read all of these?” She runs a finger down the shelf, reciting the titles as she goes. “The Great Gatsby, A Moveable Feast, How to Win Friends and Influence People. That’s some pretty heavy stuff.”

			That’s right, part of me wants to scream. Brains and brawn, baby. The perfect package.

			But the other part—the smart part—says it’s time to stop screwing around and get down to business. The business being growing a pair and telling Brie she has to go.

			“Why me?” I ask. “You’ve never lacked for friends. You must have someone else you can crash with.”

			“All my friends are struggling actors, like me. Which means they’ve already got a roommate or two. Or if not, their apartments are the size of postage stamps, and I’d be sleeping on an uncomfortable pull-out couch.” Her gaze flits around my cavernous condo. “Seems kind of silly when you’ve got—what, two extra bedrooms?”

			“Three,” I mumble. Seems excessive, I know. I bought this place with the idea of settling down some day. Wife. Two point five kids. A couple of cats—I don’t care what anyone says, they’re way less maintenance than dogs. The whole deal, save the picket fence. I know some people think bringing up kids in the Big Apple is a recipe for disaster. But I can’t think of any better place than Manhattan to raise a family. Great schools. Plenty of parks to run and play. Top-notch entertainment and a wide variety of cultural activities.

			I’ve already got the cats—Mirri and Ajani, after characters in the role-playing game Jake and I were obsessed with as kids. Two of the laziest felines on the planet, but they’re good company most of the time.

			And I thought I’d found the first part of the equation—a wife—in Giselle. We dated for almost two years before she moved in with me. That lasted all of two months. Turns out no matter how long you’ve been in a relationship with someone, it doesn’t always prepare you to share living space with them.

			Even if that living space has three spare bedrooms and just as many baths.

			Brie’s talking again, and I realize that thanks to my mental sojourn, I have no idea what she’s saying. From the death glare she gives me, I can tell she realizes it, too. I swear, this girl could wilt a cactus with that look.

			“You haven’t heard one word I’ve said, have you?”

			I flop down onto the couch, prop my feet up on the coffee table—something I never do—and grab my phone from the cushion next to me and start scrolling, feigning indifference to her. “I assume you were doing your best to convince me to let you stay. Which isn’t happening.”

			She shoots me another death glare, and I can almost feel my balls shrinking. “You’re seriously going to toss me out on the street?”

			I shrug and keep scrolling. “You can always go back to your brother.”

			“That’s a big hell to the no.” She shudders and sits sideways in one of my overstuffed chairs, her long legs, in skin tight jeans, dangling seductively over the arm. She hesitates a moment, running a hand through her dark curls, and when she starts speaking again, her tone is different. Desperate. “Please, Connor. You’re my only hope. Don’t make me go back there.”

			“Points for the Star Wars reference. But it can’t be that bad at Jake’s.”

			“It’s worse. You’ve been around them. You know what they’re like. All sickly sweet. And all over each other. It’s nausea inducing. Now imagine that 24/7. And when I say 24/7, I’m talking day and night. Emphasis on the night, if you know what I mean.”

			I do. And okay, she’s got a point. Jake and Ainsley are pretty sickening sometimes. Make that most of the time. I sympathize with her situation. But that doesn’t change the fact that she can’t stay here. Not if I want to keep my hands off her. And my friendship with Jake.

			“I promise, you’ll barely know I’m here.” She’s flat out begging now, her hands pressed together like she’s praying. “I start shooting a new Netflix series next week. My schedule’s going to be crazy. I’ll basically be using this place as a crash pad to shower and sleep.”

			Great. Now I’m picturing her in the shower. And damn, it’s a pretty picture. She’s naked, naturally, eyes closed, her head thrown back as the water cascades over her perfect breasts and down to—

			Nope. Not going there. I will myself to focus on something else. Like her Netflix deal. That’s safe territory.

			“Jake told me you booked a series. Based on the Mortal Misfits comics, right? That’s huge. Congrats.”

			“It’s a recurring role with the potential to become a series regular in season two if we get picked up,” she says, excitement lightening her hazel eyes from reddish brown to golden amber. “So it’s important that I be at the top of my game. Which I won’t be if my brother and his fiancée are keeping me up all night. Or if I’m sleeping one someone’s sofa.”

			She swings her legs over the arm of the chair and sits up, fixing those amber eyes on me. “Please, Connor. This job could be my big break. And it’s only until I find a place of my own. Or a half-way acceptable roommate.”

			Shit. How am I supposed to say no to that? This is her career she’s talking about. The one she’s wanted since she was Little Red Riding Hood in the third grade class play. I’d have to be a first-rate asshole to let her walk out that door and risk messing that up.

			And I’m not. So I guess I’m going to have a new roomie for a few weeks.

			But she doesn’t know that yet. She takes my silence for indecision and launches back into her pitch, ticking off the reasons I should say yes to her proposal on her fingers as she goes. “Not only will I hardly be here, when I am I’ll be quiet as those Blue Man Group guys. I don’t mind cleaning, and I’m a pretty decent cook. I promise not to cramp your style if you want to, uh, entertain at night, if you get my drift. And it’s not like I expect to stay here for free. I’ll pay you—”

			I toss my phone back on the cushion next to me and stand. I doubt I’ll be having any nighttime visitors anytime in the near future. Especially not ones of the female persuasion. Not when the female I really want—but absolutely cannot have—in my bed is sleeping just down the hall.

			Besides, Giselle’s barely moved out. In fact, she texted me this morning about picking up some stuff she left behind. Seeing her name on the screen left me feeling a little raw. The last thing I need is to get involved with someone else right now. “We can work out the details later.”

			A broad smile breaks across her face and she jumps up from her chair. I try not to notice the way the sudden movement makes her breasts jiggle in her tight T-shirt. Is she even wearing a bra? “Does that mean I can stay?”

			“I can’t very well kick you to the curb and have you jeopardize your career, can I? I don’t want that on my conscience.”

			“Oh my God, thank you so much.”

			With a squeal, she launches herself at me, and my arms instinctively go around her. I’m immediately reminded why this is a bad idea. She fits perfectly against me, her head coming just under my chin, my already stiffening dick nestled against her thigh. I can smell her shampoo—sort of minty and summery at the same time—and it’s driving me fucking crazy.

			Yeah, this is going to be even harder than I thought. Way harder.

			I give myself a second to savor the sensation, then step back, releasing her. “I’ve got to get to the club. I’ll call the doorman to help you bring your stuff in. And I’ll get you a key made while I’m out.”

			“Thanks.” She stands on tiptoe to kiss my cheek. The innocent gesture turns me on more than an hour-long make-out sesh. “You won’t regret this. I swear.”

			She bounds off in the direction of the door, leaving me shaking my head as I watch her sexy ass sashay away.

			Won’t regret this?

			Hell, I already do.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			Connor

			I’M IN MY office all of five minutes, sitting at my desk booting up my computer, when Jake strolls in, looking like his dog died. Note that I said his dog, not his parents’ dog. He and his fiancée, Ainsley, met when Brie hired her to help take care of Roscoe, their parents’ gigantic, slobbery Irish wolfhound, while the elder Lawsons were on a world cruise. They’ve been back for months, but Roscoe’s still living with Jake—and now Ainsley.

			I’m half convinced the whole thing was an elaborate set-up. Mrs. Lawson has wanted grandbabies for ages, and Jake, as the eldest child, would be the most the logical target for her motherly machinations. I wouldn’t put it past her to get a dog for the sole purpose of foisting it off on Jake in the hopes that it would help him meet the right woman. I mean, dogs are supposed to be chick magnets, right?

			Jake slumps into one of my guest chairs, a piece of paper clutched in one hand and a cardboard cup with a familiar green logo in the other.

			“You’re in early.” I’m the morning person. Jake usually strolls around noon, especially now that he’s got Ainsley keeping him busy at home, but that’s okay with me. He’s at the Top Shelf until the wee hours most nights, long after I’m tucked in bed. The set-up works for us. Jake the pretty-boy front man, mixing and mingling with the customers on the floor of the club and keeping everyone happy. Me quietly toiling away in the background, crunching numbers and making sure we stay profitable.

			He doesn’t say anything, just scowls at me over the rim of his cup.

			My stomach goes instantly into freefall. Shit. Does he know about me and Brie?

			Wait, that sounds wrong. There is no me and Brie. And there won’t be, no matter what my damned dick says. There’s me, and there’s Brie, and there’s my more-than-enough-room-for-two-people apartment, where we just happen to be platonically cohabiting for the time being. Still, I was hoping I’d get the chance to explain all that to Jake before he jumped to the wrong conclusion.

			“Who pissed in your coffee?” I ask, playing it cool and crossing my fingers he’s still in the dark about my new roommate. “Is there a problem with the renovations?”

			We’re in the process of adding more VIP seating and a state-of-the-art screening room where we can live stream concerts and show first-run movies. Jake’s taken point on dealing with the contractors. Is it wrong that I’m half hoping another delay or overrun is the reason for his shitty mood?

			He waves the piece of paper in his hand. “Brie moved out. She left a note and was gone before Ainsley and I woke up this morning.”

			Okay, so no overruns. I didn’t think my stomach could fall any further. But it does. “Did she say where she went?”

			“No.” Jake glares at the note, like he’s trying to intimidate it into giving up his sister’s location.

			A little bit of the air creeps back into my lungs. “I’d think you’d be glad. Now you and Ainsley can do whatever the hell it is you guys do when you’re alone. Walk around naked. Netflix and chill. Pee with the door open.”

			That gets a slight smile out of him, but it disappears as quickly as it came. “Don’t get me wrong. It’s great to have the place to ourselves. But I’m worried about Brie. You know how she can be. She’s not exactly the most responsible person on the planet.”

			My skin tingles with the irrational need to defend her. “Brie’s a big girl. She’s perfectly capable of taking care of herself.”

			“Really? Then why didn’t she bother to tell my parents where she’s at? I made the mistake of calling them, thinking they’d know where she was. And now they’re freaking out.”

			“Give her a break,” I hedge, still not ready to admit she’s staying with me. If she hasn’t told them yet, I’m not sure she’d want me to. “It’s only been a few hours. She’s probably waiting until she’s settled in.”

			His phone buzzes, and he pulls it out of his back pocket to check the screen. “That’s my mom. Again. Brie’s not responding to her texts or calls, so yours truly is left holding the bag. As usual. She wants to call the cops. She’s convinced Brie’s dead in a ditch somewhere. Or floating in the Hudson.”

			“She watches way too much of those true crime shows,” I mumble.

			“I told her to lay off the Forensic Files. I swear, she sees serial killers around every corner. She’s driving me crazy.”

			His phone buzzes again, proving his point. He reads the message, sighs, and stuffs the phone back in his pocket, rising from his chair. “I’ve got to go deal with this before she tries to get the FBI involved.”

			“Wait.” This may be a huge mistake, but I can’t let him—and his parents—suffer any longer. “I know where Brie is.”

			His brows draw together into a dark, confused line. “You do?”

			I briefly debate standing and crossing to him but decide to stay seated behind my desk. I’m not exactly sure how he’s going to react to what I’m about to tell him, and having a thousand-pound hunk of mahogany between us suddenly seems like a good idea. “She’s at my place.”

			His confused frown deepens and he drops back down into my guest chair. “Your place?”

			I can’t tell whether he’s pissed or relieved.

			“She showed up this morning with all her stuff stacked in the hall outside my door. I couldn’t very well turn her away. It’s only temporary,” I add hastily. “Until she finds another place.”

			The bastard takes what seems like forever to answer, sipping his coffee like he’s the fucking king of England and our friendship isn’t hanging in the balance. The entire time my heart’s pounding so loud I swear he must be able to hear it across the desk.

			“Thanks,” he says, finally. “I owe you one.”

			My heart rate slows down a hair. “So, you’re okay with her moving in with me?”

			“Why wouldn’t I be? It’s not like she’s your type. Or you’re hers.”

			Now it’s my turn to scowl. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

			He shrugs. “You know Brie. She’s reckless. Impulsive. She usually goes for the dangerous, live-in-the-moment, bad-boy type. And you’re not exactly Mr. Spontaneous. Hell, you color code your underwear drawer.”

			“I do not.” Any more. Of course, my closet is still organized by hue.

			“You know what I mean. You and Brie are nothing alike. It’s not like I’m worried you’ll be getting jiggy with it.”

			I want to argue with him. But that would be a huge red flag. Plus, a huge part of me is afraid he’s right. Brie and I are polar opposites, personality wise. She’s shiny and sparkly, built for the spotlight. I’m more of a behind-the-scenes kind of guy. That’s another reason I haven’t acted on my obvious physical attraction. As if her being my best friend’s sister wasn’t enough.

			“Getting jiggy with it? What are you, thirteen?”

			“Truth be told, I’m glad she’s at your place. At least there I know she’ll be safe.” He stands, pulling his phone out of his pocket again. “I’d better let me parents know. And read my sister the riot act for scaring the hell out of them. And me.”

			The second he’s gone, I grab my cell and call Brie. The least I can do is tip her off about the shit storm that’s coming her way.

			I don’t have her cell number yet—I make a mental note to exchange digits with her now that we’re roommates—so I try my land line. Yeah, I’m one of the ten people in the five boroughs who still has a land line. What can I say? I like to err on the side of caution. You never know when you might need a backup.

			Fuck. Jake is right. I am so not Brie’s type.

			I’m still mulling that depressing thought over when she picks up the phone, breathless.

			“Hello?”

			One word. That’s all it takes for my body to respond. But it’s not my fault. Or my dick’s fault. It’s her voice. So fucking sexy. She sounds husky and breathy, like she’s been running around unpacking boxes—which she probably has.

			Great. Now I’m picturing her all sweaty, stray strands of hair clinging to her cheeks and her damp T-shirt hugging her curves.

			I brush off that mental image and adjust my fly. “Hey, Brie. It’s Connor.”

			“Oh, thank God. I wasn’t sure if I should answer the phone or not. Didn’t want to scare away any potential conquests.”

			“Conquests?”

			“Yeah. You know. Women.”

			Right. This girl is totally not thinking of me as a fuck buddy if she’s ready to be my wingman. Or wingwoman.

			That’s enough to deflate my dick. I grab a pen from my desk blotter and start clicking away, a nervous habit I picked up in high school and haven’t been able to shake completely.

			“How’s the moving going?” I ask, hoping that starting off with an innocuous question will soften the blow of telling her that her family is on the warpath.

			“Slow, but good. Ernie helped me move my stuff into one of the spare bedrooms.”

			“Ernie?”

			“Your doorman. He’s the sweetest guy. Did you know he was in Saigon when it fell? He was a Marine, stationed at the U.S. Embassy. He met his wife there, helped evacuate her and other Vietnamese before the NVA took control of the city.”

			No, I didn’t. But leave it to Brie to get the guy’s life story within ten minutes of meeting him.

			“I took the room across from yours,” she went on. “I hope that’s okay.”

			“Uh, yeah. Of course.” Really, what difference does it make what room she’s in? I’m going to be hyperaware of her no matter where she sleeps. “Listen, before you finish unpacking, there’s something I have to tell you.”

			“Let me guess. You’re kicking me out already.”

			“No, nothing like that,” I assure her. “I saw Jake this morning.”

			“Wow, he’s in early. Usually he and Ainsley aren’t vertical until after nine.”

			TMI. I do not want to be talking about my best friend’s sex life with his little sister. “Yeah, well, he got your note.”

			“Good.”

			“No, not good. You neglected to mention where you were going.”

			“I wasn’t sure you’d let me stay. I’ll text him now. If I can find my phone in this mess.”

			“Too late. He already knows.”

			“You told him?” she asks, he voice rising an octave.

			“I didn’t have much choice.” I throw the pen back down. The constant clicking used to drive my teachers crazy, and it’s even bothering me now. “He’s worried about you. Your parents, too.”

			“Jake’s worried about my parents?”

			“No, your parents are worried about you. Jake called them looking for you. They’ve been trying to reach you.”

			“Oh. Crap. I didn’t mean to scare anyone.”

			“I know. Just do yourself a favor and call your family before your mother alerts the authorities.”

			“She really needs to stop watching Forensic Files.”

			I chuckle despite myself. “Your brother said the same thing.”

			“I’ll call her. Jake, too. Thanks for the heads-up.”

			I lean back in my chair and stare out the window at the street below. A bike messenger whizzes past, darting around the rush hour traffic. “You’re not mad at me?”

			“Why would I be? You did what you had to do to keep my family from going into full-on Dateline mode.” I hear the dull thud of a box hitting the floor, followed by the sound of cardboard against cardboard. “Unless it’s for the shocking lack of food in your refrigerator. I didn’t realize man could exist on avocados and almond butter alone.”

			Damn. I’m embarrassed. My fridge is usually better stocked than that. I’m not some stereotypical bachelor, subsisting on take-out and frozen pizza. I care about what I put into my body. But I’ve had a crazy busy week. And it’s not like I knew I was going to have a roommate until, oh, say, three hours or so ago.

			“I’ll stop at Whole Foods on the way home.”

			“No worries. Before Ainsley, Jake and I used to use a delivery service. I’ll call them and get some stuff sent over. Maybe even make dinner for you tonight.”

			I thought picturing her in the shower was bad, but that’s got nothing on the images swimming in my brain now. Brie hovering over a pot on the stove. In a frilly apron. And nothing else. It’s disturbingly both domestic and erotic at the same time. Weird. “You don’t have to do that.”

			“I know I don’t. But I want to. I told you, I’m a good cook. I make a mean vegetarian lasagna.”

			“You’re vegetarian?” I ask, surprised. I swore off animal flesh after I watched that documentary on how the meat industry is killing the planet. But I’m pretty sure I saw Brie with a burger in her hand at the Lawson’s annual Fourth of July picnic last summer.

			“No. But you are.”

			Wow. She remembered. I’m surprised. And strangely flattered.

			“I usually don’t get home until after ten,” I lie. I’m not sure why. Maybe because this is getting uncomfortably personal. I’ll never be able to keep her at arm’s length if she’s playing happy homemaker, cooking me dinner and catering to my personal preferences.

			“No worries. That’s the beauty of lasagna. Easy to reheat. Just text when you’re on your way and I’ll have it ready for you.”

			“Don’t you have to work?” I ask, suddenly remembering the new job that’s supposedly the reason for her change of address. Or, at least, the reason she gave to sucker me into taking her in.

			“I’m not on the call sheet until Thursday. That’s why I picked today to move. Gives me a couple of days to get settled before I have to be on set.”

			I hear a crash, then a long, plaintive meow and a muffled curse. “Get out of there, Mirri. And Ajani, don’t let him give you any ideas. I’m watching you, too.”

			“He’s a she. They both are.” Their names are on their ID tags. But not their gender.

			“Oops. Sorry about that, ladies.”

			Brie giggles, and the sound shoots straight to my stupid cock, which I will to stand down. Otherwise I’ll wind up with a tent in my pants the size of Barnum and Bailey’s, and I’m fairly certain jerking off in the executive washroom is against company policy.

			“I should have warned you that I had pets.” Which I would have, if I hadn’t been in such a damn rush to get out of there. “I hope you’re not allergic.”

			“Nah, I’m cool with cats. Just not messing with my stuff when I’m trying to unpack.”

			“Yeah, they love to go where they don’t belong. Especially if there’s boxes involved. And don’t let them try to convince you they’re hungry. I topped off their automatic feeder this morning.”

			“Will do. I mean, won’t do.” Another crash, and more meows and mumbled swearing. “I’d better go finish putting this stuff away before they destroy everything I own. Don’t forget to text me when you’re heading home so I can heat up the lasagna.”

			“I told you, you don’t have to—”

			But it’s useless. She’s hung up, and I’m left preaching to a three-person choir.

			Me, myself, and I.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			Brie

			I MAY HAVE exaggerated my culinary skills.

			Okay, so I’ve never made vegetarian lasagna. I’ve never made any lasagna. Except the kind that comes out of a box that you just stick in the oven. And even then, the first time I made it I didn’t realize you had to put a baking sheet under it and it leaked all over the place.

			But I can read. And like my mom always says, if you can read, you can cook.

			Let’s hope she’s right.

			I grab the hand towels I’m using as oven mitts since I couldn’t find any anywhere in the restaurant-quality kitchen I doubt Connor’s ever used and gingerly open the oven door. It smells great. Tangy and spicy and tomato-y—if that’s a word—like a lasagna should. I think. That’s a good sign, isn’t it?

			I grab the edges of the baking sheet—I’m not making that mistake twice—pull it out of the oven, and set it carefully on the stove top, hip-checking the door closed. My lasagna looks a little, um, crunchier around the edges than the one in the picture next to the recipe I found on the internet, but I chalk that up to the few extra minutes I let it cook after the timer went off. I’d rather have crispy edges than lasagna soup.

			I’m about cut into it and do a taste test when I hear a lock click and the front door swing slowly open. I run to the entryway, knife still in hand, not sure what I’m going to do with it or who I’m going to find there. It’s not even eight. Way too early for it to be Connor.

			But it is. His eyes go wide behind the frames of his dark-rimmed glasses and he drops his briefcase to put his hands up in an I-surrender gesture when he sees the knife I’m brandishing at him.

			“Am I going to get this welcome home every night?” he asks, eyeing the knife warily. “Because if I am, I take back my invitation.”

			I lower the knife. “In my defense, I thought you were a burglar. You told me you weren’t going to be home until after ten.”

			“I, uh, left early.” He looks everywhere but at me, and I’m starting to think he was less than truthful about his working hours. “Figured it was the least I could do if you were making the effort to cook for me.”

			“Well, you’re timing is perfect. I was just about to dig in.”

			“Great.” He reaches down to pet one of the cats, who’s come out of hiding and is winding around his legs. I think it’s Ajani. Or maybe it’s Mirri. Their coloring is similar, and I can’t read her name tag from here. “Give me a few minutes to take a quick shower, and I’ll join you.”

			He disappears down the hall, Ajani—or Mirri—following at his heels, and I retreat to the kitchen. I’ve barely had time to plate two generous portions of lasagna when he returns, sans cat. He’s in grey sweats and an Avengers T-shirt that clings to his damp pecs, his feet bare and his hair, wet from the shower, curling around his ears.

			I’ve seen guys in way less. Actors doing quick changes in the wings. Movie stars in their skivvies on the backlot. Hell, just last week I shot a commercial with a half-naked NHL hottie who I can’t name because I signed a non-disclosure agreement. But none of them made my pulse pound or my palms itch like they’re doing now.

			Maybe it’s the gray sweats. They’re a thirst phenomenon, amiright? Just tight enough and light enough that you can see the outline of a guy’s package. And from what I can tell, what Connor’s sporting under there is pretty damned impressive.

			He runs his hand through his slick hair, blissfully unaware that I’m checking him out and inhales. “Smells great.”

			Hopefully it’ll taste as good as it smells. His earlier-than-expected arrival means I didn’t have time to sample the goods before deciding whether to serve the damn thing or throw it in the trash and call for take-out.

			He pulls out a high-backed stool at the marble-topped kitchen island and sits. I mentally cross my fingers and slide a plate across to him. Then I hold my breath as he cuts into the square of lasagna with the side of his fork and lifts it to his mouth.

			“Not bad,” he says finally, after what seems like an eternity of thoughtful chewing. “Do I detect a hint of basil?”

			“Yes. And oregano. Neither of which you had in your sad excuse for a spice rack, so I ordered some with the groceries.”

			“Sorry. My cooking’s kind of basic. Salt and pepper are pretty much the only seasonings I use on the regular.”

			He takes another bite, and I’m transfixed by the way his jaw muscles work. I’ve never found chewing a turn on before. But I swear, I’m getting hot and bothered by watching him eat. It’s like now that my brother’s best friend who I’ve known almost since I was in diapers has suddenly registered on my sexual radar, I’m finding every damn thing he does suggestive. Even something as mundane and normally borderline disgusting as chewing.

			He swallows—yes, that’s sexy, too, dammit, the way his Adam’s apple slowly bobs in the strong column of his tanned throat—and licks his lips. And before you ask, that’s fucking sexy as hell, too. Maybe even the sexiest thing he’s done yet. It’s got me thinking about what I want to do with those lips. And what I want them to do to me. Damn, at this rate I’m going to need an ice bath before I even get to the main course.

			“I take it back.” He tips his head back, closes his eyes, and moans, like he’s entered nirvana. “This is better than not bad. It’s fantastic. I can’t tell you the last time someone cooked for me.”

			“What about what’s-her-name? Your fiancée?” I dole salad into two wooden bowls and pass one to him, along with a bottle of Italian dressing. “She didn’t cook?”

			He spears a cherry tomato and pops it into his mouth. “Number one, her name is Giselle. Number two, she was my girlfriend, not my fiancée. And number three, hell, no. She was more comfortable in the classroom than the kitchen.”

			I pour us each a glass of wine—an expensive looking merlot I found in the fancy floor-to-ceiling wine rack—sit opposite him, and dig into my lasagna. “The classroom?”

			“She’s a professor. Teaches at philosophy at Columbia. That’s where we met. She was working on her dissertation when I was finishing up my master’s.” He puts his fork down and sips his wine. “Why are we talking about my ex?”

			“Isn’t that what roommates do? Dish about their love lives over dinner?”

			“I don’t hear you dishing about yours.”

			“We’ll get to me.” Not. “But right now we’re talking about you.”

			I don’t know why I’m so interested in his extracurricular activities. Strike that. I do. We’re going to be living together. I’m entitled to know whether I should expect overnight guests. The last thing I want is to walk in on one of his, uh, conquests in the bathroom. It’s definitely that and not because I want to know if he’s seeing anyone so I can check out the competition.

			He shrugs and takes another sip of his wine. “There’s not much to talk about.”

			“What do you mean?” He’s a total catch. Smart. Rich. Hotter than the ever-loving sun. He must have women falling all over themselves to get with him.

			He shrugs and sips again. “I just got out of a long-term relationship. The last thing I’m looking for is to get involved with someone else.”

			“Who said anything about getting involved?” I ask through a mouthful of pasta. It’s like I’m trying my hardest to be unappealing. But dammit, I’m hungry. My stomach is reminding me that I was too busy unpacking to eat anything all day. “I’m talking about some between the sheets action. A little bow-chika-wow-wow. S-E-X.”

			With me.

			He almost chokes on his lasagna and reaches for his wine glass, chugging what’s left to wash it down.

			Shit. Did I say that last part out loud? I really need to learn how to keep my inner monologue on the inside.

			“I’m not in the market for a fuck buddy at the moment, either.”

			My heart rate slows down a hair. If I said the last bit out loud, and if he heard me, he’s not acknowledging it. Which suits me just fine. Two can play the avoidance game.

			“Why not?” I press. Just because I dodged a bullet doesn’t mean I’m abandoning the subject. I just have to be more careful about what comes out of my mouth. I push away my half-full wine glass and hop off my stool to get some water from the dispenser on the refrigerator door. Can’t be too cautious.

			He cuts himself another healthy-sized square of lasagna and refills his wine glass, apparently not as concerned with committing an alcohol-induced slip of the lip as I am. “Are we seriously talking about this?”

			“It’ll be quicker and far less painful if you answer and get it over with. Like ripping off a bandaid.”

			He shoots me a skeptical look over the rim of his glass but answers anyway. “Would you believe me if I said I prefer to get to know a girl before sleeping with her?”

			“So go out. Get to know one.” Or two. Or ten. Who am I to judge what he’s into?

			Then again, he could always stay in and get to know the one who’s sleeping in the next bedroom...

			I give myself a mental bitch slap. I promised him I’d be Blue-Man-Group level quiet. Unobtrusive. Practically invisible. Not some creepy stalker who wants to play hide the cannoli.

			Connor stares longingly at his lasagna. “You make it sound so easy.”

			He says it so low I almost don’t hear him. And even though I did—each word, soft but distinct—I’m having a hard time believing what I think he’s saying. “Are you telling me you have trouble meeting women?”

			“Not trouble, exactly. I just find the whole dating scene—distasteful. All the women at the club see is my money. And status. The whole on line thing is ridiculous. Nobody is who or what they say they are. And don’t even get me started on apps like Tinder and Bumble. They’re a whole new level of cringeworthy. I’m not some sex-obsessed swinger like my—”

			He cuts himself off, but it doesn’t take a mind reader to know where he’s going. I might have only been in elementary school at the time, but I remember overhearing my parents speaking in hushed tones after they thought Jake and I were asleep, whispering about “that douchebag Vincent Dow”—my father’s words—and how he was “screwing around on his sick wife” with a woman barely ten years older than his twelve-year-old son.

			That relationship didn’t last—big surprise—but from the pictures I’ve seen of Connor’s dad in gossip mags—he’s some big-shot mystery/thriller writer, but I’m a happily-ever-after kind of gal so that suspense-y stuff is totally not my jam—his appetite for pretty young things hasn’t diminished over the years.

			“How did you meet Giselle, then?” I ask, sensing Connor needs to be jolted out of his melancholy introspection.

			He reaches for his wine glass, and I don’t blame him for needing a little liquid courage to deal with the shit that thinking of his dad must stir up. “Like I said, we were at Columbia together. But truth be told, I probably never would have gotten up the nerve to speak to her in the first place if it wasn’t for Jake.”

			I arch a brow at him. “Do I want to hear this story? Or is it going to gross me out? Remember, that’s my flesh and blood you’re talking about. I don’t want to know if you were dating his sloppy seconds.”

			“Give me a little credit. I’m not that desperate.” He takes one last bite of lasagna and pushes the half-eaten square away. “Jake convinced me to go to this frat party with him. Giselle was there. He saw me gawking at her, dragged me over, and forced me to introduce myself.”

			“Now I get it. Jake’s your Angelica Schuyler. Or he was, until he and Ainsley got together.” With my brother off the market and spending every free second with Ainsley, Connor’s lost his wingman. He needs someone to help bring him out of his sexy shell.

			“My what?”

			I gape at him incredulously. “Don’t tell me you haven’t seen Hamilton.”

			“Who’s got the time? Or an in to get tickets. Aren’t they sold out for months?”

			“I’ve got a friend in the ensemble. I could hook you up with house seats.” They’re pricey, but he can afford them.

			“Will that help me understand why Jake’s my—what’s her name?”

			“Angelica Schuyler. She’s the one who fixed her sister Eliza up with Hamilton, her eventual husband.” At great personal sacrifice, I might add. If you believe the musical, and the book it’s based on, Angelica had the hots for good old Alexander herself. But she stepped aside to ensure her sister’s happiness, even knowing it meant she’d never be satisfied.

			Kind of like I’m about to do now. Because as much as I’d like to keep my brother’s super smexy best friend all to myself, I know that’s a recipe for disaster. And not only because of the whole brother’s-best-friend-and-business-partner thing. I’ve got a pretty good feeling we’d be combustible in the bedroom, but out of it, we’re like oil and water. He’s serious. I’m silly. He’s into health food. I’m a junk food junkie. He’s firmly planted in the Big Apple. I’m a rolling stone, going wherever my work takes me.

			See what I’m talking about? Oil and water. And that’s just the tip of the iceberg. We’re pretty much polar opposites in every conceivable way.

			He slips a piece of pasta to one the cats who’s planted herself at his feet, staring up at him hungrily. Another way we’re different. I’m so not a cat person. Don’t get me wrong. They’re okay. But given the choice, I’m #teamdog all the way.

			“I told you,” he says, shaking his head. At first, I think the head shake is for me, but then I realize he’s staring down the cat, who’s begging for more food. “I’m not looking for a relationship.”

			“And I told you, this isn’t about jumping into another relationship. It’s about putting yourself out there. Meeting people. Having a little fun.” I take a deep breath and go there. Once I start down this road, there’s no turning back. “And I’m going to help you make that happen.”

			“Oh? And how exactly are you going to do that?”

			The corners of his mouth turn up in a sexy half-smile that has me reconsidering my decision not to barricade us in this apartment and ride him like a Kawasaki. For a hot second. But I quickly snap back to my senses and return to my original, plan.

			“By taking my brother’s place. I’m going to be your Angelica Schuyler.”

		
	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			Connor

			FOR THE SECOND time in twenty-four hours, I’m asking myself the same question.

			She wants to what?

			I guess my earlier deduction was right. She’s volunteering to be my wingman, er, wingwoman. Which means she’s put me firmly in the friend zone.

			I should be relieved. Hooking up with my best friend’s baby sister would be a bad idea on so many levels. So why do I feel this acute sense of loss and disappointment? I’m like a kid who’s just been told Christmas isn’t coming this year.

			“Hello, McFly? Earth to Connor.” Brie reaches across the counter and raps me on the back of my hand. “What do you say? You. Me. Taking on the singles scene.”

			“That’s a big hell to the no. I don’t need a wingm—” I stop myself and go for a more gender-neutral term. “Wingperson.”

			“I beg to differ. Man cannot exist alone. We’re social creatures. We’re meant to have company. Not live like hermits.”

			“I can.” It’s not that I’m anti-social. I enjoy a night out with friends as much as the next guy. But I also value my private time. Me and my thoughts, maybe the latest Neil Gaiman book on my e-reader, an HBO documentary on my flat screen, or a game of online chess with one of my internet buddies.

			I abruptly push back my stool, and Mirri, who’s still parked at my feet hoping I’ll cave and pass her another treat, mews loudly and skitters away. “Look, I appreciate your offer, but I’m doing just fine on my own.”

			“Have it your way.” She stacks our plates and brings them over to the sink. “But if you change your mind—”

			“I won’t.”

			“—don’t be afraid to let me know.”

			I take the dishes from her. “You cooked. I’ll clean. Go finish unpacking.”

			I set the plates down on the counter and give her a gentle nudge toward the door. Big mistake. The skin on her bare shoulder—she’s wearing a strappy little tank top that ends an inch or so above the waistband of her denim cutoffs—is soft and warm, and now I’m wondering if she’s as soft and warm everywhere. My guess is the answer is yes.

			Please, God, let her take my not-so-subtle hint and make like a tree and get out of here. I desperately need some space between us, or I might be tempted to test my theory.

			She and shoots me a grateful smile that has my stomach and my dick doing cartwheels. “Thanks. I’m pretty much settled in—or as settled as I’m going to get, since I’m leaving the stuff I don’t use on a daily basis in boxes. But our showrunner changed my schedule, and now I have to be on set tomorrow at six. So I should probably get some z’s.”

			“Six?” I open the dishwasher and slide a plate between the tines. Maybe if I’m otherwise occupied I’ll stop fantasizing about feeling her up. “In the morning?”

			She nods. “The van is coming to pick me up at five.”

			“Damn, that’s early.”

			“We’re on location at a restaurant in Brooklyn, and we have to be out before the staff comes in to set up for the dinner service.” She yawns and stretches, her already short shirt lifting even higher to reveal more of her toned, tanned stomach. So much for squelching those fantasies. “I guess I’ll see you in the morning, then.”

			The look on my face must say no way am I waking up that early because she laughs and rolls her eyes. “Or not.”

			She starts to go, but at the last minute I remember the keys I had made for her on my way home. Since there’s no chance in hell I’ll be awake at zero dark thirty to give them to her before she leaves, I have no choice but to stop her.

			“Hang on.” I brush past her, being careful to avoid touching her again, and grab my briefcase from the couch, where I dropped it when I came in. “Here.”

			I fish the keys out and toss them to her, and she snags them in a sweet, one-handed catch. I let out a low, appreciative whistle. “Nice move.”

			“I learned from the best. Who do you think tossed the ball around with Jake when Dad was busy and you were at chess club? Or debate practice?”

			“I wasn’t on the debate team. It was the academic decathlon.”

			“Wow. You really were a nerd, weren’t you?” She flashes me another smile—this one more of a cheeky grin—that takes away any sting in her words.

			“Were being the operative word,” I quip back. I might have been the king of the nerds back then, but I’m anything but now. At least, not on the outside. And from the way Brie’s eyes drank in my muscled pecs and washboard abs when I opened the door this morning—neither of which I had back in high school—she knows it, too.

			“Fine. You’re hot. But I bet you’re still a geek deep down. You probably still play Dungeons and Dragons.”

			Damn. I can’t hide anything from this girl.

			“So does Joe Manganiello,” I say defensively. “And People magazine named him one of the sexiest men alive.”

			“You read People magazine?” Her cheeky grin gets impossibly cheekier. “I pegged you as more of a Smithsonian kind of guy. Or maybe Wired.”

			“Only in the supermarket checkout line. They don’t carry Wired or Smithsonian there.”

			With a smoky, past-her-bedtime laugh that shoots laser beams of lust right to my groin, she says good-night—again—and heads down the hall to her bedroom. I take care of the rest of the dishes, put the leftover lasagna in the fridge, and head to my own room to take a cold shower, watch an episode of Mindhunter on Netflix, and read one of the short stories in Ted Chiang’s Exhalation until I finally pass out myself.

			I’m not sure how many hours—or minutes—I’m out before I’m awakened by the sound of someone in the hallway outside my bedroom door, then banging around in my kitchen. It takes me a second to remember that I’ve got a house guest, but when I do I move the cats off my chest, throw on a pair of boxers and a T-shirt—yeah, I sleep in the buff—and go check on her. Brie’s making a hell of a lot of noise. Which means she’s either the clumsiest sleepwalker on the planet or she’s looking for something. Either way, I can’t leave her to fend for herself.

			But when I find her, I’m starting to think I should have stayed in bed. She’s wearing even less than she was the last time I saw her—some kind of frilly sleep shorts and yet another tank top, this one in an almost see-through pale pink with “Let Me Sleep” emblazoned across her perky tits. The shorts are short enough on their own, but they’re made even shorter by the fact that she’s on her tiptoes, reaching for something on the top shelf of one of my ridiculously priced, hand-painted custom cabinets, making the shorts slide further up her smooth, shapely thighs.

			I clear my throat to subtly let her know she’s not alone. She jumps anyway, almost dropping the glass she’s barely managed to snag from the cabinet.

			“Holy crap.” She puts her free hand over her heart. “You scared me half to death.”

			“I’m sorry. That wasn’t my intention.”

			“Then what did you intend, sneaking up on a girl in the middle of the night?”

			“One, I wasn’t sneaking. Hence the throat clearing. Two, you were making enough noise to wake the dead. It sounded like you were trashing the place. I had to protect my investment.”

			She holds up the glass. “If you kept your glassware on the bottom shelf, where normal-sized people could reach without practically killing themselves, I wouldn’t have to wake the dead to get a damn drink of water.”

			“I’m normal sized.” I’m tall, but it’s not like I’m Andre the Giant.

			“For a guy, maybe. But I’m a vertically challenged chick.”

			She looks average height to me, but I’m not going to argue with a pissed off woman in the middle of the night. “Feel free to rearrange things so you can reach them.”

			“I was planning on it.” She sets the glass down on the counter and starts right in on the rearranging, swapping a few of the glasses on the top shelf for some of the mugs on the bottom one, leaving both shelves with a few of each. “What did your ex do when she had dry mouth at two a.m.? Suffer? Drink out of a coffee cup?”

			I don’t have a clue. And I don’t want to talk about Giselle. Not with temptation staring me in the face in the form of my best friend’s off-limits little sister, wearing next to goddamn nothing. She’s clearly not going anywhere, so it’s up to me to put some space between us before I do something I’ll regret in the morning. Or not regret. I’m not sure which would be worse.

			“Is there anything else you need?” I ask even as I’m already backing away.

			“I think I can handle it from here.”

			She goes on tiptoe to move another mug to the top shelf, but just as I think she’s got it up there safely, it slips from her grasp and falls to the tile floor, shattering into a tiny shards that scatter all around her pretty, pink-tipped toes.

			“Shit,” she squeaks, the word coming out on a kind of high-pitched bark, like a fox.

			She bends to start picking up the pieces, but I hold out a hand, stopping her. “Don’t move. I’ll be right back.”

			“Where are you going?”

			“I figure at least one of us should have some shoes on.”

			She looks down at her exposed, bare feet, then at mine, then drags her gaze up to my face. “Good point.”

			I grab a pair of deck shoes from my closet and slip on some shorts for good measure. Wearing shoes without pants is just—wrong.

			I’m back in the kitchen in seconds. Shockingly, Brie’s followed my gruff command and is right where I left her. I cross to her, slivers of porcelain crunching under the soles of my Sperrys, and scoop her up fireman-style.

			“What do you think you’re doing?” Her hands alternate between pounding on my back and clutching my T-shirt.

			“What does it look like I’m doing? I’m carrying you to safety.”

			“You realize you could have just brought me a pair of shoes, don’t you?”

			Honestly, I hadn’t thought of that. Not that I’m going to admit that to her. “This way’s more dramatic.”

			“Well, I’m pretty sure it’s safe to put me down now, Lancelot.”

			I look around, and she’s not wrong. I’ve carried her all the way out of the kitchen into the living/dining room area, well past the danger zone.

			“Right.” I lower her down, her body sliding slowly, agonizingly against mine until her feet touch the floor. For some reason, even though she’s safely back on terra firma, my arms stay banded around her waist. Hers don’t move, either. They’re wrapped around my neck, her fingers flirting with the ends of my hair.

			“I think I’m good,” she whispers against my ear. “You can let go.”

			“So can you.”

			I don’t, and neither does she. The air around us seems superheated, charged with sexual energy. All my nerve endings are on fire. Especially the ones between my legs.

			“What are we doing?” Brie asks, her voice wavering. And is it my imagination, or are her eyes locked on my lips?

			My tongue instinctively darts out to moisten them. “I don’t know. But I don’t want to stop.”

			She looks up at me with those doe eyes, her freckled cheeks flushed and her barely covered breasts rising and falling with each shuddering breath. “Then don’t.”

			It’s an invitation even a monk would have a hard time refusing. And I’m no damn monk. Which means my odds of resisting are somewhere between zip and zilch.

			I bring my head down to hers and our mouths meet. It’s a kiss that’s been years in the making—at least for me. Given that much of a buildup, it shouldn’t live up to expectations. And it doesn’t. It surpasses them.

			Her lips are sweet and tart, like raspberries. Her body is soft and pliant as it melts into mine. And she smells like coconut, sunshine, and salt water, a combination that’s downright intoxicating. In my arms, she’s not Jake’s little sister. She’s all woman. And from the sound of her moans, high-pitched and urgent, she’s mine for the taking.

			I’m not sure how we get there, but the next thing I know I’ve got her against the wall. I nudge a knee between her legs, my hard thigh nestling right where she wants it if the way she grinds against me is anything to go on. This kiss has gone from a tentative exploration to too hot for network television in the space of a heartbeat. Not that I’m complaining. I’m as fucking far gone as she is.

			Until I’m not. Something cold and wet brushes against my ankles, yanking me out of the moment and back to reality. Half reluctant, half relieved, I slide my lips from Brie’s and look down.

			“Dammit, Ajani.” I don’t know what she’s gotten into, but her fur’s damp and matted and the it-wasn’t-me expression on her furry face is as guilty as hell. Probably drinking from the toilet and fell in. Again.

			“Something wrong?”

			Brie’s husky, sexy drawl almost sucks me back in, but I fight the urge to pin her against the wall and show her exactly how much I want her. Instead, I do the polar opposite, releasing her and pulling away, leaving her with a confused frown that’s like a punch to my gut.

			“Yes. No. It’s just—I need to go check on Mirri.” If one of them was in the damn toilet, odds are the other one wasn’t far behind. And Mirri’s not anywhere near as good at climbing back out again as Ajani. Besides, I’m taking this as a sign. My cats are either the world’s greatest cock blockers, or they’re saving me from making a huge-ass mistake. And I have to clean up some broken glass.

			“All righty, then.” Her husky, sexy drawl is a thing of the past. Now her voice is flat, clipped. “I’ll just grab my water and go back to bed.”

			She breezes past me and heads for the kitchen, calling over her shoulder as she goes. “Nighty night, Lancelot. Sweet dreams.”

			I can’t stop my eyes from watching her ass do that sexy swivel as she walks away. Little vixen. She knows exactly what—or who—I’ll be dreaming about tonight. And it sure as hell won’t be sweet.

			More like X-rated.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER SIX

			Brie

			“CAN I INTEREST you in a caviar and crème fraîche tartlet?”

			They sound disgusting to me. I mean, fish eggs? Blech. But what do I know about what one-percenters like to eat? I’ve got simple tastes. I’m a pigs-in-a-blanket kind of girl, through and through.

			The tuxedoed gentleman shakes his head, and I continue circulating through the crowd of similarly clad men and their elegantly dressed companions. I feel vastly underdressed in my standard issue polyester pants—black, of course—and white button-down shirt.

			I’m not even sure what this fancy fundraiser is for. All I know is that when my friend and fellow actress Tiffany called and told me the catering company we occasionally work for was looking for wait staff on one of my few free nights, I jumped on it.

			Some people might call me an idiot for clinging to this gig. But I disagree. I think I’d be an idiot not to. I may be a working actress today, but who knows about next month or even next week. Too many things could go wrong. The show might not get picked up for a second season. My character could get written off. They could decide to replace me with someone younger, thinner, more athletic.

			If any of that happens, I need something to fall back on so I can pay my student loans. And the increase in rent I hope to have soon for my own place. Because ever since that kiss—that earth-shaking, soul-shattering, mind-melting kiss—living with Connor has been, well, awkward.

			It’s not like he’s done anything overt to make me feel uncomfortable. Hell, I’ve barely seen him in the last week. That’s the awkward part. It’s like he’s dancing around me, afraid of a repeat performance. Which is too damn bad, because I wouldn’t object to an encore. But apparently the whole best-friend’s-sister thing is too much for him to handle.

			Oh, well. You win some, you lose some. Although it would be nice to rack up some wins.

			Unfortunately, I haven’t had any wins in the finding new digs department, either. Everything affordable is too far from midtown, and everything within a reasonable commuting distance is out of my price range, even with a roommate or two. I’m going to have to either adjust my budget or my definition of what’s a reasonable commuting distance.

			My tray is empty, so I head to the kitchen for some more tartlets, or whatever equally nauseating, hoity-toity treat they load me up with. This time it’s open-faced cucumber sandwiches, with some sort of fancy, flavored cream cheese and slivers of red onion. I make the bold decision to taste one.

			Yep. Nauseating. I don’t understand why they don’t serve normal stuff like at these things. Like bacon wrapped scallops. I mean, everything’s better with bacon, amiright? Or buffalo wings. People love that shit. And it’s gotta be cheaper than the crap we’re peddling tonight, meaning more money for whatever charity this shindig is supposed to be raising money for.

			I hike up my now fully laden tray and brave the grand ballroom, scanning the crowd for familiar faces. There’s nothing worse than working an industry function, handing out cocktails or canapés to producers and casting directors I’ve auditioned for in the past and hope to again in the future.

			There’s only one familiar face I see tonight, though. And it’s not anyone in the entertainment business. It’s the face of the guy whose apartment I’m squatting in. The one who’s been avoiding me like the plague.

			I hang back in the corner, studying him from the shadows like some creepy stalker. Connor in casual dress—his usual jeans or khakis and a button down or polo, or even workout gear—is hella fine, but Connor in a formal wear? Damn. He looks like a younger, hotter James Bond—sorry, Daniel Craig—with his expertly styled hair and his strong jaw highlighted by his neatly trimmed beard and his perfectly pressed tux molded to his hard body.

			I’m still shamelessly staring, drinking in the sight of him like a dying man in a desert, when he’s joined by possibly the most stunning woman I’ve ever seen. Seriously, she looks like she stepped straight off the pages of Vogue magazine, blond and statuesque in a skintight, floor-length gown and sky-high slingbacks, both designer, I’m sure.

			She puts a possessive, manicured hand on his arm and leans in to whisper something in his ear that puts a smile on his usually serious face. I flinch like I’ve been slapped, almost dropping my tray.

			I recognize the feeling clawing at my gut, but that doesn’t mean I like it. My mother always said that jealousy was a disease. One that eats you away from the inside, leaving you hollow, angry, and discontented.

			Besides, what right do I have to be jealous? It’s not like Connor and I are in a committed relationship. Or any kind of relationship. We kissed. Once. Big deal. And he’s made it perfectly clear ever since that he wants nothing to do with me.

			“Lawson.” The catering manager’s bark makes me startle and I almost drop the tray for the second time in as many minutes. “What are you doing hiding in the goddamn corner?”

			“I was just, uh—” Ogling my roommate? Suffering from a bout of irrational jealousy? Trying to remember your name? Lloyd, I think Tiffany said it was.

			Possibly Lloyd cuts me off with a sharp wave of his hand. “Whatever your excuse is, I don’t want to hear it. Just get back to work. You’re not getting paid to lollygag around.”

			Lollygag? Who even uses words like that anymore? Except my eighty-two-year-old grandmother.

			“Yes, sir.”

			I’d give him a mock salute, but my hands are occupied with the tray. So I settle for a crisp nod before heading into the throng of hungry socialites.

			As hard as I try, I can’t stop my eyes from searching the room for Connor and his—companion. I don’t find them anywhere. Which fires my green-eyed monster up again. I’m imagining all sorts of Showtime-After-Dark scenarios. Like them going at it in the linen closet. Or the ladies’ room. Or the—

			“Excuse me, ladies and gentleman.”

			A voice over the speakers cuts off my runaway pornographic thoughts. I look across the ballroom to the stage that’s been set up for this evening’s festivities, and lo and behold, there she is, microphone in hand. Connor’s—friend. And there he is, too, standing slightly behind her off to her left, looking equal parts sexy and self-conscious.

			Oh, well. They may be together, but at least they’re not in the linen closet. I suppose that’s some small consolation.

			“For those who don’t know me, I’m Elizabeth Ashby, and I’m the chairperson of this year’s Fight For Hope.”

			Great. Now I can put a name to the too-perfect face. Elizabeth. She strikes me as the type who demands to be called by her full name. No Liz. Or Lizzie. Or Beth.

			I move closer to the stage, handing out sandwiches as I go.

			“I want to thank everyone for coming tonight,” call-me-by-my-full-name Elizabeth continues. “And for opening your pocketbooks for a worthy cause. With your help, there’s hope that someday we’ll win the fight against ALS. And no one’s more invested in that fight than the man up on stage with me tonight, Connor Dow.”

			She motions for him to join her, and he does.

			“Connor lost his mother to ALS, and over the years he’s continued to donate to the search for a cure. Personally, he’s given over a million dollars. And later this year, he’s allowing us to use his nightclub, Top Shelf, for our biggest, most ambitious fundraiser yet. So tonight, we’d like to present him with this plaque that commemorates his long-standing commitment to ALS research.”

			She hands the plaque to Connor, then the microphone. He clears his throat and starts to speak.

			“Thank you, Elizabeth, and thank you to all the members of Fight For Hope’s board of directors for giving me this honor. But it’s really the health care workers and researchers on the front lines, treating patients and working toward a cure, who deserve to be up here tonight. I accept this award on their behalf and in memory of my mother and everyone who has battled this progressive, debilitating disease.”

			Okay, now I feel like a total asshat. Me and my dirty mind. He’s getting an award for philanthropy—trying to help cure the disorder that killed his mother, for fuck’s sake—not sneaking around for a quick hookup.

			The audience applauds, and Connor hands the microphone back to Elizabeth. Then he looks out over the crowd. His eyes skate past me then flick back, confused. I can tell the moment the pieces click into place and recognition sets in.

			He says something to Elizabeth before descending the stairs at the center of the stage, heading straight for me. My palms itch and the hair at back of my neck stands on end. Now he wants to talk? When I’m at work? With the crème de la crème of New York society listening in?

			No. Freaking. Way.

			My tray’s empty again, so I decide to retreat to the kitchen for another refill. I get about halfway there when the Lloyd—that’s definitely his name, I remember now—stops me. “Code Red. I need you on champagne cocktails. One of the other servers had to leave. Family emergency.”

			He says the last two words like they’re causing him actual, physical pain. And just like that, I see my my escape-to-the-kitchen plan fading before my eyes.

			“What about Tiffany? Can’t she do cocktails?”

			“Tiffany’s not standing in front of me with an empty tray. You are. So head over to Derrick—” He points to a bartender at one of the stations ringing the room. “—and have him stock you up so you can make the rounds.”

			I glance over my shoulder. Connor’s gaining on me. I need to end this conversation. Stat. Maybe I can lose him on my way to the bar.

			“Right. I’m on it.”

			I make it over to Derrick and he’s almost got my tray all loaded before Connor catches up to me. Probably because people keep stopping him to congratulate him on his award. He’s like a rock star to this crowd. Not that I blame them. A million dollars is pretty damn impressive. At some point, I’ll tell him as much. When I’m not pissed off at him for choosing here and now to end his self-imposed radio silence.

			“Brie,” he says, leaning on the bar rail next to me. “I didn’t expect to see you here.”

			I don’t look at him, keeping my attention on Derrick as he adds another glass of champagne to my tray. “We’re roommates, not BFFs. We don’t have to tell each other where we’re going or what we’re doing.”

			I keep my voice light so he doesn’t suspect how much the awkwardness between us has been bothering me. Because yeah, it’s bugged me. No woman wants to be kissed by a man like he means it, then ignored like she’s yesterday’s leftovers.

			“But—I’m confused.” He pushes his sexy-but-shouldn’t-be thick-framed glasses up the bridge of his nose. “I thought you were an actress, filming a TV show. And you’re here. Working as a waitress.”

			“Not that it’s any of your business, but I am an actress. And a waitress. The two aren’t mutually exclusive.”

			“I realize that. It’s just that Jake said—”

			Of course. Jake. It always comes back to my big brother, doesn’t it? He’s like an omnipresent shadow, looming between us.

			I grab my tray and glare at Connor over the rims of the champagne flutes. “Whatever he had to say about my career path, I don’t particularly care. Now, if you don’t mind, I have to get back to my job. The waitressing one, that is.”

			In my rush to end this uncomfortable conversation in the quickest way possible, I make a rookie mistake—turning around without looking first, full tray in hand. Until I run smack dab into a distinguished looking older gentleman, and it goes crashing to the floor, the sound of breaking glass almost deafening.

			Heat rushes to my face as I bend down to start cleaning up the mess I’ve made. I’m not normally so careless. Or so clumsy.

			“Why don’t you look where you’re going?” the older man, who’s mopping champagne from his lapel with a napkin—or trying to—snaps. “See what you’ve done? This tuxedo is a Tom Ford. It will need to be dry cleaned. And you’re paying for it.”

			I don’t bother pointing out to the pompous asshole that it was an accident. Or that I’m just as soaked as he is, and you don’t see me bitching and moaning about it. Or that if he can afford a Tom Ford tuxedo, he’s clearly got more money to spend on dry cleaning than I do.

			“I’ll take care of it,” Connor insists, kneeling beside me and gingerly picking up slivers of glass, which he adds to the pile I’ve already started on my now wet, empty tray. “It was my fault. I shouldn’t have distracted her.”

			“You didn’t,” I lie. “And I don’t need you riding to my rescue.”

			Again. First the kitchen, now this. It’s humiliating, how I can’t seem to hold on to cups or glasses when Connor’s around.

			“What’s going on here?”

			Lloyd is back. Yippee. Just when I thought things couldn’t get any worse. He’s the last person I need to see right now. I was hoping I’d have all this cleaned up and be back on the floor before he heard about what happened.

			If he even heard about what happened.

			“This server—” The pompous asshole waves his damp napkin at me. “—dumped an entire tray of drinks on my designer tuxedo.”

			“Which I’ve already offered to have dry cleaned.” Connor stands, wiping his hands on his tux pants like he doesn’t care if he has to get them cleaned, too. He’s got at least four inches on the pompous asshole, who subtly takes a step back but refuses to completely back down.

			“That doesn’t change the fact that I have to spend the rest of the evening in a wet formal wear.”

			Lloyd puts a hand on his shoulder. “I’m sorry for the inconvenience. Why don’t you come with me? I’m sure the staff can find some towels to help you dry off.”

			He looks down at me, still crouched on the sticky-sweet carpet surrounded by glass shards, and the expression on his face tells me I’m screwed even before the words leave his mouth. “Hand in your tray and go. And don’t forget to clock out.”

			“Are you firing me?” My stomach drops to my sensible, flat-soled shoes. There goes my safety net.

			“That’s above my pay grade. But I will be filing a report with the corporate office. Someone should be in touch with you shortly. And the cost of the glasses you broke will be deducted from your pay.”

			Great. There goes a huge chunk of tonight’s pay. I leave my tray on the floor and scramble to my feet, glass crunching under the soles of my aforementioned sensible shoes. The rest of the mess will have to wait. “But—”

			“It wasn’t her fault,” Connor pipes up, interrupting me. “I’m the one who distracted her by striking up conversation.”

			“Fraternizing with the guests. I’ll add that to my report.” Lloyd steers the pompous asshole toward the huge mahogany double doors that lead into and out of the ballroom. “Come on, let’s get you those towels. You’ll feel better once you’re dry.”

			Connor starts to go after them, but I step in his path, blocking his way. “Haven’t you done enough already?”

			“If you just let me talk to him I can—”

			“Can what?” My hands ball into fists on my hips, my go-to power stance. “Give him another reason to fire me?”

			He doesn’t answer, but at least he has the good sense to look embarrassed.

			“Don’t worry about me,” I continue. “I’m like your cats. I always manage to land on my feet.”

			It’s a bit of bravado, but there’s an element of truth to it, too. The life of an actor isn’t an easy one. You have to learn how to roll with the punches and come up swinging.

			He starts to say something, but full-name Elizabeth materializes out of nowhere, like she apparated from Hogwarts. She sidles up to Connor, digging her blood-red claws—sorry-not-sorry, nails—into his forearm. “There you are, darling. I wondered where you’d run off to. Some of the board members would like to speak with you.”

			Her use of the endearment stirs up all my earlier suspicions. Maybe they are more than donor/donee. And maybe it’s none of my damn business, and I’m an idiot for caring.

			“Go mingle with your adoring public. I’ll see you at home.” I throw in the last bit just to see the stunned look on Elizabeth’s face, and she doesn’t disappoint. Watching her features fall is like witnessing an avalanche. Fast and furious.

			But my perverse satisfaction in seeing her reaction is short lived. Because I know what she doesn’t.That while we might share the same address for the time being, the chances of Connor and me having any intimate, late-night chats—or even being in the same damn room for more than a few seconds—are about as slim as being struck by lightning.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER SEVEN

			Connor

			WHEN I GET HOME—about three hours later than I’d like, because I can’t exactly skip out on a reception in my honor—my apartment’s dark and the only ones stirring are the cats. I shed my tux jacket, loosen my bowtie, and undo the first couple of buttons on my shirt as I walk through the apartment, calling out Brie’s name. No response. I even knock on her bedroom door and crack it open to peek inside when no one answers—but she’s not there.

			Worry starts to creep in, but I shove it down. It’s like I told Jake. Brie’s a big girl. She can take care of herself. She’s probably out with friends, drowning her sorrows in Fireball and fried food.

			I cringe at the memory of Brie, kneeling on the floor on a bed of glass. The anger and shock in her eyes when her boss told her she was done for the night. And maybe for good. All because I had to open my big mouth. I couldn’t wait until after she was done working to talk to her.

			Stupid. Selfish. Douchebag. Just like my goddamn father.

			That last thought completely guts me. It’s bad enough I share DNA with him. He’s the last person in the world I want to emulate. In my defense, I wasn’t trying to be a jerk like my dad. It’s just that I was totally taken off guard when I saw her at the fundraiser. And I was afraid if I didn’t take advantage of the opportunity to talk to her, I might never get another chance.

			It seems counterintuitive, I know, because, duh, we’re living together. I should have plenty of chances to talk to Brie. But we might as well be on different planets for the amount of times we’ve been in shouting distance of each other in the past seven days. Ever since that kiss. That epic, thrilling, terrifying kiss.

			I don’t know if she’s making herself scarce on purpose or if our schedules just don’t mesh. She did warn me—or promise me—that she wouldn’t be around much. But one way or another, I’m going to find out.

			I grab my e-reader, pour myself a shot of Johnnie Walker Platinum 18, and settle into my favorite armchair, which just happens to have a birds-eye view of my front door. I’m only a couple of chapters into my book and halfway finished with my scotch when I hear a key in the lock and the door swings open.

			The room is in semi-darkness, the only light from the table lamp next to me and my e-reader, so it takes a second for Brie to register that I’m sitting there. When she does, her displeasure is clearly readable even in the half-light, etched across her face and in every rigid inch of her posture.

			“I thought you’d still be out, celebrating with your fan club.”

			I set my e-reader aside and shake my head. “I haven’t got the time or patience for a fan club. I donate because it’s the right thing to do, not to have my ass kissed by strangers and sycophants.”

			She drops her purse on the couch and takes another step toward. “I dunno. You seemed to enjoy having that Elizabeth chick fawn all over you.”

			I lean forward, resting my forearms on my knees. “Jealous?”

			She snorts. “Of what?”

			“Elizabeth is a friend. That’s all.”

			“You should tell her that.”

			“I have.” I reach for my scotch, swirling the amber liquid around in my glass. “But I didn’t wait up for you so we could talk about Elizabeth.”

			“Then why did you wait up for me?”

			“So I could apologize for tonight.”

			“Just for tonight?”

			She crosses her arms over her chest and stares me down. Way down, because she’s standing and I’m in my comfy chair, swilling scotch.

			The power dynamic isn’t lost on me, and I’d be lying if I said I didn’t find it a turn-on. One I try my damndest to ignore. My goal is to have a conversation, not a quickie. Although in my fantasies, which are plentiful and pornographic, sex with Brie is anything but quick. She’s the kind of woman you take your time with. Exploring every curve and crevice. Figuring out what makes her moan and writhe and call out my name.

			I sip my scotch, not sure where this is going. “Is there something else I should be apologizing for?”

			“Hmm, let me think.” She huffs a stray lock of red-brown hair off her forehead. “First, you kiss me. Then you pretend I don’t exist.”

			“I thought you were steering clear of me,” I counter. “Or busy filming.”

			She shoves her purse over and sits on the sofa, and a huge, invisible weight is lifted off my chest. Sitting means staying, and staying means she’s willing to listen to what I have to say.

			“Well, my schedule has been crazy.” She slips off her no-nonsense waitressing shoes—which she somehow manages to make look as sexy as a pair of six-inch stilettos—and tucks her feet underneath her. “You really haven’t been avoiding me?”

			“Really.”

			“And I haven’t been avoiding you. So you’re telling me this has all been a giant misunderstanding?”

			I shrug and polish off my scotch, setting my empty glass back on the side table. “I guess so.”

			“And what about that kiss?”

			Right about here is where I should remember that Brie is my best friend’s sister and shut things down. But it’s awfully hard to think about Jake with her sitting across from me, looking like everything I’ve ever wanted.

			“What about it?” I ask.

			“Was that a misunderstanding, too?”

			She bites her lip and looks at me with huge, hungry hazel eyes. Her openness, mixed with a hint of uncertainty, shreds any resolve I have left. Fuck it. I’m done resisting this woman. Yeah, she’s my best friend’s sister. And yeah, we’re all wrong for each other. But I want this. So fucking badly. And from the way those hazel eyes are undressing me, so does she.

			Suddenly, being across the room from her feels like we’re a million miles apart. I need to be with her. Really with her.

			I move faster than I’ve moved in my entire life, and that’s counting the time I miraculously managed not to come in dead last in the fourth grade fifty-yard dash. In a nanosecond, I’ve tossed her purse on the floor and I’m next to her on the couch.

			“I wanted to kiss you. Then and now.”

			“What’s stopping you?”

			I move closer to her on the couch, taking her head in my hands. Her cheeks are soft and warm under my palms. “Because if I kiss you again, it won’t stop there.”

			“And that’s a problem—why, exactly?”

			“Right now, I can’t think of one damn good reason.”

			I lower my mouth to hers. She parts her lips as my head descends, so that when our mouths meet I can taste her breath, sweet and cinnamony from the Fireball I correctly guessed she’d been drinking. She always loved that stuff.

			And now I love it, too. Her taste is intoxicating, taunting me to go in for more. I coax her tongue out to touch mine, and it’s like I’ve been zapped by a live wire. I groan into her mouth and slide my hands to the back of her neck, threading my fingers through her thick, chestnut curls.

			If I thought our first kiss was explosive, this one takes things to a whole new earth-shattering level. Maybe because we’re both on the same page. We know where things are going this time. And it won’t end with a kiss.

			She’s responding to me now with equal fervor, her groans matching mine, the sexy sounds she makes sending my hormones into hyperdrive. Our mouths fit perfectly together and the way she uses her tongue—fuck, that’s hot. She’s breathing hard—we both are—and that’s before her hands get in on the action.

			They’re everywhere. Working their way up my forearms to my biceps. Digging her nails into my shoulders through the thin cotton of my dress shirt. Raking through my hair, pulling me tighter to her.

			And still it’s not enough. She must agree, because the next thing I know she’s in my lap, straddling me. My semi-hard cock springs to attention, straining against the zipper of my tux pants.

			“Is that a cucumber in your pocket, or are you just happy to see me?”

			I chuckle as my hands drift down to cup her ass. “A cucumber?”

			She smiles back and rocks against the firm ridge of my erection. “Well, you are a vegetarian.”

			“I’m flattered. And overjoyed.”

			“That makes two of us.”

			She initiates the kiss this time, but I have her gasping in seconds, teasing her with lazy flicks of my tongue. She tastes so damn good and she’s so fucking responsive. With her on top of me, I can feel every little twitch and quiver. It’s the biggest turn-on going, and my cock feels like about to split my zipper and burst out of my pants.

			I leave her mouth to trace a wet trail across her jawline, down her slender, elegant neck, to her collarbone. I can feel her pulse hammering at the base of her throat, another telltale sign that she’s as into this as I am. That and the way she lets her head fall back, giving me free rein to continue my exploration.

			I undo the top button of her shirt and travel lower, toward the soft swell of her breasts. Again, it’s not enough. I slip another button from its hole and nudge her shirt apart with my nose. She smells downright decadent. Her familiar scents of coconut and salt water mixed with something new.

			Desire.

			“Need this off,” I grumble, freeing a third button. “Now.”

			“You first.”

			Her hands fist in my shirt and she yanks it out of my pants. We fumble furiously with each other’s buttons, eventually succeeding, our shirts falling to the floor in a heap.

			She’s wearing a pale peach satin bra that covers all her curves but is still as provocative as fuck. I thumb her nipple through the shiny fabric, loving the way it pebbles almost immediately under my touch. Like I said. So. Fucking. Responsive. “Do you realize how sexy you are?”

			“Do you?” She runs her hands over my chest and abs, lingering on the ridges and valleys of the six-pack I’ve worked hard to maintain. “I suppose I should thank Jake for introducing you to the gym.”

			Her brother’s name—my best friend’s name—is like a bucket of ice water over my libido, and I pull my hand back.

			But Brie’s having none of that. She grabs my hand and replaces it on her breast, covering it with hers to keep it there. “Oh no, you don’t. In case you haven’t noticed, I’m all grown-up.”

			“Oh, I’ve noticed, all right.” I can’t help myself. Her satin-covered tit is full and firm under my fingers. A perfect handful, begging to be squeezed. So I do.

			She rewards me with a low, husky purr that shoots straight to my already aching groin. “Good. Then you’ll understand that, as a consenting adult, who I choose to sleep with is nobody’s business but my own. Especially not my brother’s.”

			“Point taken.” I nuzzle the sweet spot between her breasts again, the temptation of silky smooth satin and equally silky smooth skin too much to fight. “But it would help if we could maybe not talk about him anymore. At least when we’re half-naked. Or completely naked, for that matter.”

			“Are you saying you want to get completely naked?” She trembles when I move my mouth to her nipple, gently sucking it through her bra.

			I respond without lifting my head, the words vibrating against her like a tuning fork. “I’m not opposed to the idea.”

			Without warning, she pushes my head away from her chest and climbs off me. I’m confused and disappointed and more than a little frustrated, but only for a second. Then she treats me to the most erotic strip tease I’ve ever experienced, removing first her pants, then her bra, then her matching peach panties, revealing a neatly landscaped patch of hair above the juncture of her thighs.

			When she’s naked, she turns around, giving me a full view of her ripe, round backside, and heads for the hallway that leads to the bedrooms.

			“Where are you going?” I croak, frankly surprised that I have any ability left to string words together into a coherent sentence. The way her hips sway when she walks is hypnotizing.

			“You tell me.” She stops, popping a hip and looking flirtatiously at me over her shoulder. “Your bed or mine?”

		
	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHT

			Brie

			IT OCCURS TO ME, as I’m standing butt naked in the middle of Connor’s living room, posing like a 50s pinup girl sans the vintage two-piece, that I may have made a critical error in judgment.

			I mean, I thought Connor was on board with where this was going. He sure seemed like it a few minutes ago when I was riding his lap. The evidence of his arousal was obvious. And impressive.

			But now he’s just sitting there. Staring at me. Unmoving.

			I’m hoping it’s because he’s stunned speechless in a good way, and not because he’s repulsed.

			I drop the pose and turn to face him.

			“You realize there’s no wrong answer here, right?” I tease, trying to hide the fact that with every passing second I’m increasingly conscious of the fact that I’m in my birthday suit and he’s still half dressed. “Sure, your bed’s bigger. But I’m pretty sure mine will work just as well.”

			“Mine.”

			He stands and stalks toward me, looking like he’s going to go all caveman again and toss me over his shoulder. Except this time nothing is broken and I don’t need rescuing.

			“Down, boy.” I say, taking a step back. “I appreciate the romantic gesture, but I’m perfectly capable of making it to your bedroom under my own power.”

			His eyes run me over from head to toe, sending a flash of heat to my lady bits. “What if I don’t want to wait that long to hold you?”

			Damn. How can a girl say no to that? I sure can’t.

			I spread my arms wide in invitation, my self-consciousness a thing of the past. He clearly likes what he sees. And the feeling is entirely mutual, even if I’m not seeing as much as I’d like.

			Yet.

			“Go for it, Lancelot.”

			He does, but this time it’s no rough-and-tumble, over-the-shoulder fireman’s carry. Instead, he lifts me gently, effortlessly, with one arm around my back and the other under my knees, cradling me to his smooth, strong chest.

			Swoon.

			I bury my face in the sprinkle of dark, fine hair between his pecs, inhaling his clean, soapy scent as he carts me off to his inner sanctum. I’ve only gotten glimpses of the master bedroom in passing through his partially open door. All I’ve been able to see are dark wood and earth tones.

			The full view doesn’t disappoint. Like the rest of Connor’s flat, it’s a study in upscale, masculine chic. There’s a wall of windows with a specular view of the Manhattan skyline. And I was right when I guessed that his bed was huge. It’s big enough for him, me, and the Knicks starting back court.

			But I’m not interested in gawking at his magazine-worthy bedroom or the most famous skyline in the world right now. There’s another view I’m jonesing for. If you ask me, it’s high time I’m not the only one in this scenario who’s wearing nothing but a smile.

			Connor lays me on his massive bed, kissing down my neck, between my breasts, circling my nipples. I lose myself in the sweet sensations created by his lips and tongue until I remember that he’s still got his damn pants on, and I reach for his belt.

			He covers my hand with his, stopping me. “Not yet.”

			“How the hell is that fair?” I groan.

			“Nobody said this was going to be fair.”

			He pauses to remove his glasses, folding them carefully and setting them on the nightstand. I want to scream. How can he be so calm, cool, and collected when I’m about to spontaneously combust?

			“But trust me, I’ll make it up to you.”

			And boy, does he. Connor Dow is nothing if not a man of his word. He slides down my body, inching my thighs apart with his hands and settling between my legs, his mouth centimeters from my core. He plants wet, sucking kisses on my inner thigh, teasing his way up to the spot where I really want him.

			When he gets there—finally—the damn teasing doesn’t stop. Instead of sucking on my clit like I want him to, he licks everywhere but. His rhythm is slow, steady, and deliberate, like he’s determined to drive me crazy before letting me come.

			I moan and close my eyes, fisting my hands into his comforter. If he keeps this up much longer, I might pass out from pure pleasure.

			“That’s it,” he murmurs against my pussy. “Just lie back and let me make you feel good.”

			I twist the comforter tighter in my fists. “I don’t think I can feel much better.”

			“Sure about that?”

			He takes my clit into his mouth and bites down. Not hard, just enough to shoot sensuous tingles to every pore in my body.

			My eyes fly open and my hips piston off the bed. “Did you just bite me?”

			He looks up at me with a “Who, me?” grin. “And what if I did?”

			I’d like to wipe his smug, sex-god smile right off his face. Except he’s got every reason to be smug. The guy’s seriously good at this. Like expert level good.

			Sex-god level good.

			I lift my head to eye him right back, not afraid to tell him what I want. No, this is beyond want. We’re into need territory. “Then I’d ask you to do it again.”

			He gives me another nibble then adds a finger to the action, pushing it slowly inside me. I can feel myself start to tighten, and I know I’m not going to last long, especially when he starts moving his finger in and out, angling it so it finds my g-spot.

			All the while he’s still licking and sucking. The trifecta of lips, tongue, and finger is too much to take, and it’s not long before my muscles clench and I’m spasming around him.

			He lets me ride out my climax on his lips. When I’m done—after what seems like an eternity, I don’t think I’ve ever come that long or that hard—he withdraws his finger and brings it to his mouth. He runs it along his lower lip then sucks it in, tasting me.

			Holy hell, that’s hot. Sure, he’s had it directly from the source. But there’s something so decadent about watching him lick it from his finger. Like he doesn’t want a drop to go to waste.

			When he’s done, he trails his wet finger down my abdomen, leaving a row of goosebumps in its wake. “Was I right?”

			“Huh?” What did he just say? I prop myself up on my elbows and stare at him through glassy, post-orgasmic eyes. My fuzzy brain has no clue what he’s talking about.

			“Was I right?” he repeats, emphasizing each word.

			Okay, still clueless. I don’t whether he’s being deliberately coy or whether I’m so blissed out I can’t even comprehend a simple question. “About what?”

			The corners of his mouth twitch, like he’s fighting a laugh. “Making it up to you for not losing my pants.”

			“Hell, yes.” I’m not afraid to admit when I’m wrong. Especially when I’ve just had the best orgasm of my life. Hopefully the first of many tonight. “That was incredible. Now do I get to see you naked?”

			“Greedy girl.”

			“Guilty as charged.” I hold my arms out and cross them at the wrists. “Lock me up and throw away the key.”

			“If I had known you were into that kind of stuff, I would have borrowed a pair of handcuffs from the security guard downstairs.”

			He kisses my stomach just above the landing strip that leads to my sex and crawls up the bed until he’s lying next to me. When his waistband is in reach, I go for his belt buckle, unfastening it then the button at the top of his fly.

			I stop at his zipper, taking a moment to appreciate the obvious bulge underneath. I run my hand down it, squeeze it in my fingers. It pulses in my palm, hard and hot even through his trousers.

			“Thought you wanted me naked,” he growls.

			“You had your turn,” I tell him. “Shut up and let me have mine.”

			“Bossy.”

			I give his dick another squeeze, and it throbs harder. “Don’t pretend like you don’t love it.”

			He doesn’t have a snappy comeback for that one. Or maybe he does, but it gets swallowed up in his groan when I slide down his zipper and slip my hand under the waistband of his boxer briefs. I elicit another groan when I circle his length with my fingers and stroke.

			Not waiting anymore for me to undress him, he lifts his hips and shoves his pants and briefs down to his knees in one quick jerk. I release him long enough to help get them off completely, along with his shoes and socks. Then all my attention is back on his cock.

			“I could fucking die right here a happy man,” he says as I resume stroking him. “So goddamn happy.”

			“Dying isn’t exactly the reaction I’m going for.” I continue to fondle his dick as I worm my way down his magnificent body. He’s got those vees where his hips and abs meet. You know, the ones that point to the promised land and make women stupid. Even his calves are ripped, every inch of him a new revelation. And who has sexy feet? Seriously, there’s not a thing about him that doesn’t rev my engine.

			I keep moving south until my it’s my lips that are inches from his naughty parts. Returning the favor. Or is it turnabout is fair play? Maybe a bit of both. “I was thinking more seeing stars.”

			“If you put your mouth on me, I’ll be seeing entire constellations. Planets. Comets shooting through the night sky.”

			I move closer, my warm breath teasing the tip of his cock. “Then prepare to go into orbit.”

			I take a second to admire him before going down on him. I’m still not convinced he won’t regret defiling his best friend’s baby sister in the morning. This may be the only chance I get to experience the wonder that is Connor Dow, sex god. I want every second, every image burned into my memory bank.

			I’ve never thought of a guy’s junk as beautiful, but his is. It’s standing loud, long, and proud, the thick, spongy crown a shade darker than the rigid shaft. A clear bead of liquid pearls at the slit, shining like a beacon, begging me to lap it up.

			“Remember what I said about dying? That’s a real possibility if you don’t put that pretty mouth on my dick in the next ten seconds. Either that or I’m going to flip you over and bury myself inside you.”

			Seems like a win/win situation to me. I go for door number one, figuring door number two is always on the table for later. My hand works the base of his cock while my mouth concentrates on the head. He hisses when I flick the slit with my tongue, then swirl it around the tip, teasing his frenulum.

			The hisses turn to full-on moans when the teasing stops and I suck him deep, taking him as far into my mouth as I can. He’s smooth and stiff and pulsing and tastes as good as I imagined. Like skin and soap, with a hint of musky sweetness.

			I slide my lips over his length, up and down, over and over, encouraged by his ragged breathing and his husky sex sounds and the way his hands sink into my hair, not directing or controlling my movements but just guiding them. After what could be two minutes or twenty—hard to keep track of time when you’re focused on rocking a guy’s world—he tugs on my hair, easing my mouth away from him.

			“Did I do something wrong?” I ask, knowing full well that I didn’t.

			“No. You did something very, very right. So right that if you keep doing it I’m going to come.”

			“Isn’t that the objective?”

			“Not until I’m inside you.”

			Oh, goody. Door number two. “Please tell me you have condoms stashed somewhere in this palace.”

			He rolls away from me and opens the nightstand drawer. After a few seconds of fumbling, he pulls out a foil packet and rips it open. I skootch back up the bed and let myself enjoy the show as he suits up.

			And it’s a hell of a show. He rolls it on without missing a beat, one handed. It’s quick and confident and strangely sexy. Worthy of a Pornhub video. Except this one’s for my viewing pleasure only.

			He cocks an eyebrow at me. “Like what you see?”

			“You’re very good at that.”

			“That’s not all I’m good at.”

			He rejoins me on the bed, stretching his big body out next to mine.

			“Spread your legs.”

			The rough command surprises me, not that that stops me from complying. And then he’s on top of me, his mouth on mine as his cock slides through the slick heat between my legs, prodding at my entrance but not penetrating.

			Tease.

			I arch my hips, silently begging him to do it already. When that doesn’t have the desired effect, I reach around and grab his ass, pulling him into me. Finally—finally—he rolls his hips and plunges into me, filling me so fully, stretching me so completely, that I gasp at the sensation and wrap my legs around him, locking my ankles behind his back.

			“Oh, yeah.” He’s panting as he thrusts and withdraws, thrusts and withdraws, hard and fast, quick and dirty. He looks like a dark conquering hero looming above me, braced on his corded forearms, his sex-mussed hair flopping over his forehead with each new invasion. “Just like that. Take me deeper.”

			The heat and friction between us build quickly, and I feel another orgasm rising within me. As it hits, my calves clamp on his ass and my muscles clamp around his cock. A wave of pleasure ripples through my body, starting at my toes, rolling over my legs and chest, tingling its way to my fingertips and the ends of my hair.

			Connor calls out my name and pushes into me one last time. I see his climax break across his handsome face at the same time I feel him pulse inside me as he comes.

			“Fuck,” he grunts out.

			His eyes lock with mine, dark and demanding, not letting me look away even if I wanted to. Which I don’t. Because Connor mid-orgasm is seriously one of the most stunning sights I’ve ever seen. His strong jaw slack with lust, lips parted, chest heaving with exertion.

			When we’re both spent, he collapses on top of me, his face buried in the crook of my neck and his dick still hard inside me. I loop my arms around his shoulders, holding tight to him, and we stay that way for a few minutes, happy and sated, our breathing evening out, until he rolls to one side and flops onto his back. My pussy practically screams in protest when he pulls out.

			As much as I hate to, I sit up and swing my legs over the side of the bed. Reality is creeping back in, and along with it the realization that I just had possibly the best sex of my relatively young life with my brother’s best friend. Who might not be so thrilled that he shagged his BFF’s little sister now that the sexual endorphins are beginning to wear off.

			“Where are you going?” he asks.

			“I’m dying of thirst. I could use a glass of water.”

			He sits up next to me. “Oh, no, you don’t. Remember what happened last time?”

			“You hauled me over your shoulder like a Cro-Magnon man and kissed me.” Not a bad outcome, in my not-so-humble opinion.

			“Before that. I like my coffee mugs. I don’t want to lose another one.” He drops a kiss between my shoulder blades. “Stay here. I’ll get the water.”

			Okay, so I guess remorse hasn’t set in. At least not yet. Maybe those endorphins are stronger than I thought, and he’s still on a post-coital high. Like me.

			He disappears into the master bath—presumably to dispose of the condom—then heads for the kitchen. He comes back with two glasses of ice water, hands one to me, and sits down on the bed. We both sip silently, the awkwardness I expected starting to set in.

			“About Jake—” I say finally, broaching the elephant in the room.

			Connor chokes mid-sip on his water and lowers his glass. “I thought we agreed not to talk about your brother while we were naked.”

			“I was only going to say that I don’t see any reason for him to know about this.”

			“Agreed.”

			“And if he doesn’t need to know what just happened, I don’t see any reason why he needs to know if it should, maybe, happen again—” I let my voice trail off, leaving my implication hanging in the air, like the last notes of a Stephen Sondheim song.

			He takes my almost empty water—I wasn’t kidding when I said I was thirsty—and sets both glasses down on the nightstand. “Are you propositioning me?”

			I tilt my head to one side and look up at him seductively from under my lashes. “If I were, what would you say?”

			“Does this answer your question?” He lowers me to the bed, his cock stiff and throbbing against my thigh.

			“Already?”

			“For you, always.”

			His mouth captures mine as one hand slips between us to cup my breast. Then he spends the rest of the night proving his point.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER NINE

			Connor

			“HONEY, I’M HOME.” It’s half joke, half wishful thinking. As in I wish Brie and I were more than fuck buddies. That our living arrangement was one of commitment, not convenience.

			Stupid? Probably. Brie and I aren’t who anyone would pick as the perfect couple. Not only because of the best friend’s sister thing. It’s like Jake said. Brie and I are nothing alike. She craves attention. I might as well be allergic to it.

			It’s like we’re circling in two different orbits. I should be happy they happened to overlap for however long whatever we’re doing lasts.

			Shouldn’t I?

			“I’m in here,” she calls from somewhere in the recesses of our—my—apartment.

			I drop my briefcase just inside the door and follow the sound of her voice. It’s one of her rare days off. Which is why I cut my time at the club short and raced home. It’s been over two weeks since the night of the black-tie benefit. And thanks to our crazy, conflicting schedules, I can count on one hand the number of times we’ve managed a repeat performance.

			That ends tonight.

			I find her curled up on the couch flanked by my traitorous cats. She’s concentrating on something on her laptop screen, a pencil between her teeth.

			I hang back and let myself study her, unobserved. She’s gorgeous, even in baggy sweats and a faded T-shirt, her hair in a messy bun, her face free of makeup. Especially in baggy sweats and a faded T-shirt, her hair in a messy bun, her face free of makeup.

			Without taking her eyes off the screen, she takes the pencil from her mouth and jots something down on a pad beside her. “Are you going to come over here and kiss me, or are you planning to stand there staring at me all day?”

			Tough choice. I come up behind her and press a soft kiss on her exposed neck. As I do, I catch a glimpse of what she’s looking at on her computer, and my stomach tightens.

			“What’s that?” I ask, knowing full well what it is. We haven’t talked about her moving out since we started sleeping together. But it shouldn’t surprise me that she’s still looking for a new place. She said from the start that this was temporary. The fact that we’re fucking doesn’t change that.

			So why do I feel like someone’s shoved a knife in my gut? A rusty one, with a serrated edge.

			“Apartment hunting.” She sounds almost giddy. The knife twists deeper. “This one actually looks promising. Within my price range, not too far from the 6 train, and the guy I’d be rooming with seems halfway decent. At least he doesn’t expect me to share the place with his collection of taxidermy foxes, like the last one.”

			Guy? I lean in to take a closer look at the listing on the screen. What I see only ratchets up my frustration.

			My hands ball into tight fists. It’s a good thing I’m still behind the couch and she can’t see them.

			“You are not moving there.” With another guy. “It’s not safe. They have one of the highest murder rates in the five boroughs. And instead of a Starbucks, there’s a methadone clinic on every corner.”

			“Good. I’ll finally be able to kick the habit.”

			My teeth clench and a muscle in my jaw tics. Not two minutes ago, I walked through the door in such high spirits. How did things go so far downhill so fast? “Not funny.”

			She slams her laptop shut and stands. “Neither is you trying to dictate where I can and cannot live.”

			The cats, sensing trouble, leap from the couch and flee the room. Can’t say I blame them. I wish I could escape, too.

			Instead, I man up and come around the sofa so I’m standing in front of her. I’m not having this discussion with a three-hundred-fifty-pound piece of furniture between us. “I’m not dictating where you live—”

			“You are not moving there,” she says in a lilting, sing-song voice, mocking me.

			“I did not sound like that.”

			“Did too.”

			“I’m concerned about you. Is that a crime?”

			She plants her hands on her hips, which has the bonus effect of thrusting her breasts forward. “I already have a big brother. I don’t need another one.”

			Is it wrong that we’re in the middle of an argument and I want to strip her clothes off and screw her senseless? I swear, she’s even hotter when she’s pissed off. There’s an almost primal sexuality about her.

			“My feelings for you are anything but brotherly.”

			“You know what I mean.”

			“All I’m saying is that there’s no rush for you to leave. Take the time to find a place that’s more than just affordable and near a subway line. Preferably one in a better neighborhood. With a roommate who wears bras instead of boxers.”

			The last part slips out before I can stop it. And of course, it’s what she latches right onto.

			“So is it the location you object to? Or the fact that I’d be living with a guy?”

			I try to look sheepish. “Would you be mad at me if I said both?”

			“Look who’s jealous now.” Her hands are still on her hips, but her tone is gentler, her eyes softer. “But I can’t mooch off you indefinitely.”

			I step in to her, taking her hands from her hips and putting them around my neck. Then I wrap my arms around her waist. “You’re not mooching. You’re an important part of this household.”

			Her fingers tunnel in my hair and her lips curve into a sarcastic smile. “Having sex with the master of the house doesn’t count.”

			“You did the grocery shopping,” I say. We’re so close my voice is almost a whisper, and I lean in to rest my forehead on hers. “Made lasagna. Rearranged my kitchen cabinets. And that was in your first twenty-four hours here. Do you want me to go on?”

			“I don’t want to overstay my welcome,” she whispers back.

			There’s something in her eyes—a hint of doubt or hesitation—that guts me. “Trust me, that is not going to happen.”

			I cover her mouth with mine. It’s not a gentle kiss. It’s fast and firm, designed to wipe out any uncertainly about whether and for how long I want her here. I suck her bottom lip between my teeth and tug, making her gasp. That gives me an opening, and I take advantage, snaking my tongue inside to find hers. Tasting. Exploring.

			Somehow, we wind up on the couch, her laptop pushed to the floor, her body sprawled across mine. Our sex is like my kiss. Frantic. Furious. Neither one of us wants to take the time to fully undress—it’s a damn miracle I remember I’ve got a condom in my wallet—and I enter her with our shirts on and our pants around our ankles. I come in minutes, something that would normally be embarrassing as hell except that except that she’s right there with me, her heady moans filling the room as she tumbles over the edge.

			As great as it is, I know the sex doesn’t solve anything. The question of when—or if—Brie will be packing her bags and hitting the road still looms. But it’s forgotten for now. Obscured in a haze of hormones and sheer physical exhaustion. And I’m scoring that in the win column.

			Later, after we shower together to clean up—which of course only gets us dirty again—we order take out from the Thai place around the corner and end up back on the couch for an evening of Netflix and chilling.

			I’m struck with the strange thought that, in the eight weeks we lived together, not once did Giselle and I do this. Spend a quiet night at home watching television. We were always either out at some function or another or, when we were home together, working in separate rooms.

			Now that I think about it, it says a lot about why our relationship crashed and burned. Neither one of us was willing to make the effort required to have a true partnership. It makes me wonder if I’m more like my father than I want to admit. Incapable of real intimacy.

			But then Brie snuggles into me, her head nudging into the crook of my shoulder, her already familiar coconut scent wafting over me—it’s her shampoo, I’ve learned—and I’m flooded with a supreme sense contentment I never felt with Giselle. Maybe the problem isn’t me. Maybe the problem is that I was with the wrong woman.

			“If you’re not going to pick something for us to watch, I am,” Brie says, trying to snag the remote out of my hand.

			I hold it out of her reach, point it at my flat screen, and start scrolling through the options. I’m done dwelling on the past. Time to concentrate on the here and now. And the woman next to me instead of the one who walked out without a backward glance. “How about an oldie but goodie? Like High Fidelity. Or The Princess Bride.”

			She stares at me, open-mouthed. “You’d watch The Princess Bride with me?”

			“Why not? I love that movie.”

			“Jake hates it. He says the only good part is the sword fighting.”

			“Inconceivable.”

			“Wow.” She lets loose with a low, appreciative whistle. “You weren’t kidding when you said you love it. But I had something else in mind.”

			“Oh?” I trail a finger down her side, letting my hand come to rest on her hip, just inside the waistband of her yoga pants. I never realized how sexy those things are. Or maybe it’s that Brie is sexy in whatever she wears. She could be in one of those shapeless 1950s housedresses and my dick would stand up and salute. “Is it a Fifty Shades sort of something else?”

			Not my usual cinematic fare. But with Brie, it might be fun to watch. And I wouldn’t mind if it led to a little Christian Grey/Anastasia Steele role play.

			Yeah, I know the characters’ names. I even read a couple of chapters of the book—the first one—to see what all the fuss was about. I still don’t get it. But women sure do.

			Brie gives my hand a playful smack, hard enough to sting a little but not to swat it away. “Has anyone ever told you that you have a one-track mind?”

			“Yeah, but I’m pretty sure they meant it as a compliment.”

			“Only a guy would think that.”

			I stretch my legs out in front of me, settling in for the next few hours of whatever the heck it is we’re going to watch. Don’t get me wrong. I don’t particularly care what it is. As long as I’m watching it with her. “So no Princess Bride and no Fifty Shades. What do you suggest?”

			Before she can answer, my phone dings with an incoming text. I grab it from the table next to me and check the screen, making sure it’s not an emergency at the club. Like the time Jake got himself knocked on his ass playing knight in shining armor for Ainsley.

			R u home? Is my sister there? Ainsley’s been trying 2 reach her. Something about going dress shopping 4 the wedding.

			“Everything okay?” Brie asks.

			“It’s your brother. He says your future sister-in-law is trying to get in touch with you. She wants to you to go wedding dress shopping with her.”

			She scrunches up her nose. It’s fucking adorable. “I left my cell in my bedroom. Can you tell him I’ll call her back tomorrow?”

			I type out a quick response and put my phone back on the table. “Now, about that movie—”

			“I was kind of hoping we could watch Captain America.”

			“Which one? There’s three, you know.”

			“The first one.”

			“Let me guess,” I say, half teasing, half serious. “You’ve got a thing for Chris Evans.”

			“Who doesn’t? Objectively, he’s one damn fine-looking specimen. But that’s not why I picked that movie.”

			She twists sideways and puts her legs in my lap. As sexy as her yoga pants are, I almost resent them now. Without them, I’d be able to run my hand down her bare skin, feel the goosebumps rise wherever I touch.

			“Then why?”

			“We’ve finished shooting my origin story and we’re moving into the superhero scenes. I have a stunt double for the tough stuff, but I figure a little kick-butt inspiration couldn’t hurt.”

			“If you really want to be inspired, you need an education in kick-ass female superheroes. Like Wonder Woman. Or Captain Marvel.”

			“You’re the one who had a stash of comic books under your bed as a kid. You choose.”

			“You knew about that?” I saved my allowance to buy them then hid them from my father, who hated anything related to nerd culture.

			“My brother has a big mouth.” Brie hops off my lap. “I’ll get us some snacks while you decide.”

			She goes to the kitchen to pop some microwave popcorn, and I queue up Captain Marvel. Yes, she’s not as well known as Wonder Woman. But unlike mythical Amazon warrior Diana Prince—aka Wonder Woman—Carol Danvers, Captain Marvel’s alter ego, is an actual human being, with human flaws and strengths in addition to her superpowers. For Brie, it makes her character more well-rounded and relatable. Ergo, inspirational.

			The opening credits are starting to roll when my phone chimes with another text. I pause the movie and curse Jake out under my breath for interrupting us again. But when I check my phone, it’s not Jake who’s texting this time. It’s my father.

			I’ll be in town on Friday to meet with my publisher. I’d like to see you. Dinner at the Polo Bar. 8:00.

			It’s a demand, not a request. Typical Vincent Dow.

			Brie plops back down next to me, a huge bowl of popcorn in her arms. She tosses a piece in the air and catches it in her mouth. “If that’s my brother again, tell him to focus on his future wife and leave me alone.”

			“It’s my father.”

			The words leave my mouth before I can stop them. I don’t like talking about my father or our joke of a relationship. To anyone.

			But something about Brie makes me feel like I can confide in her. Like she’ll listen without judgment. Offer sympathy—and maybe even some sound advice—without platitudes. Besides, unlike most people, she already knows some of my dysfunctional family history. She was there. She saw it first-hand.

			“What does he want?” she snaps, her body stiffening beside me. I love how she’s immediately defensive on my behalf. It gives me the courage to keep going instead of doing what I usually do when it comes to my father—shut down.

			“He invited me to dinner on Friday. No, invited is the wrong word. More like ordered.”

			“What are you going to tell him?”

			“I’m going to tell him to fuck off.”

			She holds the bowl of popcorn out to me, and I reach in and grab a handful. “While I understand and fully support the sentiment, you might want to soften it a little. Be the better man.”

			See what I mean about the sound advice? “No four-letter words. But don’t expect me to be polite. I don’t have the energy to pretend to be civil.”

			I shove the popcorn into my mouth and type out my response. It doesn’t take long. Two words. Nine letters. I don’t even bother to use punctuation.

			Can’t sorry.

			I go to turn the phone off, but before my finger can find the button those three familiar dots start dancing, and my father’s answer flashes on the screen a couple of seconds later.

			Sunday then. I have a box of your mother’s things for you. Fiona found them in the attic.

			Fiona. His latest conquest. Bleached blonde hair, big boobs, and not a day over thirty. Just like her predecessor. And the one before her. And the one before her. My father’s nothing if not consistent. And predictable.

			“What did he say?” Brie asks.

			I hand her the phone. She studies it thoughtfully for a minute then hands it back. “Well, you have to go now.”

			“Do I?”

			“Don’t you want to know what’s in the box?”

			“If there even is a box.” I wouldn’t put it past my father to lie just to get me there so he can spend the entire meal telling me what a disappointment I am.

			“Are you willing to take that chance?”

			Leave it to Brie to get right to the heart of the matter. It’s a good question. And the short answer is no. I don’t have anything of my mom’s. I was only seventeen when she died, and then a few months later I was off at college. If there really is a box, it may have some photos. Or letters. Something I can take out and look at every once and a while.

			“Fine. I’ll go. But I’m doing this on my terms, not his.” Lunch, not dinner. Easier to make some excuse and cut things short when they invariably go south. And no stuffy Polo Club.

			“I can come with you if you want,” Brie offers, setting the popcorn bowl on the coffee table and pressing her palm on my thigh. “If you think it would help.”

			“Don’t you have to work?”

			“We never shoot on Sundays. And I haven’t had a catering gig in weeks, so—”

			I grimace. “Don’t remind me.”

			“It’s okay. Tiffany said has Lloyd a short memory, and she can probably get me back on the roster by the time we wrap this season.” She moves her hand from my thigh and links our fingers together. “So, what do you say? Do you want some company for your dinner with Dad?”

			Suddenly, the prospect of seeing my father is a lot less stomach-turning.

			“Lunch.” I lift her legs into my lap and lean in to kiss her. “And it’s a date.”

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TEN

			Brie

			“ARE YOU SURE you’re ready for this?”

			Connor runs his hands through his hair, smooths it down, then shoves them in the pockets of his khakis. It’s like he doesn’t know what to do with them. With his whole body, really. His eyes are darting all over the place and one foot taps restlessly on the sidewalk.

			I put a hand on his forearm, feeling the tension in his tight muscles, and squeeze. “Are you?”

			We’re standing outside Boqueria, the tapas bar in midtown Connor and his father finally agreed on for lunch after much negotiation. We’re a few minutes early for our reservation, but Connor’s been this way since he got out of bed this morning. I’ve never seen him so keyed up.

			“No,” he admits with a heavy sigh. “But the sooner we go in, the sooner we get this over with.”

			I hate that he views lunch with his father as some sort of a chore. An obligation to be endured until he can come up with some reason to escape. As annoying as they can be sometimes, my family is practically the Brady Bunch, and it breaks my heart that Connor doesn’t have that kind of support system.

			I guess that’s why I offered to come with him today. He deserves someone in his corner.

			He opens the door and ushers me into the restaurant. The hostess sits us in a booth at the back of the room, out of the flow of traffic and away from most of the other diners. Smart move. It’s almost like she knows things might get uncomfortable.

			Connor’s dad isn’t there yet, so we order drinks to get us started—sangria for me, a house Bloody Mary for Connor with guindilla pepper and gin instead of vodka. Alcohol and family reunions can be a dangerous combination. But Connor’s not one to overindulge. And I’m hoping some liquid courage will loosen him up a little before his father shows up.

			“Sláinte.” I raise my glass to clink with his.

			He touches his glass to mine. “I didn’t know you spoke Gaelic.”

			“That’s the extent of my comprehension.”

			That coaxes a smile from him. I’m momentarily reassured, but then there’s some sort of commotion in the bar, and his smile fades as quickly as it appeared.

			I twist around, craning my neck. From my vantage point, I can’t see what all the fuss is about, no matter how much I twist and crane. But I can hear the collective cheer that rises up, and the applause that follows.

			I turn back to Connor. He’s sitting across from me, looking like he wants to crawl under the table and die. “What do you suppose that is?”

			“That would be my father,” he says, his voice flat and resigned. “The reigning master of American crime fiction. If you don’t believe me, ask the New York Times Book Review.”

			He takes a huge hit of his Bloody Mary. “He likes to make an entrance. Brace yourself.”

			I follow his example—to a degree—and sip my sangria. “How bad could it be?”

			“You’re about to find out.”

			He gestures behind me. I swivel around and see a man approaching us from the bar area. It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out he’s Connor’s dad. He’s the spitting image of his son, albeit about thirty years older with a distinguished touch of gray in the dark hair at his temples and the beginnings of crow’s feet around his eyes.

			He’s dressed in dark brown dress pants, a crisp white button down, and a tweed jacket, complete with patches on the elbows. If he threw on a bow tie, he could pass for Indiana Jones. Or Matt Smith’s Dr. Who. Which I only know because Jake forced me to watch all forty of his episodes when we were snowed in one weekend last year.

			“Sorry I’m late.” Vincent Dow’s words say one thing, but his flippant, I-don’t-give-a-shit-about-anyone-but-myself attitude says something completely different. He slides into the seat opposite Connor, not even bothering to shake his son’s hand or, God forbid, hug him. “You know how it is. Everyone wants an autograph. Can’t disappoint the fans.”

			Connor sets his glass down on the table with a hollow thunk. “But disappointing your family is okay.”

			Vincent ignores his son’s dig and snaps his fingers to signal for a waitress, like King Tut summoning one of his servants. Then his gaze shifts to me, like he’s noticing for the first time that he and Connor aren’t alone at the table. “You didn’t tell me you were bringing a friend.”

			“You remember Brie Lawson.” Connor puts a protective—or is it possessive?—arm around my shoulder. “Jake’s little sister.”

			Vincent’s eyes drift down to my breasts, lingering long enough there make me feel a little icky before going back to my face. “Not so little anymore.”

			I’m pretty sure the waitress’s timely arrival is the only thing that stops Connor from leaping across the table and strangling his father. She takes Vincent’s drink order—bourbon, neat—and goes off giggling with his autograph on a napkin in her pocket.

			“Still like them young, I see.” Connor mutters.

			I dig my nails into his thigh and give him a warning glare. We talked about this on the way over.

			“Be the bigger man,” I grind out through gritted teeth, reminding him of our conversation.

			“How’s Fiona?” he asks, prying my hand off his thigh. Oops. Guess I dug in deeper than I thought.

			“She’s fine. Sends her regards from the Hamptons.” Vincent’s drink arrives, and he takes it from the still giddy waitress with a flirtatious wink that makes her blush and me squirm.

			Connor runs a finger around the rim of his glass. “She didn’t come with you? I’m surprised she didn’t jump at the chance to spend some of your money on Fifth Avenue.”

			“Bigger man,” I grumble again.

			But Vincent only shrugs. He’s either completely clueless or so self-absorbed that insults bounce off him like rubber bullets.

			“She stayed at the cottage. She had a tennis tournament or a garden club meeting or some other event she couldn’t bear to miss.”

			Cottage, my ass. I’ll bet my entire life savings—meager as it is, it’s a lot to me—that what he calls a cottage is bigger than the White House.

			“So, what should we order?” I ask, opening my menu. “I hear the huevos con chorizo is out of this world.”

			It’s a cheap diversionary tactic, but it’s the best I can come up with on the spot. Anything to cut down on the obvious father-son tension. Well, obvious to me. And Connor. Like I said, I think Vincent is oblivious.

			It works for a while. We settle on an array of brunch and lunch dishes to share. The waitress comes back to take our order—cue another round of uncomfortable flirting—and then she’s gone and the tension creeps back in.

			“How often do you get into the city, Mr. Dow?”

			“Why the hell did you ask to meet me today, Dad?”

			Connor and I speak at the same time, but his father ignores both of our questions, opting for one of his own.

			“I didn’t know Connor was seeing anyone. How long have you two been dating?”

			“We’re not—”

			“A few months,” Connor blurts, cutting me off. “Which you’d know if you cared enough to be a real part of my life.”

			His arm tightens around my shoulders. If it wasn’t possessive before, it is now. He gives me a side-eyed look that silently begs me to go along with him.

			I squeeze his leg under the table to let him know that whatever he needs, I’m game. I came here to support him, and that’s what I’m going to do. Even if I don’t fully understand how pretending we’re more than friends with benefits is going to improve his relationship with his father.

			I move my hand from his thigh to his forearm, resting on the table. An open and obvious display of affection. “We’re not really advertising it. But yes, we’re together.”

			Connor punctuates my statement by leaning in and kissing me. It starts firm and forceful, like an exclamation point, but morphs into more of a semi-colon, softer and sweeter, hinting of something yet to come.

			As the kiss shifts, so does the world around me. Suddenly, the pretending feels all too real. Like there’s actually a chance this undefined thing we’re doing can evolve and grow into an actual, honest-to-goodness relationship.

			A discrete cough forces Connor to lift his head. At first, I assume it came from his father, but the waitress is there with the first of our tapas plates, so it could have been her. Either way, whatever spell I’m under is broken. She sets the dishes down, promising to return with the rest of our order and a fresh round of drinks.

			Goodie. More alcohol. I can’t decide if that’s going to help or hurt.

			Connor spoons some pan con tomato con jamón onto his plate—bread rubbed with tomato, garlic and olive oil, topped with Serrano ham, Manchego cheese and olives—then passes it to me so I can do the same. “Now that we’ve nailed down my relationship status, maybe you can tell me what we’re doing here. I believe you mentioned something about finding a box of Mom’s stuff.”

			“It’s right here.”

			Vincent picks up a plastic container about the size of a shoebox from the seat next to him and hands it across the table to Connor. Did he have that when he came in? Obviously, he must have. But I swear, I didn’t see it. Probably because I was too focused on how much he looks like his son.

			Connor runs a hand over the top of the box, like he’s thinking about cracking it open, then sets it down on the bench seat between us. “I’ve got to admit, I’m surprised. I assumed the whole box-from-mom thing was a bullshit excuse you used to lure me here.”

			Vincent pushes his glasses up his nose. Something else he has in common with his son, although Vincent wears thin, gold wire rims where Connor’s frames are dark and heavy. “Well, there is something I wanted to tell you in person.”

			“Called it.” The waitress drops off our drinks, and Connor immediately knocks back a good third of his Bloody Mary. “Let me guess. You and Fiona are getting divorced and you’re moving on to wife number—what is it? Four? Five?”

			A group of eager autograph seekers chooses that inopportune moment to approach our table. Vincent spends the next ten minutes soaking up their adulation and signing anything and everything put in front of him—napkins, take-out menus, even one woman’s breast. Connor and I are left to sit in stunned silence watching the spectacle unfold, our presence—hell, our existence—seemingly forgotten.

			“I’m sorry,” Vincent says when his fan club finally leaves, even though it’s clear from the way he’s basking in the afterglow of their attention that he’s not. “It’s been this way ever since the studio announced that they’re making a Dax Russell movie. All the publicity. I can’t go anywhere without being recognized.”

			“Yeah, I’m sure you hate that,” Connor mutters.

			I frown over a forkful of daitles con beicon—dates stuffed with blue cheese and almonds and wrapped in bacon. They’re proof that whoever coined the phrase “everything’s better with bacon” is a freaking genius. “Dax Russell?”

			“His alter ego,” Connor explains. “The hero of all his novels.”

			“You haven’t read any of my books?” Vincent asks. “Try Dying? Grab And Smash? Drop Dead Fed?”

			From his tone, you’d think he was asking whether I’d ever heard of the Beatles. Or indoor plumbing. I shake my head. “Most of my reading is plays or scripts, with an occasional romance novel thrown in for pure pleasure.”

			“There’s a bookstore on the next block. I could sign one for you when where done here.”

			“We have plans after lunch,” Connor lies, spearing a bacon-wrapped date with his fork and popping it into his mouth. “What’s so important you couldn’t tell me over the phone?”

			“Fiona is pregnant.” Vincent leans back and sips his bourbon, looking like the poster child for masculine pride. I wouldn’t be surprised if the next words out of his mouth were to brag about his super swimmers. “You’re going to have a little brother.”

			“Half-brother,” Connor corrects him.

			Vincent lowers his glass. “You could at least congratulate me.”

			“Congratulations. I hope you’ll be a better parent this time. Maybe start by not cheating on his mother.”

			Vincent’s jaw twitches and his eyes narrow into angry slits. If I didn’t understand the expression if looks could kill before, I do now. “I hope he’ll be a better son instead of a complete disappointment.”

			Oh. No. He. Didn’t.

			Connor’s fork clatters to the floor and he grips the edge of the table so hard I can see the whites of his knuckles. I shove my plate away, my appetite gone even for food made better by bacon.

			“A disappointment? Are you kidding me?” I’m loud enough that even from our booth in the back people can hear me, and I can sense that they’re starting to stare. But I’m past caring. Connor may be too polite to cause a scene, but I’m not.

			“You have no idea of the kind of man your son is, do you? He’s smart and funny and thoughtful and kind.” I count them off on my fingers as I go. “He’s been a good friend to my brother for over twenty years. He let me stay with him when I had nowhere else to go. Plus, he’s a hugely successful businessman. I think you’d at least respect that. Did you know his club is one of the most sought-after hot spots in New York City? And they’re in the middle of a major renovation, adding another VIP section and a screening room for first-run movies and live-streamed concerts. When that’s done, it will be even harder to get into.”

			I stop to catch my breath and get a glimpse of Connor out of the corner of my eye. He’s released his white-knuckle grip on the table and the grim set of his mouth is gone, replaced by a bemused smile.

			He stands, grabbing my hand and pulling me to my feet. Then he throws a wad of bills down in front of his father. “That should more than cover lunch. Tell Fiona I’ll send something for the baby.”

			Without giving his father a chance to respond, he heads for the exit, dragging me along with him. We’re almost out the door before I remember something.

			“Wait.” I stop, forcing him to stop with me. “Stay here. I’ll be right back.”

			His brows knotted. “Did you forget something?”

			“No, but you did.”

			I race back to our table. Vincent is still there, knocking back what’s left of his bourbon. So is the box of stuff that belonged to Connor’s mom, right where he left it under his chair.

			“Did you come back to lecture me some more?” Vincent asks.

			“No. I think I made my point. I came back for this.” I bend down and scoop up the box.

			He raises his empty glass to let a passing waiter know he’s ready for round number three. Two too many, in my not-so-humble opinion. “Connor was always a bit of a mama’s boy.”

			Mama’s boy? Vincent Dow may be Connor’s father, but he really has no clue who his son is. “Maybe that’s because she didn’t see him as a—what was it? Oh, yes. Complete disappointment.”

			“I thought you were done lecturing me.”

			Oh, I’m done, all right. I’ve had enough of this asshat and his monster ego to last ten lifetimes. I tuck the box under my arm and make my escape, tossing one last jab over my shoulder as I go.

			“I guess I had a little left in me after all.”

		
	
		
			CHAPTER ELEVEN

			Connor

			“PLEASE TELL ME you went back there and kneed my father in the nuts,” I say to Brie when she catches up to me outside the restaurant. “No, wait. Don’t tell me. Because if you did and I missed it, I’ll never forgive myself.”

			“Don’t worry, you didn’t miss anything. Nothing physical, anyway. Although I admit, I was tempted to throw a drink in his face. Lucky for him, the waitress already cleared the table.”

			She produces something from behind her back. It takes me a second to realize it’s the box with my mom’s things. “You left this behind. I figured you’d want it once you calmed down.”

			My heart stops for a second, then thumps harder. This woman never ceases to amaze me. All I wanted was to get the fuck away from my father as fast as humanly possible. In that moment, nothing else mattered. Not even what might be my one and only chance to have mementos of my mother.

			Trust Brie to have my back.

			She hands me the box, and I stick it under one arm so I can use the other hand to tip her chin and kiss her. “Thank you.”

			“Your father’s even worse than I remembered. I’m sorry I made you made you do this.”

			“First, you didn’t make me do anything. And second, I’m not sorry we came.”

			“Because you got your mom’s stuff?”

			“That. And because if we hadn’t come, I wouldn’t have had the pleasure of watching you take down the great Vincent Dow.” I push her hair off her face and kiss her again. “That was the hottest thing I’ve ever seen.”

			She grins up at me. “So me going off on your father turns you on?”

			“Honestly, pretty much anything you do turns me on.” I step in closer to her so our bodies are touching. Barely, but touching. It has the double benefit of making it easier to hear me when I lower my voice and let her feel the physical evidence of my arousal. “But I’ve never wanted to fuck you more than I do right now.”

			My phone buzzes—thanks for the fabulous timing, universe—with a notification that the Lyft I called while Brie was not throwing a drink at my father is here. I spot a black Volvo XC90 pulling up to the curb and quickly confirm that the make, model, and license plate match the information in the app.

			“This is our ride,” I say, leading Brie over to the car and opening the door.

			She slides into the back seat. “I thought you said we had plans after lunch.”

			“We do.” I take a second to appreciate the flash of upper thigh as she adjusts her short skirt then climb in after her, pulling the door closed behind me and setting the box down at my feet. “They involve you and me getting naked as soon as possible.”

			Our Lyft driver, a silver-haired, middle-aged woman who the app says is named Linda, turns around and glares at us. “Not in my car, you don’t.”

			Brie meets her glare with a smile designed to charm the surliest of rideshare operators. “It’s okay. I’m sure I can hold him off until we get home.”

			“You’d better,” Linda snaps, unmoved. “Because I won’t hesitate to kick your bare asses out in the middle of 7th Avenue. And there’s a hundred-and fifty-dollar surcharge for cleaning up bodily fluids.”

			I nod. “Duly noted.”

			Apparently satisfied we’re not going to hump like jackrabbits in the back of her car, she turns around and pulls away from the curb. The sudden motion puts Brie off balance, jostling her against me. I sling my arm around her and gather her in.

			“Did I tell you how hot you were standing up to my father?” I whisper the words in her ear, not willing to incur the wrath of Linda and risk getting tossed out of the car in the middle of Sunday matinee traffic. I bet she wouldn’t even bother to slow down.

			“You did.” Brie’s purse slips down her arm, and she lets it fall to the seat beside her. “But I don’t mind hearing it again.”

			“And that no one’s done that for me in a long time? I think the last person was your brother, back in high school. And he wasn’t anywhere near as sexy as you.”

			Brie lets out a snort that would be unladylike in other circumstances but she somehow makes endearing. “I’d be worried if you thought he was.”

			She takes my head in her hands and pulls me down to her, planting the mother of all kisses on my lips. You know that final kiss in The Princess Bride? The one that left the five most passionate, most pure kisses behind? This kiss makes that one look like a peck on the cheek.

			Linda shoots us a warning glance in the rear-view mirror but keeps driving. We reluctantly pull apart, managing to keep it PG—okay, PG-13—for the rest of the fortunately short ride.

			But the second the doors of the elevator to my penthouse apartment close behind us, all bets are off. With the box in one hand, I’m at a slight disadvantage. But I do the best I can with the one I’ve got free, fisting her blouse and yanking it from her waistband.

			She bats my hand away. “I am not getting naked in this elevator.”

			I advance on her, backing her up against the wall of the elevator, my palm flat on the glass above her head. “How about half naked?”

			“We’ll be in your apartment in like thirty seconds.”

			“That’s thirty damn seconds too long.”

			I lower my head to kiss her, but the elevator dings and the doors slide open.

			“Saved by the bell.” She ducks out from under my arm and strolls through the doors into the hallway. “Literally.”

			“Not for long,” I say, my eyes tracking the sexy back and forth of her ass as I follow her out of the elevator. “As soon as we’re inside that apartment, you’re mine.”

			She steps to the side so I can put my key in the lock. “I’m counting on it.”

			The lock clicks, and I push the door open. She breezes past me, dropping her purse then her denim jacket then unzipping and stepping out of her skirt. Like Gretl leaving a trail of breadcrumbs.

			I dump the box on the kitchen island and follow the trail to down the hall to my bedroom. She’s reclining on the bed, her long, bare legs stretched out in front of her, her candy apple red five-inch heels that scream “fuck me” still on her feet. As I cross toward her, she kicks the shoes off and starts to unbutton her shirt.

			“Stop.”

			“Why?” She undoes another button, and her shirt falls open. “I thought you wanted me naked.”

			She’s wearing a lacy lavender bra that matches her panties and makes her tits look fantastic, and for a split second I consider joining her on the bed. But I have other plans for her. “I do. But not there.”

			“Then where?”

			“Stand up. Shirt off.” My eyes flick to her do-me heels, discarded on the floor. “And put the shoes back on.”

			She follows my instructions, a damn goddess in her lacy lingerie and sexy stilettos. I lead her to the wall of windows overlooking the street below and the Hudson River beyond.

			Her eyes widen to greenish-gold saucers. “Here?”

			The corners of my mouth twitch. “Worried someone will see us?”

			“Are you?” she asks, one delicately arched brow lifting.

			“We’re on the twelfth floor. The chance of any pedestrians looking up here is slim.”

			She bites her lip and stares out the windows, her gaze going left then right. “What about the people in the building across the street?”

			“It’s only seven stories, so we’re a little higher than they are. But I suppose someone could still see us.” I press my hand gently into her lower back, urging her toward the glass. “Does that bother you? Or excite you?”

			“A bit of both, I guess.” My hand slides down, settling on the sweet curve of her ass, and she shivers. “Isn’t that what makes it so hot? The sense of urgency. The risk of getting caught.”

			Fuck, this woman. She makes me want things—do things—that are totally out of my comfort zone. Things I’ve never contemplated—much less done—with any other woman. Like semi-public window sex.

			If I think too much about the psychology of it, it’ll freak me out. Me, Connor Dow, abhorrer of attention, shunner of the spotlight, fornicating in plain view of all of lower Manhattan.

			So I don’t think about it. And I don’t answer her question. Not with words, anyway. Instead, I let my hands do the talking. One grabs her wrists and pins her arms above her head, palms flat against the glass. The other slips under the edge of her panties, my index finger grazing her clit.

			“Jesus Christ, you’re wet,” I growl. “You weren’t kidding when you said the thought of getting caught excites you.”

			“I never kid about sex.” She arches her back, begging me without words to penetrate her. “Or what makes me feel good.”

			“Does this make you feel good?”

			I push my finger inside her, and she moans. Her hot breath forms a steamy circle on the window, and I can feel sweat beading at my brow even though my thermostat is permanently set to a comfortably chilly sixty-two.

			“How about this?”

			I add a second finger and bend down to nip her shoulder. She sucks in a ragged breath and closes her eyes, resting her forehead on the glass.

			“I’ll take that as a yes.”

			She moans again, and that’s all the encouragement I need to go further. I kick at her feet in those fuck-me pumps, nudging them apart.

			“Open your eyes,” I demand.

			“What if I don’t want to?” she asks, eyes still closed.

			I withdraw my fingers. “Then I won’t let you come.”

			“Bastard,” she hisses. But her eyes open and she lifts her head off the window.

			“That’s better.” I grab the thin lace of her tiny panties and tear them off in one quick move, the sound of ripping fabric echoing in my cavernous bedroom.

			“Hey,” she protests even as her breathing quickens and she widens her stance. “I liked those.”

			“So did I.”

			“You could have asked me to take them off.”

			“I could have. But I didn’t want to wait that long.” She sighs as my hand returns between her legs, my fingers pushing into her again. “I’ll buy you a new pair. Hell, I’ll buy you a hundred new pairs.”

			“What do I need a hundred pairs of underwear for? Unless you’re going to keep tearing them off me.”

			“Better make it two hundred.”

			“They’re not cheap, you know. I have expensive taste in lingerie. It’s my one indulgence.”

			“Then it’s a good thing I’m filthy rich.” I suck her earlobe between my teeth and bite down. Not hard, just enough to draw out a sexy little gasp from her pouty lips. “Now stop complaining so I can make you come.”

			She wiggles her ass, pushing back against me, fucking my fingers. I can see her seductive smile reflected in the glass, and her next words make my answering grin even broader and my dick impossibly harder.

			“As you wish.”

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TWELVE

			Brie

			WHO IS THIS GUY?

			I know who he is, obviously. I’m not in the habit of having sex with strangers. But the man pinning me to the window, torturing me with his fingers as Manhattan continues to go about its daily business below us, is not the man I’ve been living with for the past month.

			Sure, that guy likes to take charge in the bedroom. And his dirty talk is off the charts. But this? This is next level alpha male. He’s bold. Daring. Reckless.

			And if he doesn’t quit dicking around and make me come soon, I’m going to end him.

			“Quit teasing me. What happened to making me come?”

			I grind against his fingers, desperate for release. He, of course, pulls them out ever so slightly, enough that he’s no longer hitting my g-spot.

			Fucking tease.

			“I’m getting there,” he says, his fingers withdrawing even further, belying his words.

			“Get there faster.” I press my palms against the window, using it for leverage as I continue my bump and grind, trying to force his fingers back inside me. If he’s not going to fuck me, dammit, then I’m going to fuck him.

			A low, sexy noise comes from deep in his throat, and he ducks his head to nip my shoulder. “The build-up is half the fun. The sexual tension. The delayed gratification. The anticipation.”

			“Says the person doing the teasing. It’s agony for the one being teased.”

			He nips me again, right at the hollow where my shoulder meets my neck. What’s with him and the biting? Not that I’m complaining. It’s hot AF.

			“Trust me. It’ll be worth it.”

			Trust him. It scares me, but I do. I trust him enough to fuck him where anyone could see. To relinquish control of my orgasm to his talented fingers.

			To be careful with my heart and not break it.

			Wait, what? Where did that thought come from? My heart has nothing to with this. This is about scratching an itch. Friends with benefits. Not happily ever after.

			Right?

			I groan and let my head drop to my chest. My eyelids flutter shut and my forehead bangs against the glass. “You’d better not leave any marks. I have to be on set tomorrow, and I’ll never hear the end of it from the makeup artist who has to cover them up.”

			His free hand, which was around my waist, comes up to tug on my hair, jerking my head back. “Eyes open, remember?”

			Damn him.

			I force my lids open and turn my head to look at him over my shoulder. His shirt is unbuttoned—when did that happen?—his face is flushed, and his whiskey-brown eyes are clouded over with passion. A thin line of sweat dampens his brow, and if I’m not mistaken, his dick is about to bust through the zipper of his jeans.

			“Please.” I’m barely able to breathe, so the word comes out as a whisper.

			His fingers start moving again, going deeper this time as his thumb dances across my clit. He strums me like a master, finding all my hot buttons and applying the perfect amount of pressure, bringing me closer and closer to the edge with every stroke, every thrust.

			“Look down,” he murmurs, his breath fanning the hair at my temple. “Do you want them to see you come?”

			My only response is a groan, my mouth no longer able to form coherent speech. He kisses my shoulder, my neck, the sensitive spot behind my ear. When his lips part and he and sinks his teeth into my skin, a shiver rolls through me. It travels down my spine, swirls around my hips, and settles between my legs, making me jolt back into him.

			My orgasm slams into me like a tsunami, my body shaking and my hands smacking the glass. When it’s over, I’m left gasping for air, trapped between the heat of Connor’s ripped body and the cool, smooth window. The contrast is both electrifying and unnerving.

			“You okay?” he asks.

			I can feel his smile against the nape of my neck. Arrogant jerk. He knows damned well he wrecked me.

			“You killed me,” I admit between hoarse, shallow gasps. “I’m dead.”

			“The French don’t call it la petite mort for nothing.”

			He takes me by the shoulders, turning me around to face him, and I study him through lust-glazed eyes.

			“This is starting to become a pattern.”

			He frowns down at me. “What is?”

			“Me naked—or almost naked—and you still clothed.”

			His already self-satisfied smile gets even more smug. “Feel free to do something about that.”

			He releases my shoulders and takes a step back, spreading his arms wide as if to say “have at me.” I wobble a little, still feeling the aftereffects of the orgasm to end all orgasms, before recovering and going straight for his zipper.

			I palm him through his pants, deciding to let him suffer a little before freeing him. He’s heavy and long and mouthwatering. Christ, I’m practically salivating. It’s not fair, dammit. I’m suffering as much as he is.

			Not able to hold off any longer, I slip the button at his waistband through its hole and sink to my knees, taking his zipper down with me. His pants and boxer briefs go next. It’s a joint effort. I push them over his trim hips and down his muscular legs. He kicks them off along with his shoes and socks.

			Holy. Hot. Damn. Yeah, I’ve seen his dick before. But that doesn’t stop it from having its usual effect on me. He’s already erect, undulating proudly in a way that’s almost hypnotizing. A bead of pre-cum hangs from the tip, seemingly defying gravity.

			“Come to mama,” I murmur, taking his impressive length in my hand and trying—but failing—to wrap my fingers around it.

			There’s no closing my eyes this time as I guide him to my mouth. I tease the head with my thumb before taking him inside. I’m afraid I’ll never get enough of this. The taste of his warm, clean flesh. The naughty things he whispers as I take him deep into the back of my throat.

			“Fuck, yes.” His head falls back, eyes closed.

			I run my tongue down his length before releasing him with a soft pop.

			“Eyes open, remember?” I say, taunting him with his own words.

			He grumbles but complies. I put my mouth on him again, and he looks down through sinfully long lashes that any woman would kill for, watching his cock as it slides in and out, again and again. One hand tangles itself in my hair, anchoring me. Or maybe it’s him he’s trying to keep steady.

			I concentrate on taking him as deep as my throat will allow. My jaw aches and my eyes water, but none of that matters. My mind has one track, and right now it’s fixed on making this the best fucking blow job Connor’s ever had. Something he’ll remember long after this thing between us has run its course and we’ve gone our separate ways.

			His body tenses and his breathing gets increasingly erratic, signaling that he’s about to come. When he does, it’s explosive, and I swallow every drop, continuing to suck on him even as his cock softens and his grip on my hair loosens. Eventually, he drags me off him, groaning when my tongue comes out to lick my lips.

			“Holy fuck.” He rakes a shaky hand through his sweat-slicked hair. “That was—”

			“Hot as hell,” I finish for him, sitting back on my heels.

			His head turns slowly toward the glass wall, like he’s just remembering where we are. That anyone can see us. Then he reaches down and hauls me to my feet, pulling me away from the windows.

			“I think lower Manhattan’s had enough of a show.” He tilts my face up so our eyes meet. I expect to see desire there, but instead there’s something deeper. More profound. And infinitely more frightening. “I want this next part to be just between us.”

			I release my lip—which I wasn’t even aware I was biting—from between my teeth and exhale. “Next part?”

			“You didn’t think we were done, did you?” He grabs me by the waist and lifts me up like I weigh next to nothing. “We’re just getting started.”

			He deposits me on the bed, taking a foil packet from the nightstand drawer and tossing it onto the comforter before joining me. His dick is already starting to get hard again—he really does have the most amazing restorative powers—and it pulses against my hip.

			I grin and spread my arms over my head, knowing from experience how incredible it’s going to feel when he’s inside me. Filling me. Stretching me.

			He props himself up on his elbow, smiling back at me, flashing that damn dimple, the one that never fails to make my heart go pitter-patter. “Give me ten minutes, and I’ll be good to go.”

			But it doesn’t take ten minutes. It doesn’t even take five once he starts moving against me, rubbing his cock on my thigh in slow, tantalizing strokes.

			“I like this.” He fingers the delicate strap of my bra then slides it over my shoulder, following its path down my arm with his finger.

			A familiar tingling sensation builds between my legs. Because he ran his finger down my forearm. But who am I kidding? He looks at me sideways and I’m turned on.

			“If I say I like it too, are you going to rip it off? Because I’m warning you, my bras are even more pricey than my panties.”

			“I’m pretty sure I can afford to replace it.” He reaches underneath me to unhook the clasp. “But don’t worry. I’ll take it off the conventional way. This time.”

			He does, and we’re both finally, blissfully, totally naked. One hand cups my breast as the other reaches around for the condom he dropped on the bed earlier. He finds it and is tearing it open when I put a hand on his forearm, stopping him.

			“It’s okay if you don’t want to. I’m on the pill. I’m clean. And I trust you.”

			If I didn’t already realize the import of my words, the expression on his face would be a huge tip-off. His smile is slow and dreamy, and his eyes go all soft and gooey, like chocolate ice cream left out in the sun.

			“Are you sure?”

			I nod. We’ve never had sex without a condom. Truth be told, I’ve never let anyone fuck me bareback. But this isn’t anyone. This is Connor.

			He chucks the condom onto the nightstand and glides into me, nice and easy, inch by inch. I plant my feet on the bed and arch into him, willing him to go deeper, faster, harder.

			But he doesn’t take the bait. It’s clear he wants to take his time. Savor every touch, every kiss, every sweet slide of his thick cock into my wet heat.

			“Is this what you wanted?” he asks, sinking deeper until his firm, flat stomach is resting on my softer, rounder one. His eyes are inches from mine, his nose practically touching my own and our breath commingling in the small space between us.

			“Yes.” Without a condom, each sensation is a little warmer, a little more intense. And a lot more pleasurable. Which is really saying something, because it was pretty damn pleasurable before. “You feel fantastic.”

			He nuzzles my ear. “So do you.”

			His twines his fingers with mine, securing them over my head. Then he starts to move, rolling his hips, grinding us together then pulling us apart.

			Our breathing and the rhythmic slapping of our bodies coming together, backed by the distant rumble of traffic twelve stories below, are the only sounds in the room until we both cry out, clinging to each other as hard shudders wrack through us. When the spasms pass, we stay locked together, his dick still buried inside me, our heartbeats slowing in tandem.

			It’s intimate and tender and emotionally vulnerable, and I understand why Connor didn’t want anyone else to see it. Because what just happened—that wasn’t fucking.

			That was making love.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTEEN

			Brie

			“WHY DID I let you convince me to take this class?” I grumble to Ainsley as we climb off our stationary bikes. Her more gracefully than me. She looks like she stepped straight out of the pages of Women’s Health. Her hair is still securely fastened in a tight ponytail, and if she’s sweating at all, it’s more of a healthy glow than a full-on drenching. What’s that old saying? A lady doesn’t sweat, she perspires.

			I, in contrast, am clearly no lady. I feel like I’m about to drown. Rivers of sweat are running down my face, my T-shirt is plastered to my skin, and there’s not a muscle in my body that doesn’t ache. I don’t dare look in any of the full-length mirrors we pass on our way to the locker room, but I’m pretty sure if I did, I’d see something that looks more like the Creature from the Black Lagoon than a fitness model.

			Ainsley takes the towel from around her neck and dabs at a non-existent pool of perspiration at her throat. “Because we haven’t seen each other in weeks, and you miss me.”

			She’s right. We haven’t. And I do miss her. She may be my brother’s fiancée, but she was my friend first.

			We reach the locker room, and I pull the door open. All the muscles from my wrist to my shoulder scream in protest. “I hate this instructor. I swear, he’s Satan. Who uses dumbbells in a spin class?”

			“Are you kidding? Karl is one of the most popular instructors here. His classes are always full. We were lucky to get in.”

			“You call it luck. I call it masochism.” I used to be a regular at RPM—Ainsley and I met in a spin class—but my schedule’s been so swamped I haven’t been to the studio in weeks. Jumping back in with one of Karl’s torture sessions was definitely not one of my smartest decisions. “Couldn’t we have met for coffee or something? Drinks at Tammany Hall?”

			Since Ainsley and her friend Mia introduced me to it, the tacky, unassuming dive bar in the heart of Greenwich Village has become one of my favorite places to grab a drink or watch a ballgame. Not that I’ve had time to do much of either since I started filming.

			“We could head over there now,” she suggests. We’re at our lockers. She spins the dial on her combination lock, opens the door, and takes a sip from her water bottle before putting it inside. “It’s still happy hour for another hour and a half. Unless you’ve got someone to run home to.”

			I swat her with the towel I’ve just taken from my locker. “Shut up. You know I’m living with Connor.”

			“My point exactly. Wasn’t that supposed to be temporary? It’s been—what? Three months?”

			“Two,” I correct her.

			“Still sounds more than temporary to me.”

			“It’s hard to find affordable housing in this town.”

			Even harder when you’ve all but stopped looking. It’s not something Connor and I actually discussed. It just sort of happened. He hasn’t said anything about me leaving. And it’s not like I’m in any hurry to go anywhere. Not with him in my bed every night. Or me in his.

			The only problem is that the longer we do whatever it is we’re doing, the more I’m falling for him. He’s not just my brother’s super sexy best friend any more. He’s the guy who brings me coffee in the morning, or sets up the Keurig for me the night before when I have an early call time. Texts me funny memes and cat videos. Lets me control the remote when we’re Netflix and chilling.

			Ainsley closes her locker door with a metallic clang that jolts my thoughts away from my roommate/bedmate/boyfriend and back to present company. “If money’s the issue, I’m sure Jake would help you out. All you have to do is ask.”

			“I’m sure he would, too.” I sit down on the long wooden bench and strip off my sweaty T-shirt, leaving me in my equally sweaty sports bra. “But I’m not asking. This is something I need to handle myself.”

			“Have it your way,” she says, sitting down beside me. “But I wouldn’t blame you if you wanted to drag things out a little.”

			“Why would I want to do that?” I ask, feigning innocence.

			“Hello, McFly. Have you looked at your roommate? He’s an eleven on a scale of one to ten. Maybe a twelve.”

			I make a face at her. “Have you forgotten that you’re engaged to my brother?”

			“I may be engaged, but I’m not blind. And neither are you. You can’t seriously expect me to believe that you haven’t tried to sneak a peek when he’s in the shower.”

			“Um, no. That’s super stalker-y. And totally inappropriate. Besides, we’re more like two ships passing,” I lie. “Connor’s place is so big, we could go weeks without seeing each other.”

			We could. But we don’t. Not that I’m admitting that to Ainsley.

			At some point, we’ll have to come clean with her and Jake. Maybe. But today is not that point. I’m not having that discussion with her until I’ve had one with Connor.

			I toss my T-shirt over my shoulder and stand. “If we want to make happy hour, we’d better quit yakking and hit the showers.”

			She stands with me, pulling out her ponytail and shaking out her shoulder-length blond hair. “Fine. But don’t think I’m done grilling you about Connor.”

			I roll my eyes and slam my locker shut. “Heaven forbid.”

			We shower, change, and make it to the bar in time to order a round before happy hour ends. Ainsley goes for something fruity and frothy with a cherry on top and one of those paper drink umbrellas. I stick to one of the craft beers on tap. No cherry. No umbrella.

			We find a table in the corner, under the watchful gaze of a taxidermy deer head—Ainsley likes to describe this place as a cross between a bordello and a hunting cabin—and I slide into the red-velvet-covered booth. Ainsley slides in across from me.

			“Jake and I have a bet.” She takes the umbrella from her drink and twirls it between her fingers.

			“What kind of bet?” I ask, even though I’m pretty sure I don’t want to know.

			“He thinks you and Connor are at each other’s throats. And I say you’re in each other’s pants.”

			It takes every ounce of self-control I’ve got not to pluck the stupid umbrella right out of her hand and stab her with it. “We are done talking about me and Connor.”

			“Ah ha.” Ainsley jabs the pointy end of the umbrella at me. I knew I should have taken it from her when I had the chance. The girl is lethal with sharp objects. “So you’re admitting there’s a you and Connor.”

			“I admit nothing.”

			I’m at least temporarily spared from Ainsley’s version of the Spanish Inquisition by my phone, which chimes from somewhere deep inside my purse. I’m expecting a text with my call time for tomorrow, so I fish it out and check the screen.

			Unfortunately, it’s not from Drew, the second A.D who’s responsible for doing the call sheet. It’s an alert from my credit card company, reminding me that my payment is due.

			I delete the message and leave the phone face up on the table, where I can see it when Drew finally texts. If my call time is before eight, I’m going to have to cut this short. I don’t want to show up on set late, or even worse, hung over.

			“All right, if Connor’s off limits, how about we talk about my wedding?” Ainsley puts the umbrella down and takes a sip of her drink. “I’ve been trying to get you to go dress shopping with me for weeks.”

			“I know. I’m sorry. I’ve just been so busy filming.” And totally tapping your fiancé’s—my brother’s—best friend. “But I promise, my next day off I’m all yours.”

			My phone chimes again, but this time it’s a call, not a text. And it’s not from Drew, it’s from Connor. His name flashes across the screen, along with the photo I saved as his contact picture. A selfie I took of us snuggling on the couch, watching yet another one of the Marvel movies in my quest to get into butt-kicking character.

			At the time, it seemed harmless. Innocent. But looking at it now, it screams intimacy. The way my head is resting on his shoulder. His arm around me, hand casually brushing the curve of my breast.

			Shit shit shit shit shit.

			I scramble to silence my phone and flip it over so it’s face down on the table, but not before Ainsley sees the picture and snorts.

			“Two ships passing, huh?” She sits back smugly and crosses her arms. “You two sure seem pretty cozy to me.”

			“It’s not what it looks like,” I hedge.

			But Ainsley’s not buying it for a second. She points a finger at me. Bet she wishes she was still holding that stupid umbrella. “Don’t bullshit a bullshitter. I know two people in love when I see it.”

			I almost choke on my beer. “Who said anything about love?”

			“Lust then.” She digs her phone out of her purse, swipes the screen, and starts tapping away.

			“What are you doing?”

			“Texting Jake. I won the bet. He owes me fifty bucks.”

			“Wait,” I shout so loud the people at the next table turn and stare at us. I shoot them a mind-your-own-business glare, lower my voice, and lean in, resting my elbows on the table. “Please.”

			Ainsley’s finger freezes, and she raises her gaze from her phone to study me. “Are you telling me I didn’t win the bet? Because if you are, I call BS.”

			I slowly sip my beer, stalling for time while I debate what to say next. Do I keep lying to her? Or drop the performance, which apparently isn’t winning any Academy Awards—so much for my acting skills—and admit that Connor’s putting his wand in my chamber of secrets on a regular basis?

			She tilts her head and smirks at me, her finger hovering over the screen of her phone. “You’ve got ten seconds before I hit send.”

			I set my beer down on the table with more force than necessary. Amber liquid sloshes out of the glass and onto my hand, but that’s the least of my concerns. My best friend is about to tell my brother that I’m messing around with his best friend and business partner. It’s like an episode of Empire.

			“What happened to sisters before misters? Chicks before dicks? Besties before testes?”

			“Nine, eight, seven—”

			“I don’t want my brother to find out like this,” I blurt out, the tacit admission the quickest way I can think of to stop her from tapping the little blue arrow that sends her text through cyberspace to Jake. “It should be me that tells him. Or Connor.”

			She hesitates for a second, then swipes the screen and puts the phone back in her purse. “Fair enough.”

			I breathe a sigh of relief. That was close. Too close. “I can’t believe you’d out us to my brother. I know you’re marrying him, but I met you first. And you wouldn’t even be with him if I hadn’t hired you to help take care of Roscoe.”

			She gets a dreamy look in her eyes and her lips quirk into a wistful smile. “For which I’m eternally grateful to you and that big, lovable doofus. The dog, I mean. Not your brother. I don’t know what I would have done if your parents hadn’t decided to leave him with us after the cruise.”

			“If you’re so grateful, how could you threaten to tell Jake I’m sleeping with his best friend?” I ask.

			The dreamy look vanishes as quickly as it appeared, replaced by cool, clear calculation. “That’s just it. I threatened. I never really intended to go through with it. I knew you’d fold like an ironing board.”

			“Who even uses an ironing board anymore?” I grumble.

			“My grandmother,” she answers quickly. “And my mother. Not that you’ll catch me using one. That’s what dry cleaners are for. But you’re missing the point.”

			“Which is?”

			“I threatened. You caved and confessed in a desperate attempt to stop me from spilling the beans to Jake. Just like I knew you would.”

			Dammit, she’s right. I shake my head at her. “You’re diabolical, you know that? The CIA should use you as an alternative to waterboarding.”

			“Thank you,” she says, spreading her arms wide and doing a little mock bow.

			“That wasn’t supposed to be a compliment.”

			“Sounded like one to me.”

			I shrug and reach for my beer. “Have it your way.”

			My phone dings for a third time, diverting my hand from my glass. I guess the third time really is the charm because it’s Drew—finally—with my ass-crack-of-dawn call time.

			I throw the phone into my purse, toss back the rest of my beer, and stand. “I hate to cut this short, but I’ve got to run. Early call time tomorrow. I’ll text you with my schedule and we can figure out the dress shopping thing.”

			“Sounds like a plan.” She stands and hugs me. “For what it’s worth, I’m happy for you guys. I think you’re a great couple, no matter what Jake says.”

			I’m torn. Half of me wants to scream that we’re not officially a couple. The other half is ready to do battle with my brother over his objections, whatever they are, even though he’s miles away. He takes the whole overprotective thing to a new level.

			“What does Jake say?” I ask, option for a neutral approach.

			Ainsley bites her lip, clearly regretting having brought the subject up in the first place. “I’m sure he’ll make his feelings known when you tell him the big news. But one of you better do it soon. Because you know how hard it is for me to keep my mouth shut.”

			My stomach drops. I thought I’d bought us a little more time. “Don’t worry. We’ll take care of it.”

			“Good. I’d hate to let something accidentally slip when Jake and I are—”

			I hold up a hand. “Stop. I beg you.”

			She raises an eyebrow. “I was going to say when we’re playing Scrabble.”

			I roll my eyes. “Sure you were.”

			We laugh as we say our goodbyes, but inside I’m a mess. Because having to tell Jake means I have to let Connor know that our secret’s not a secret anymore.

			And the truth is, I’m not exactly sure how he’s going to react.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER FOURTEEN

			Connor

			“WHAT ARE YOU still doing here?”

			I look up from my computer to see Jake lounging in the doorway of my office. My eyes flick to the clock on my screen, then back to him. “What are you talking about? It’s barely seven. That’s not late.”

			“For the old, Connor, yes. The one who lived at the office until well past dinnertime. But not the new Connor, the one who’s been hightailing it out of here before the sun sets for the past few weeks.”

			Fuck. I thought I’d been pretty stealth, sneaking off to spend nights with Brie when she’s not working. Tonight, she’s having some girl time with Ainsley, so I figured I might as well stay at the office and get some work done. Now I wish I had stuck to my original plan and gone home, even if it was to an empty apartment.

			Funny, it never used to feel empty, even before Giselle moved in with me. I’m the kind of guy who has always valued what my mom called “alone time.” I like my own company. All I need is a good book on my e-reader or a half-way decent documentary on TV, and I’m good to go.

			Or I was. But now, the thought of spending the night in my monstrosity of an apartment without my roommate seems worse than having a root canal without Novocain.

			“Ainsley thinks it’s because you’ve got a new girlfriend,” my annoyingly persistent best friend continues, pushing off the door frame, plopping his ass in a guest chair, and propping his feet up on my desk.

			Got it in one. Question is, she does have any theories on who the lady in question might be? And has she shared them with Jake?

			I loosen my tie and undo the first couple of buttons on my dress shirt. When did it go so damn hot in here? I’m suffocating. “Ainsley needs to mind her own business.”

			“If you can get her to do that, do me a favor and tell me how.” His toothy grin takes the sting out of his words. The guy is completely whipped. And loving it. “My fiancée is very strong-willed.”

			“You can say that again.” I push his feet off my desk and shut down my computer. No use pretending like I can concentrate on work now. Not when Jake may or may not suspect that I’m fooling around with his baby sister.

			“So is it true?” He leans forward, elbows on his knees. “Are you seeing someone? How long has it been going on? Have you slept with her yet?”

			“What are we, teenage girls? Are we going to do each other’s hair and paint our nails next?”

			“We’re evolved men, comfortable discussing our thoughts and feelings.” He waggles his eyebrows suggestively. “And our women.”

			Uh, yeah. Pretty sure you don’t want the deets on all the ways and places I’ve screwed your sister.

			“Does this look like the locker room at the Y?”

			I gesture around my tastefully decorated office, worthy of a spread in Architectural Digest. My eyes land on a framed photo of my mom and me on the bookshelf.

			It’s a new addition. One of the ones in the box Brie rescued from my father. I’m about seven or eight and we’re at the beach, probably someplace in the Hamptons, splashing in the surf wearing matching swimsuits and broad smiles. Similar to the grin splitting my face now at the memory of how Brie surprised me by framing the photo and sneaking it into my briefcase one morning before I left for work.

			Jake leans over my desk, lifts one of the silver balls on my Newton’s cradle, and lets it fall, starting the chain of balls in motion. “Dunno. Haven’t been to the Y in years. Not since I installed my home gym.”

			I grab the Newton’s cradle and stop it, the rhythmic click-clicking already driving me crazy. “You know what I mean. I’m not giving you a blow-by-blow of my sex life.”

			“No one asked for a blow-by-blow. I’d settle for who’s the girl and when did it start.”

			“You’re not getting that, either.”

			“Since when? We’ve shared that kind of stuff since we were in middle school.”

			Since the who is your sister and the when is when hell freezes over, as in I’ll answer your questions when hell freezes over.

			I snag my mug off the desk blotter and drain the cold dregs of my afternoon coffee. “You did. I didn’t even date until tenth grade. And it’s not like there was all that much for me to talk about.”

			He shrugs and stands. “Be that way. But I’m warning you. Ainsley’s a woman on a mission. And she has a way of making people talk.”

			“Thanks for tipping me off.”

			Jake leaves, and I lean back in my chair, tipping my head back to stare contemplatively at the ceiling. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t more than a little unsettled by our conversation. I’m tired of hiding. Tired of sneaking around. I want to man up and tell Jake about my relationship with his sister. We’re two consenting adults. There’s absolutely nothing wrong with us having a little fun together.

			And maybe more than a little fun. Yeah, we’ve only been together for a couple of months. And no, our differences haven’t magically disappeared. She’s still the glittery, sparkly star attraction. I’m content waiting in the wings. But despite those differences, being with her feels right. It feels good. There’s window-rattling, mind-blowing, off-the-charts sex, sure. But there’s also easy laughter and casual touches and a comfortable, uncomplicated friendship I haven’t had with any other woman I’ve been intimate with.

			Before I spill my guts about any of this to Jake, I need to talk to Brie. I’m not going public unless she’s fully on board. And it would be nice to know if she—like me—wants more than a short and steamy fling.

			I sit up straight and grab my cell phone off my desk. I go to my recent calls and find her number—near the top, of course—but I stop myself before I hit send, remembering that she’s still with Ainsley, doing whatever it is women do when they get together. I don’t want to interrupt their female bonding time. What I have to say to Brie can wait a few hours.

			I’m about to stash my cell in my back pocket and pack up my things to head home when it rings. A quick look at the screen tells me it’s Brie. Guess I won’t have to wait to talk to her after all. Although the more I think about it, the less I’m sure this is a discussion we should be having over the phone.

			“Houston, we have a problem,” she says when I pick up.

			I drop the file I’ve been working on into my briefcase and sit back down in my desk chair, spinning it around so I’m looking out the window at midtown. I love this time of day, when the sun has set and the city lights are coming to life.

			“You and Ainsley get yourselves in trouble? Do I need to bring bail money?”

			“Not me and Ainsley. She left a few minutes ago. I’m taking about me and you.”

			I spin my chair back toward my desk. “What’s wrong?”

			She drops her voice to a whisper so I have to strain to hear her. “Ainsley knows.”

			The hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. “Knows what?”

			“About us.”

			“How?”

			There’s a long pause, then she lets out a long sigh that reverberates across the phone line. “I told her.”

			I close my eyes and pinch the bridge of my nose with my free hand. “You what?”

			“I had to. She saw our picture on my phone. I tried to convince her it was nothing, but she wasn’t buying it. She was going to tell Jake. Apparently, they had some sort of stupid bet on whether we were going to hook up.”

			I pick up a pen and start nervously clicking it. “He was in here a few minutes ago sniffing around. Asked me if I had a new girlfriend.”

			“What did you say?”

			“Nothing. I stalled him.” I throw the pen down on the blotter. “Do think Ainsley told him and that’s why he was asking questions?”

			“No. She promised me she wouldn’t, at least until we’ve had a chance to tell him ourselves, and I trust her. But one of us has to. Soon. She won’t hold off forever.”

			“I’ll do it.”

			“Are you sure?”

			“Yeah.” I rest my elbows on the desk. “Truth is, I wanted to say something when he came in here tonight. Only I couldn’t do that without talking to you first.”

			“You did? Really?”

			She sounds surprised and maybe a little hopeful. Now I regret even more that we’re having this conversation over the phone and not face-to-face so I could read her expressions and body language.

			“Really. Why are we being so damn furtive? We’re not doing anything wrong.”

			“You’re right. We’re not.” She hesitates, and I can picture her twisting a lock of her hair around her finger like she does when she’s deep in thought. “But I’m not sure Jake will see it that way.”

			“I’ll make him see it that way,” I say with more confidence than I feel. I push back from my desk and stand. “I’ll call you when we’re done.”

			“Wait.” Her voice has gone from surprised to panicked. “You’re going to tell him now?”

			“Why not? You said it had to be soon, right? And what’s sooner than the present?”

			“Do you want me to come over there? I could hop on the subway and be there in twenty.”

			“No.” I shake my head, even though she can’t see it. “This is something I have to do on my own.”

			“Let me guess. The bro code.”

			“What do you know about the bro code?”

			“I’ve seen The Hangover.” She pauses again, and I can hear traffic noises in the background. “So what are you going to tell him? That we’re—hooking up?”

			Hooking up. The words sound wrong coming out of her mouth. Cheap. Dirty.

			I perch my ass on the corner of my desk and rub the back of my neck with my free hand. “Is that what we’re doing?”

			“You tell me.”

			I want to, but I also don’t want to scare her off. So I go for the soft sell. “I hope it’s a little bit more than that. It is for me. But we don’t have to define it, or put a label to it, if you’re not ready.”

			“Is that what you’re going to tell Jake? That we’re not putting a label on it?”

			“If that’s what you want.”

			“He might not like it. You might wind up with a black eye. Or worse.”

			“That’s a chance I’m willing to take.”

			For you.

			“I’m not sure I am. I’d hate to see that pretty face all banged up.”

			My hand moves from my neck to scrub across my jaw. The end-of-day stubble scratches my palm. “You think my face is pretty?”

			“Don’t be an ass,” she says, laughing. “You’ve got a mirror. You know you’re good-looking.”

			“Doesn’t mean I don’t like hearing it once in a while.”

			“Just call me when the dust has settled and you’re on your way home. That way I can make sure I’ve got an ice pack and some ibuprofen handy.”

			“Will do.” I push myself off the desk and start toward the door. “But I won’t need them. Jake’s been my best friend for over twenty years. He might be surprised at first, maybe even pissed, but he’ll get over it.”

			He has to. Because I’m not backing down. I’m not going to let some stupid unwritten bro code stop me from seeing where this thing with Brie is going.

			I end the call and head down the hall to Jake’s office. I don’t bother knocking—he never does—and waltz in, unannounced. He’s standing with his back to the door at the mini bar, pouring himself what looks like a scotch.

			“Drinking on duty?” I ask.

			He turns to me and lifts his glass. “You know the club has a strict no-alcohol-while-on-the-clock policy. This is iced tea. Want some?”

			I hold my hand up. “I’m good, thanks. Have you got a second, or are you heading down to the floor?”

			“Too early for that. I don’t usually go downstairs until after ten. That’s when things start hopping.” He gestures to one of his guest chairs. “Sit.”

			“I’ll stand. This won’t take long.” I hope.

			He shrugs and sits on the corner of his desk. “Suit yourself. What’s up? Did the booze distributer screw up our order again?”

			“No, nothing like that.” I change my mind and decide to take a seat. It’s either that or start pacing the room, which would only make me more on edge than I already am. “You asked me earlier if I was seeing anyone.”

			“Yeah. And you skillfully avoided answering me.”

			“That’s because the person I’m seeing is someone you know.”

			His forehead creases in a frown. “Don’t tell me you’re back together with Giselle.”

			I frown right back at him. “It’s not Giselle.”

			“Thank God. You dodged a bullet with that one. I never liked her. She’s way too high maintenance. Even her name screams pampered princess.”

			“You’re the one who practically forced me to ask her out.”

			“That was before I got to know her.”

			“You could have told me you felt that way earlier. Like maybe before I asked her to move in with me.”

			“Would you have listened?” He quirks a brow at me as he sips his iced tea.

			I chuckle. “Probably not.”

			“If it’s not Giselle, then who is it?”

			“I’m not sure you’re going to approve of her any more than my ex.”

			“Why? Is she a demanding diva, too?”

			“Not exactly.” Damn, I wish that was scotch he’d offered me. To hell with the no-alcohol-on-the-job policy, I could really use a stiff drink right now. I take a deep breath and plunge on. “It’s your sister.”

			He chokes on his iced tea, spewing it all over the paperwork messily strewn his across his desk. If I’m a tad on the OCD side, Jake is a certified slob. I don’t know how he finds anything in this mess.

			“You’re shitting me,” he says, grabbing a napkin from one of his desk drawers and trying unsuccessfully to blot up the dark stains seeping into his papers.

			I rake a hand through my hair. “This isn’t something I’d joke about.”

			He crumples up the napkin and tosses it in the trash. “Fuck. I owe Ainsley fifty bucks. She bet me you two were more than roommates.”

			“That’s what you’re worried about?” I say, disbelieving. “Losing a bet? You’re not mad at me for dating your sister behind your back?”

			“The behind my back part stings a little. I don’t get why you felt like you had to hide it from me.”

			“I don’t know. I guess I was worried you’d think it was weird. Or that I’d wind up breaking her heart.”

			“I’m more concerned she’s going to break yours.”

			That has my defense mechanisms on full alert. I tense up and my pulse kicks into high gear. “What do you mean?”

			“Your life is here, in New York. And Brie’s career takes her all over the place. What’s going to happen when she gets a job that’s shooting in Los Angeles? Or Toronto? Or a role in a play at some regional theater in who knows where?”

			Good question. One I’d like to know the answer to as well. But, sadly, I’m not a fortune teller. Jake’s guess is as good as mine.

			I will myself to relax, starting with my shoulders and working my way down. “Lots of people are in long-distance relationships. They make it work.”

			“Yeah, but is that what you want? Once this Netflix thing starts streaming, Brie’s whole world is going to change. I’m talking red carpet premieres, fancy charity galas, big-time award ceremonies. Remember how much you hated that kind of stuff with your dad?”

			Yeah, I do. After my mom died, my dad dragged me to a ton of his PR events. Book signings. Readings. Lectures. All those people, crowding around him, demanding his attention. Especially the women, once word got out that he was single, under fifty, and more than reasonably attractive.

			My dad, being the world’s biggest narcissist, ate it all up, of course. Half the time he forgot I was even there, unless he needed to use me as some sort of publicity prop. Look at me, Vincent Dow, father of the freaking year.

			But for me, it was the seventh circle of hell. Having all those eyes focused on me made me squeamish. All I wanted to do was read or play hand-held video games in a quiet corner, away from the chaos and commotion. Eventually, as I got older, I put my foot down, and he agreed to let me stay with the Lawsons when he was on book tour as long as I let him parade me around like a show pony at one or two of his bigger events each year.

			I keep telling myself that Brie’s not my dad. That things will be different with her. She may enjoy the spotlight, but she doesn’t crave it like he does. At least, I don’t think she does. And she’s not a user, either. She’d never treat me like arm candy, there to make her look good.

			Jake raps his knuckles on the desk, making me flinch. “Earth to Connor. You still with me?”

			“You’re not saying anything I don’t already know,” I admit. “But we’re talking about Brie, not my dad.”

			“I realize that. But she’s going to have certain obligations, and she’ll want the man in her life at her side. How are you going to deal with all that public scrutiny? Hell, you don’t even like making appearances at your own club.”

			I can’t argue with him. So I don’t. “That’s your only objection? That I can’t handle being Brie’s plus one?”

			He finishes his iced tea and nods, punctuating it by setting his glass down on the desk with a decisive thunk. “That’s a simplistic way of putting it, but yeah.”

			“And aside from that, you’re totally okay with me dating your sister?”

			He stares at me for a moment, then nods again.

			“Then let me worry about me. I’m a big boy. I can take care of myself.”

			There’s a long pause, then he stands and rounds his desk, holding a hand out to me.

			“Deal. Just promise me one thing.”

			I rise so we’re on eye level but keep my hand at my side for now, waiting to hear the catch before I agree to his terms. “What’s that?”

			He gives me a wry half-smile. “Don’t hate me when I say I told you so.”

		
	
		
			CHAPTER FIFTEEN

			Connor

			I LOOK AROUND at the throng of elaborately dressed cosplayers streaming into the Javits Center, then down at my nondescript khakis and classic white polo shirt, and wonder if maybe Jake was right after all. Maybe I don’t belong in Brie’s world.

			Or maybe I just don’t belong at Comic Con. I thought I was into geek culture. But these people make me look like a rank amateur.

			I finger the VIP pass hanging from a Walking Dead lanyard around my neck. I’m still not sure why Brie wants me here so badly. I’m sure she’ll have plenty of fans lined up to meet her and the rest of the Mortal Misfits.

			But the bottom line is that she asked me to be here, so I’m here. I didn’t have the heart—or the desire—to say no to her. It’s like Jake said. If I’m her man—and goddamn it that’s what I want to be—I should be at her side. No matter how damn uncomfortable being in the public eye makes me.

			Plus, a little—okay, big—part of me wants to prove Jake wrong. To show him—and me—that I can stand up to the scrutiny. That although Brie and I are polar opposites in some respects, those differences won’t drive us apart.

			With renewed resolve, I fall in line between a frighteningly accurate Night King from Game of Thrones and what I think is supposed to a steampunk Princess Leia and make my way into the convention center. When I get to the attendant manning the gate, I flash my badge, and she hands me a program and a map.

			“Welcome to Comic Con,” she says in a monotone, probably sick and tired of repeating the same thing over and over to the thousands of conventioneers streaming past her. “The line for the Jensen Ackles signing is to the left. Artists alley, panels, and screenings are to the right. The show floor is two levels up, escalators are straight ahead.”

			Jensen Ackles? I don’t even know who the hell that is. I might as well turn in my nerd card right now.

			“Thanks, but I’m looking for—”

			I don’t bother finishing my sentence seeing as I’m already two feet inside the gate, well past the attendant, pushed forward by the momentum of the crowd. I manage to maneuver myself out of the flow of traffic into a corner so I can check the map and schedule.

			I’m fumbling with the map, trying to open it with one hand while holding onto the thick program with the other, when someone taps me on the shoulder.

			“Need some help?” It’s steampunk Princess Leia, the woman who was ahead of me in line coming into the convention center.

			I hold up the partially unfolded map with a sheepish smile. “I look that lost and out of place, huh?”

			She returns my smile with a mega-watt grin that lights up her face. She’s the type of girl I normally go for. Petite. Curvy. Cute, if maybe a tad too perky. In different circumstances, I might have worked up the courage to ask her out. But that was before another petite, curvy, cute-if-maybe-a-tad-too-perky girl bullied her way into my apartment, upended my world, and dragged me into the craziness that is Comic Con.

			“Not lost and out of place,” steampunk Leia reassures me. “Just new and confused. Where do you want to go?”

			“The Mortal Misfits panel. It starts in—” I turn my wrist over to check my Ulysse Nardin tourbillon watch. It’s the one and only thing I have in common with my douchebag dad. A fondness for high-tech, designer timepieces. “Ten minutes.”

			“That’s where I’m headed, too. I’m meeting some friends there. We can walk together.”

			“That would be great.” I fold the map back up and stick it in the program. Thanks.”

			We head down a long passageway to Exhibit Hall 1A, where Leia tells me all the panels and screenings are taking place.

			“So, you’re a fellow Mortal Misfits fan?” she asks.

			I dodge a couple dressed as Dr. Who and the Tardis, meaning I have to hustle to catch up to my escort before I answer. “You could say that.”

			“Are you meeting someone at the panel, too? Or are you here alone?” The side-eyed look she gives me lets me know which answer she’s rooting for.

			“I’m meeting someone,” I say. “My girlfriend.”

			Girlfriend. As good as it feels to say it out loud, the word also feels small. Unsatisfactory. Inadequate to express the breadth and depth of my feelings for Brie.

			“Oh.” To Leia’s credit, her smile only falters for a moment. Then she recovers and launches into an enthusiastic discussion about the panel we’re about to see. “I’ve read all the Mortal Misfits comics. I was super stoked when they announced that they were making a series based on them. Although I’m not sure about some of the casting.”

			My fingers curl into tight fists at my sides. If what she’s implying involves Brie, I don’t like it one damn bit.

			“What’s wrong with the casting?” I ask, trying to keep my voice light and breezy, like I’m not seething internally at the thought of anyone being less than pleased that Brie’s part of this series.

			“Don’t you follow that chat boards?”

			“Chat boards?” I echo dully.

			“It’s all over the forums. Comic Book Realm. CGC Comics. Comic Book Resources Community. People are upset that they basically went with a bunch of unknowns. There was some excitement at first when everyone thought Brie Larson was going to play Sage. But turns out it’s another actress with a similar name.”

			“Brie Lawson,” I mumble.

			“Yeah, that’s it. Lawson.” We’re outside the exhibit hall, and she grabs my wrist, pulling me inside. “So you do follow the forums after all.”

			“Not really. I heard it on Entertainment Tonight,” I lie, gently shaking her hand off.

			“My friends are over there,” she says, pointing to a group of steampunk Star Wars characters. There’s steampunk Luke, steampunk Han Solo, even steampunk Darth Vader. “Do you see your girlfriend anywhere?”

			I scan the room. The stage is still empty but the audience is jam-packed, barely a free seat to be found. For the first time the enormity of how much Brie’s life is about to change really hits me. Of how much my life is going to change if I’m with her.

			Jake’s warning rings in my ears, but I ignore it. I’m determined to prove him wrong and shove his stupid I-told-you-so down his throat. He may be my best friend, but that doesn’t mean I can’t want to make him eat his words.

			“Wanna join us?” Leia prods since I haven’t answered her initial question. “With your girlfriend, of course, when you find her. It looks like my friends have a couple of extra seats saved.”

			My phone buzzes, and I pull it out of my pocket. It’s a text from Jake with a question about our liquor permit, which I renewed last week. But Leia doesn’t know that.

			“Thanks, but that was her,” I lie again. “She’s got seats for us up closer to the stage.”

			“Well, enjoy the panel. Maybe I’ll see you around later.”

			I thank her again for helping me find my way, and we part company. I snag a seat about halfway down the center aisle, between the ice princess from that Disney movie and the Mad Hatter, and thumb a quick response to Jake assuring him that the license is all taken care of before stuffing my phone back in my pocket.

			As I leaf through the program waiting for the panel to take the stage, I can’t help but wonder whether Brie’s heard the casting bullshit Leia was referring to. If she has, she hasn’t let on. I guess the keyboard warriors are an occupational hazard. She’s probably learned to ignore them. But that doesn’t lessen my irrational desire to track them down and defend her artistic honor.

			“Hello, everyone.” A microphone squeals, and I look up to see a tall African American woman center stage. She lowers the mic, waits a few seconds—presumably for the sound tech to deal with the feedback issue—then brings it back to her mouth. “Sorry about that. I’m Lynette Bell from Geek Girls Rule, and I’ll be your moderator for today’s Mortal Misfits panel. Are you read to meet the misfits?”

			A cheer rises up from the crowd, and Lynette motions with her hand toward stage right. Five waving, smiling individuals emerge—three men, two women—and take the five director’s chairs lined up behind her. My brain briefly registers that they’re all in costume before it zeroes in on one particular misfit in one particularly eye-catching costume that has my dick doing the Macarena.

			It’s not eye-catching in the sense that it’s revealing. To the contrary, there’s no gratuitous skin showing. Unlike so many female superhero getups—Dagger from Cloak & Dagger and Sue Storm from the Fantastic Four come to mind—Brie’s—or Sage’s—costume doesn’t have any unnecessary cutouts. She’s wearing combat boots, not stilettos, and a one-piece bodysuit instead of a glorified swimsuit or a skirt too short for any self-respecting superhero to chase bad guys in.

			But damn if that bodysuit doesn’t hug her curves like a Formula 1 race car. The black and gray-green spandex/leather combo is a cross between body armor and a sleek, utilitarian space suit. Functional, but hot as fuck. Sexy, but not sexist. She looks ready to kick ass and save the world without breaking a sweat.

			I shift in my seat, subtly adjusting the crotch of my suddenly too tight pants. As I do, I realize I’m not the only one who’s impressed with Brie’s crime-fighting couture. Next to me, the Mad Hatter is not-so-discretely elbowing his friend—dressed, naturally, as the White Rabbit—and pointing at Brie.

			“Get a load of Sage,” he stage whispers to Bunny Boy.

			“Sweet,” his friend agrees. “I hope she acts as good as she looks.”

			“Who cares?” Mad Hatter says with a disgustingly creepy waggle of his fake orange eyebrows. “As long she’s wearing that.”

			“Think she’ll be at the signing after?” Bunny Boy asks.

			Mad Hatter glances at his program. “Schedule says she will. Let’s go. I want a chance to see her up close and get very personal.”

			He waggles those stupid eyebrows again, and I press my lips into a thin, harsh line. I’m not a violent man. I’ve always battled with my wits, not my fists. But right now I’d like to punch the Mad Hatter right in his unnaturally white face.

			Fortunately for him—and me—Lynette’s back on the mic introducing the five cast members, and the panel discussion gets rolling. Hatter and his buddy wisely shut up and listen, giving me time to cool off. The last thing Brie needs is her jealous boyfriend starting a brawl. Obnoxious fanboys are just another thing I’ll have to learn to live with.

			Once I’ve calmed down enough to pay attention, the panel’s actually pretty interesting. Brie’s fairly tight-lipped about her work—she’s under a lot of NDAs—and I don’t like to pry. But on stage, at an event arranged and organized by the production company, she’s every inch the star she was born to be. Charming. Articulate. Unassuming.

			But also genuine, honest, and vulnerable. It’s clear she’s not pretending up there. She’s letting the audience see all her messy, fragile parts, and she’s got everyone—me included—in the palm of her hand.

			And that’s when I know. The realization crashes into me, like a two-ton tractor trailer.

			I am so far gone for this girl, it’s fucking ridiculous. Inside-out, head-over-heels, ready-to-beat-the-crap-out of-any-man who-looks-at-her-sideways gone.

			The rest of the panel passes in kind of a blur. My mind is somewhere else as I exit with the crowd. On the conversation I need to have with Brie. Preferably later and in private, not surrounded by costumed characters.

			But first, she’s got this signing thing, which, if the line that’s forming at the Mortal Misfits booth in autograph alley is any indication, is going to take a while. And as her ever loyal, always devoted boyfriend, I’ll be there by her side for every long, excruciating minute. Or as close to her side as I can get in this mess. Making sure she knows I’m with her one hundred percent.

			And guys like Mad Hatter know she’s one hundred percent mine.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER SIXTEEN

			Brie

			MY BACK ACHES, my eyes are starting to blur, and my hand is cramping from signing my name so many times—on everything from to fan art to body parts. And I’ve never been happier.

			It’s happening. After years of waiting tables, eating ramen noodles, and pounding the pavement from audition to audition, it’s finally, actually, unbelievingly happening. I’m in a series that everyone’s talking about. The producers just announced that it’s been picked up for a second season. And my character is being bumped from recurring to principal. Meaning more screen time, more money, and hopefully some movie roles when we’re on hiatus.

			The only fly in the ointment is Connor. Not that he’s done anything wrong. He’s been a perfect angel. I just wish he was sitting next to me instead of stuck standing in the corner, being chatted up by a guy dressed as Geralt from The Witcher. I know this must be agony for him. Connor, I mean. Not Geralt.

			Yet there he is, sipping a bottle of water that probably cost five dollars—not that he can’t afford it, but it’s still highway robbery—and letting Geralt chew his ear off about God knows what. Every so often I catch him sneak a glance at me and our eyes meet for the briefest of seconds before I have to divert my attention to the person who is standing in front of me, shoving a program or photograph or comic book at me to sign.

			It’s almost embarrassing how that flare of connection makes my insides feel all warm and fuzzy. I’ve had my share of relationships—more than I can count on one hand, less than I can count on two—but no guy has given me the warm fuzzies like Connor does. It should freak me out. Two and a half months. Ten short weeks. That’s all it took for me to fall hard and fast for my roommate. My brother’s best friend. The guy who’s known me since I was in pigtails and braces.

			But it doesn’t. Our personalities may contrast, but Connor is exactly what I need. He’s the salt to my pepper, the light to my dark, the calm to my storm.

			The only thing that’s got me a little on edge is that I have no clue whether he feels the same way about me as I do about him. Okay, so there are some clues. Like the fact that he’s here, surrounded by crazed comic fans in the middle of autograph alley, the last place on earth he’d choose to be voluntarily.

			For all I know, that could be his way of thanking me for last night’s blow job. It doesn’t necessarily mean he’s ready for any kind of commitment. He’s still fresh off his break up with Giselle. Then there’s his parent’s train wreck of a marriage. There’s no way that hasn’t messed him up. Maybe he’s sworn off serious relationships altogether.

			But that doesn’t seem like the Connor I’ve been living and sleeping with. The one who gives me foot rubs and leaves little notes for me everywhere and lets me pick the movie for our Netflix and chill nights.

			Although that last one’s probably not such a hardship. The guy seems to enjoy chick flicks as much as I do.

			When the line of autograph seekers finally thins out, he chucks his empty water bottle into a recycling bin and makes his way over to me.

			“Hey,” he says, his eyes flashing as they drift down to my chest then back to meet mine. “Nice outfit.”

			My heart does somersaults in my rib cage. I can’t help it when he looks at me like that. He’s got the whole Tyra Banks smizing thing down pat, even though I’d bet my grandmother’s false teeth he’s never seen an episode of America’s Next Top Model. Chick flicks: yes. Reality TV: no, unless it’s some sort of educational program, like the stuff they show on Nat Geo or the History Channel.

			“You, too.” I take in his crisp white polo and neatly pressed khakis. “Who are you supposed to be? Jake from State Farm?”

			“His shirt is red.” His tone is mildly accusing, but any bite is undercut by the smizing. “No one told me I was supposed to dress up.”

			“Not everyone’s in costume. I didn’t think that would be your scene.”

			He bends down, bracing his hands on the table, and lowers his voice. “It’s not. I’m just messing with you.”

			I raise myself up slightly and lean in so we’re almost nose to nose. Not quite kissing, but close enough that I can feel the heat of his breath on my cheek. “I know.”

			“Is this guy bothering you?” Steve, one of the volunteers assigned to our table, asks from over my shoulder.

			Way not to read the room, buddy.

			I lower myself back into my chair and give the clueless volunteer a reassuring smile.

			“No, he’s not. This is my boyfriend, Connor.” Boyfriend. My heart flip-flops again. “Is it okay if he waits back here with me while I sign these last few autographs?”

			Steve shrugs. “Fine by me. As long as he’s not in the way.”

			He ushers Connor into the booth, and I make some quick introductions to my cast mates and the production assistant who’s been shepherding us around all day. Steve rustles up a stool from somewhere, and Connor sits quietly in the back of the booth playing a game on his phone until I’m done signing.

			“Ready to head out?” I ask, stooping to drag the duffel bag with my street clothes out from under the table. So much for the glamorous life of an almost famous actress.

			He hops off the stool and stuffs his phone in his back pocket. “Would you hate me if I said I’ve been ready since I got here?”

			“No. Because you stayed anyway. For me.”

			I go up on tiptoe to give him a quick kiss, earning me a dirty look from Steve. I’m not sure what his problem is. Probably has tickets to one of the big after parties, and our PDA is holding him up.

			Sorry, not sorry Steverino. I’m not apologizing for kissing the man I’m 99.9 percent certain I love.

			“Yeah, I stayed for you.” Connor tugs on a stray curl that has escaped from my ponytail. “And for the five-dollar water.”

			I playfully smack his hand away and hoist my duffel bag onto my shoulder. “I have to change. Then we can go.”

			“Damn.” He snakes his arms around me and pulls me close so he can whisper low and sexy in my ear. “I was hoping they’d let you keep the costume for the night.”

			Steve’s really glaring at us now, but he’ll have to wait. It won’t kill him.

			I reach up and pat Connor’s cheek. “Dirty boy.”

			“Are you complaining?” he asks, a teasing smile lifting the corners of his mouth.

			“Hell, no. But this thing costs like three times my salary. There’s no way production is letting it out of their sight. That’s why he’s here.”

			I gesture to the PA, who taps his watch. Time to quit fooling around. Steve is one thing. I don’t want to piss off the people signing my paychecks.

			I sigh and wriggle out of Connor’s embrace. With my fellow actors, I follow the PA to a suite that’s been reserved for us to use as a changing room. When I’m back in my civilian clothes and my costume is safe with the PA, I meet Connor back at the booth, and we make our way out of the Javits Center and into a cab.

			“Where are you going, my friends” the cabbie asks in a lilting Jamaican accent as I slide into the back seat.

			Connor shoots me a questioning look as he slides in next to me and closes the door. “Do you want to get some dinner? I could try to get us a table at Rezdôra?”

			I shake my head and give the cabbie Connor’s address. Our address. The last place I want to be tonight is one of Manhattan’s most popular, most crowded restaurants. “Can we order take-out? I’m fried. If I have to talk to one more person today, I going to lose my shit. Except for you, of course.”

			“Of course.” He whips out his phone and opens GrubHub. “Thai?”

			“Perfect.”

			I don’t even have to tell him what to order. He knows. Chicken satay and drunken noodles for me. Fried tofu and vegetarian pad Thai for him.

			The delivery guy gets there just as our cab is pulling up to the curb. Connor pays the cabbie, I grab the food and tip the delivery guy, and we head upstairs, greeting Ernie at the doorman’s desk on our way through the lobby to the elevator.

			Connor takes the food from me as soon as we’re inside the apartment. “You must be exhausted. Why don’t you take a hot shower and relax while I set the table and pour us some Riesling?”

			I drop my duffle bag by the door, wait for him to set the food down on the kitchen island, then make my move, backing him up against the marble counter top and undoing a button on his polo shirt so I can press a palm to his skin just below his breastbone. “Sure you don’t want to join me? Thai food is great reheated in the microwave.”

			His eyes narrow, his lips hovering millimeters from mine. For a hot second, I think he’s going to kiss me. Then his hands span my hips, and he lifts me up like a china doll and sets me aside.

			“We’ll have plenty of time for that later.” He rains little love bites down my neck, his fingers massaging my waist through my shirt. “Let me pamper you first.”

			Is this guy for real? A hot shower, Thai food, and Riesling, with a little—who am I kidding, a lot of—sex thrown in as an after-dinner treat? He’s seriously too good to be true. I take some of the skin on my forearm between my thumb and index finger and squeeze.

			He raises his head. “What are you doing?”

			“Pinching myself to make sure I’m not dreaming.”

			“No dream, babe. This is your new reality. Or it can be, if you let it.”

			I want to press him further, ask for details. Is he talking about what I think—hope—he’s talking about? Does he want to make our living arrangement permanent? Or does he have something even more official in mind?

			But my brain has apparently gone AWOL. It’s wandering down a path strewn with images of happily-ever-after. Before I can reel it in and formulate an intelligent, grammatically correct follow-up question, his hands move up to my shoulders and he turns me around so I’m facing the opposite direction, toward the bedrooms.

			“Go.” He swats my ass, nudging me down the hall. “Do whatever it is women do when they spend hours in the bathroom. The food and I will be waiting.”

			I shoot him a grateful glance over my shoulder. “Can I use your shower?”

			The master bath has this amazing rain shower with a million different settings, including a rain curtain, head and body sprays, colored lights, and a fragrance mist. It’s like bathing in a tropical paradise, without the water bugs and poisonous snakes. Heaven in twenty square feet.

			Connor grins, showing off that dimple that always turns my girly parts to goo. “Mi shower es su shower.”

			“Gracias.”

			I take his advice and spend an extra long time under the warm, relaxing spray, washing away the stress and strain of being “on” all day. Then I wrap myself in my favorite silky, kimono-style robe, give myself a hydrating face mask, and blow dry my hair until it’s only slightly damp and slightly more manageable.

			When I finally feel human again, I pad barefoot into the kitchen, stopping on the way to pet Mirri and Ajani, who have apparently been fed and are making their way to Connor’s bed for yet another cat nap. He’s standing in front of the open refrigerator, pulling out a chilled bottle of Riesling.

			Two place settings are laid out next to each other on the island, with cloth napkins, real plates, and silverware that’s not plastic. He’s got the forks and knives mixed up—forks go on the left, knives on the right—but the scented candles burning around the room give it a soft, romantic feel and more than make up for the lapse in etiquette.

			The overall effect is imperfectly perfect. Just like the man responsible for it.

			He closes the refrigerator door and turns, bottle in hand. When he sees me, his eyes darken and he lets out a low whistle. “I think I might like this outfit even better than the last one.”

			“My ‘Hang On Let Me Overthink This’ T-shirt and ratty jeans?” I tease, knowing full well he’s not talking about the clothes I wore home from the convention.

			“No, the black and green catsuit. Although if I’m honest, I wanted to fuck you in the T-shirt and jeans, too.”

			“It’s not a catsuit, it’s body armor. And you couldn’t have wanted me that much if turned down my shower invitation.”

			“Like I said.” His voice lowers to a sexy purr. “Later. Delayed gratification heightens the pleasure.”

			His words send a shiver through me. “Is that a threat or a promise?”

			“Can’t it be both?”

			He motions for me to sit and pours us each a glass of wine. Then he joins me, opening up the containers of Thai food and passing the satay and drunken noodles my way.

			“You know what I love about vegetarians?” I ask as I pick up a skewer of chicken and dip it into the peanut sauce. “No asking to switch meals. And no sharing.”

			He laughs and spears a piece of tofu with his fork. “I hope that’s not the only thing you like about me.”

			“It’s one of your many good qualities.” I take a bite of chicken and dunk the skewer back into the peanut sauce. Double dipping. Another perk of dating a vegetarian. “But right now, it’s the most important one.”

			He seems to accept that explanation. We eat and drink and talk like usual. This isn’t the first meal we’ve eaten together. It’s not even the second or the third. We’ve shared plenty of meals in our two months as roommates-turned-lovers.

			But there’s something different about this one. And it’s not the food, or the wine, or the place settings that would have Emily Post rolling over in her grave. It’s not even the candles, which, admittedly, are a new touch.

			But they aren’t what’s making tonight feel special. Important. Like we’re on the verge of something monumental. The air between us sizzles with more than sexual attraction. It takes me a minute to figure out what it is.

			Possibilities. For him. For me. For us. For the future.

			It’s scary and exciting and more than a little bit nerve wracking. We’re playing a game of chicken, each waiting for the other to make the first move.

			Dinner ends in a stalemate, neither one of us brave enough to take that first step. I collect our plates, intending to load them into the dishwasher. Connor pries them from my hands and puts them in the sink.

			“Leave it. We’ll deal with the cleanup—”

			“Let me guess.” I lean against the counter next to him, watching his strong, slender fingers as he polishes off his wine and adds our glasses to the pile of dirty dishes. “Later?”

			“Right.” His arm comes around me, hand resting, fingers splayed, on my ass. “Later.”

			He leads me to his bedroom—ours, really, since I’ve been spending most of my nights there—but instead of taking my clothes off or stripping himself, he shoos the cats onto the floor and reclines on the bed, pulling me down to lay next to him. He props himself up on one elbow and reaches his free hand out to trace a path from my temple to my cheek. “Have I told you how amazing you were today? That whole room fell in love with you.”

			How about you? I want to scream. Did you fall in love with me?

			Instead, I sling a leg across his hips, bringing my naughty bits dangerously close to his junk. Not surprisingly, it’s already half hard, just like I’m already damp. We seem to have that effect on each other.

			I pull his shirt from his waistband and slide my hand underneath so I can feel his heartbeat. Its rapid, excited thumping matches mine. “You were the amazing one. I know it couldn’t have been much fun, standing around watching me sign my name thousands of times. Being forced to make small talk with strangers all day.”

			“I confess to wanting to punch out a guy dressed as the Mad Hatter.” He chuckles, the sound reverberating beneath my palm. “But other than that, everyone was pretty cool.”

			“Well, I’m glad you didn’t get your ass thrown in jail. It meant a lot to me that you were there.”

			His eyes are heavy-lidded, his breathing erratic, his voice husky. “Where else would I be?”

			“To be honest, I wasn’t sure you’d come. I remember how miserable you’d get when your dad made you go to signings and stuff with him.”

			“One, you didn’t make me do anything.” Connor swipes a stray curl out of my face and tucks it behind my ear “And two, you’re way prettier than my dad. Nicer, too. The way you took the time to talk to everyone what wanted your autograph—my dad never does that. Unless it’s an attractive woman under thirty, with or without a wedding ring.”

			My robe falls open a bit—or maybe his wandering fingers have something to do with it—and he cups my breast, rolling my nipple between his thumb and forefinger. It’s a slow, calculated seduction, and it’s making it harder and harder for me to concentrate.

			“Does that mean you’ll go to another event with me?” I manage to ask. Now it’s my voice that’s breathy and husky. “Because the Soho Independent Film Festival is coming up in a few weeks, and I’m scheduled to present one of the awards.”

			“Do I get to break out my tux?” He moves against me, gliding his cock up and down between my legs, hitting every nerve from my clit to my asshole. “Because I look awesome in formal wear.”

			“I know,” I moan, practically floating off the bed when he ducks his head to suck my nipple into his mouth. “I saw you at the fundraiser, remember? And you can wear a tux if you want, but you don’t have to.”

			“Count me in.” He loosens the tie on my robe so it opens completely, exposing my bare breasts and neatly trimmed pussy to his hungry gaze. “All the way.”

			Then he strips his clothes off and we make long, slow love well into the night, communicating with our bodies what we can’t quite say with words.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

			Connor

			“MISS LAWSON, OVER HERE!”

			“Brie, look this way!”

			“Who designed the dress you’re wearing, Brie?”

			“Miss Lawson, who’s your escort tonight?”

			The questions and camera flashes come fast and furious as we inch our way down the red carpet. I thought being on book tour with my father was wild, but this is like that on steroids. I stick my hands in the pockets of my tux pants, trying to look cool, but inside I’m freaking out. All those eyes on us. It’s unnerving.

			Not Brie. She’s poised and confident and so damn beautiful in the purple sequined Valentino gown she and Ainsley picked out together, smiling and waving, stopping every so often to speak to a reporter from E! News or TMZ or Entertainment Tonight.

			She snakes her arm through mine and drags me over to one of them, a baby-faced reporter with a bowl haircut and a microphone.

			“Don’t worry.” She gives my bicep a reassuring squeeze. “I’ve known Doug since college. He’s one of the good ones.”

			“He doesn’t look old enough to shave, much less go to college,” I mutter.

			“Graduated top of my class at Pace,” Doug says, wrapping Brie in a one-armed hug. “Right, Brie?”

			“And yet here you are, one step above muckraking. What happened to winning a Pulitzer?”

			“Guy’s gotta start somewhere. I’m working my way up from the arts and entertainment beat.” Doug turns his watchful reporter’s gaze to me, sizing me up like I’m his next victim. Or his competition. “Who’s your friend?”

			“This is Connor Dow.” Her grip on my bicep tightens, and she smiles up at me, telegraphing our relationship status and making my heart lurch. “My date.”

			“Date?” Doug puts hand to his heart and staggers back like he’s been wounded. “Does this mean I’m out of the running?”

			She smacks his shoulder with her purple sequined clutch, another new purchase courtesy of her shopping spree with Ainsley. “As if you were ever in the running.”

			“Well, it’s nice to meet the lucky man who gets to be on your arm.” Doug sticks out his hand for me to shake. When I take it, he pulls me in and lowers his voice to a conspiratorial whisper.

			“Word to the wise—watch everything you say on the red carpet. I’m not the only reporter with big ears. And next time it might not be something as harmless as a crack about my youthful appearance.”

			Crap. I’m not usually so careless. Or such a jerk. Chalk it up to nervousness. “Thanks for the heads up. And, uh, sorry about the dig.”

			He releases my hand and slaps me on the back. “No worries. I get it all the time. You can make it up to me by giving me an interview. Maybe even an exclusive on the new man in Brie’s life.”

			“See, I told you he’s one of the good guys,” Brie chimes in. “But Connor’s not giving interviews today. I, on the other hand, am happy to talk to you. And I promise, as soon as we’re ready, we’ll give you first dibs at the whole, sordid story of how we got together.”

			“Fair enough.”

			Doug motions to his cameraman to start filming, and Brie gives a short interview, gushing about how excited she is to be here and how lucky she is to be part of the Mortal Misfits. After the camera stops rolling, we say our goodbyes and thank-yous and start back down the red carpet, but we don’t get two feet before our path is blocked by a woman who looks like a low-rent version of Rita Skeeter from the Harry Potter movies, cat-eye glasses and all.

			“Brie Lawson. I’m Irene Fisher from Celebrity Intel.”

			“Of course.” Brie smiles through clenched teeth. “Lovely to see you, Irene.”

			“And who’s the handsome hunk with you?”

			Brie warned me about this. Not the objectification. Although she warned me of that, too. Of getting hit with variations of the same question, over and over.

			And this particular question isn’t exactly surprising. It’s my first “official” appearance with Brie, and it’s only natural that people are going to wonder about our relationship. I’ve got no problem setting the record straight.

			“Connor Dow.” I’m not sure whether it’s proper protocol to shake hands with a reporter your date didn’t go to college with, so I avoid the issue by sticking them back in my pockets. “Brie’s significant other.”

			Irene tilts her head and squints at me behind her glasses. “You look familiar to me. Have we met before?”

			“Connor owns Top Shelf,” Brie says, jumping in. “The nightclub in Chelsea. Maybe you’ve seen him there.”

			Not likely, seeing as I spend most of my time at the club upstairs, out of sight. But it’s a shot.

			Irene taps a finger thoughtfully on her cheek. “I don’t think so. But I’m sure I know you from somewhere.”

			“I’m sorry, Irene.” Brie looks past the reporter, down the red carpet, and up the stairs leading to the main entrance of the Academy of Visual Arts, the venue for tonight’s event. “You’ll have to excuse us. The ceremony is starting soon, and we have to get inside.”

			I lift the cuff of my dress shirt and casually check my watch. We’ve got plenty of time to find our seats. I’m guessing Brie knows that. And Irene, too.

			But if she’s aware that Brie’s bullshitting, the reporter doesn’t call her on it. Instead, she pastes on a smile as fake a Brie’s and reluctantly steps aside. “I’ll remember eventually. I always do. I never forget a face.”

			“That woman gives me the creeps,” Brie mumbles when we’re inside and out of earshot of the press corps.

			“That makes two of us.” I put an arm around her as we follow the crowd up the split staircase to the second floor, where the theater is located. “I’m glad that’s over.”

			“If only it were. I’m sure we’ll see her at the after party. And if I know Irene—and I do, unfortunately—she’s frantically Googling you on her smart phone as we speak, trying to figure out where she’s seen you.”

			I don’t like the way that sounds. The thought of that Rita Skeeter wanna-be searching the internet for dirt on me makes my skin crawl, even though, aside from the fact that I’m the son of the literary world’s most notorious playboy, there’s not much to find.

			“This is us,” Brie says when we reach our seats. Down front, on the aisle so she’s got a straight shot to the stage when it’s time for her to present the award for best actor in a narrative feature film, whatever that means.

			The ceremony itself is kind of dull except when Brie takes the stage. Which, unfortunately, gives my mind plenty of time to dwell on Irene and her smart phone. What if she’s already connected me to Vincent Dow, king of the modern mystery/thriller? Hell, what if she’s already posted her scoop on line, and it’s gone viral?

			I can see the headline: Rising TV Star Seen With Son Of Renowned Author And Philanderer.

			I’ve run far and fast from my past, and for good reason. I didn’t want my success—or failure—to hinge on my parentage. I’ve worked hard to build a business with my best friend on nothing but sweat and determination. I knew dating Brie would put my personal life under a microscope, but until tonight I never fully considered what that might mean for Top Shelf.

			“What’s wrong?” Brie asks three too-long hours later, when we’re in a cab on the way to the rooftop after party.

			“Nothing. Just tired, I guess.” I mentally smack myself for the lame-ass excuse.

			“We don’t have to stay long. Just enough to make the rounds and touch base with Miriam.”

			“Miriam?”

			“My agent. She wasn’t able to make the ceremony, but she’s meeting me at the party. Fair warning, I’ve told her all about you, and she’ll probably grill you even worse than the vultures on the red carpet.”

			“If you’ve told her everything, what’s left for her to grill me about?”

			Brie looks up at me through long, dark lashes, a flirtatious grin parting her lips. “Well, maybe not everything.”

			“Don’t look at me like that,” I growl. “Or I won’t be able to stop myself from taking you right here in the back of the cab.”

			“Is that supposed to be a deterrent? Because it sounds pretty good to me. Too bad this cab ride will be over in a few minutes.”

			She’s not kidding. We probably could have walked to the damn party if Brie wasn’t in heels higher than the Empire State Building. In less than ten minutes, we’re in the middle a rooftop garden, surrounded by some of the most beautiful flora and fauna—and people—in Manhattan.

			The night is chilly, even for late October, but the space heaters strategically placed around the terrace keep it nice and toasty. I snag a couple of champagne flutes from a passing waiter and hand one to Brie.

			“Thanks.” She raises her glass and clinks it with mine. “It’s funny. The last time I was at a shindig this fancy, I was the one passing out drinks, and you were the guest of honor.”

			I wrap an arm around her waist and sip my champagne. “I’m happy to supply you with alcohol and bask in your reflective glory.”

			Before she can respond, Brie’s agent, an older, heavyset woman with sleekly styled gray hair wearing a dress that could double as a circus tent, sweeps in and steals her away to meet the director of some indie film she thinks Brie would be perfect for. I finish my champagne and make my way to the bar for something stronger.

			“Scotch,” I say, sliding a twenty-dollar bill to the bartender. “The best you’ve got. Neat.”

			“I’d offer to pay,” a voice over my shoulder says. “But I’m guessing Vincent Dow’s son can afford to buy his own drinks.”

			I turn to see Irene, a smug look on her overly made up face. She’s got a photographer in tow, and he snaps off a string of quick pics.

			“Can you tell him to put that away?” I ask.

			Her arched eyebrows disappear under her bangs. “Why would I do that?”

			“I’m not the story tonight. It’s Brie you should be talking to.”

			“The story is what I say it is.” The smug look is gone, replaced by a cold, calculating glare. “And tonight, I say it’s the reappearance of Vincent Dow’s estranged son.”

			“I never disappeared. I’ve been here all along. And who says my father and I are estranged?” I take my scotch from the bartender and move away to make room for others at the bar, hoping she won’t follow.

			“So the rumors aren’t true?” She trails after me, dragging the hapless photographer along with her.

			Against my better judgment, I give in to temptation and wheel around to confront her. “What rumors?”

			She whips her smart phone out of her oversized pocketbook, taps on the screen a few times, then holds the end with the microphone up to her mouth. “Word on the street is that your father left your dying mother to have multiple affairs, and that you two haven’t spoken in years. Do you have any comment?”

			She shoves the phone in my face, expecting some sort of response. The one I’d like to give involves smashing the damn thing into a million pieces. Or sticking it where the sun don’t shine.

			I scan the room, looking for Brie. I’m not skilled in dealing with the press like she is. If she were here, she’d know how to shut this down.

			I spot her across the room, in what looks to be an intense conversation with her agent and a hipster-looking guy in a tan suit and matching fedora—seriously, a fedora—who I assume is the director Miriam wanted her to meet. Looks like it’s up to me to handle Irene.

			I stare her down and calmly sip my scotch. “Word on the street is notoriously unreliable.”

			“Your father and stepmother recently announced that they’re expecting.” She pauses, presumably to give me a chance to express my surprise. Or outrage. Or whatever emotion she thinks I should be feeling. When I don’t, she continues, undaunted. “What about your half-sibling? Do you plan on being a part of his or her life?”

			Okay, now she’s treading on dangerous territory. It’s one thing to talk shit about me or my father. We’re big boys. We can take it. I’m not letting her drag my innocent, unborn brother or sister into this.

			“No comment.”

			She sticks her phone right under my nose, like she’s coming in for the kill. “Is that because you’re not even sure this baby is your half-sibling?”

			My fingers tighten around my glass, the condensation making it cool and slippery. “What part of ‘no comment’ don’t you understand?”

			“A source tells me your stepmother was seen coming out of The Pierre with her tennis instructor while your father was in California meeting with studio execs about his screenplay for the Dax Russell movie. Isn’t it true that she’s been having an affair, and this baby is a bastard?”

			My arm coils back to toss my drink in her face, but I’m too late. Irene is already drenched, dark, jagged lines of mascara running down her cheeks, tendrils of wet hair clinging to her neck.

			“You crossed the line, Irene.” Brie stands next to me, an empty glass in her hand and a determined glint in her eyes.

			“I’d say you’re the one who overstepped.” Someone hands Irene a cocktail napkin and she dabs at her face, smearing the mascara even more. It makes her look like a creepy circus clown. “I could sue you. Or better yet, call the police. Have you arrested for assault.”

			Brie doesn’t back down. “I’m sure New York City’s finest have better things to do than referee a catfight.”

			Irene crumples up the now soaked cocktail napkin. Her photographer hands her another, and she shoves the used one at him. “I hope you got pictures. I can have this up on the blog in ten minutes. The headline practically writes itself. Mortal Misfit Attacks Reporter. Your career will be over before it starts.”

			The room’s gone quiet, and I realize it’s because everyone is focused on us. Irene does an overly dramatic flip of her straggly, damp hair and turns on her heel.

			“Come on, Paul. We’ve got work to do.”

			Miriam appears at Brie’s side, her forehead creased with concern. “What the hell just happened here?”

			I step in, drawing her attention from Brie like I’m a human lightning rod. This whole mess is my fault. It’s my job to fix it as best I can. If I can. “Let me explain—”

			She waves a hand, cutting me off. “I’ve changed my mind. Not here. Not with all these people listening. We need to leave. Now.”

			Miriam marches off like a general leading her troops into battle, and we follow her like good little soldiers, stopping briefly at the coat check to grab Miriam’s oversized fur jacket—faux, she assures us—and Brie’s cashmere cape.

			The elevator ride down to the lobby is awkward and silent. Once we’re downstairs, Miriam finds a grouping of uncomfortable looking high-backed chairs in a quiet corner and sits us down.

			“All right. Spill. And don’t leave anything out, or I won’t be able to do damage control.”

			I give her every last, gory detail. Brie chimes in at the end, taking the credit—or the blame—for throwing her glass of sauvignon blanc at Irene. Miriam taps notes into her smart phone, only looking up when we’re done.

			“You.” She points at me. “You should have walked away when you had the chance. And you.”

			She points at Brie. “You know Irene likes to stir up trouble. It’s how she and that gossip rag she works for stay in business. You can’t let her get to you. Especially in a room full of industry power players.”

			“I know.” Brie’s eyes are downcast. “And I’m sorry. But she—”

			Miriam waves her hand again. “No buts. I swear, I have half a mind to drop your sorry ass. I have plenty of clients. I don’t need to be dealing with this shit at 11:00 on a Saturday night.”

			The color drains from Brie’s face. “Please. I—”

			“Don’t worry,” Miriam says, her tone softening slightly. “I’m not going to drop you. Yet. But you have to promise to do exactly what I say, or you can kiss your budding career goodbye.”

			“I promise,” Brie answers solemnly.

			“Me, too,” I throw in for good measure. I feel as responsible for this shit show as Brie. More. Her agent is right. I had the chance to stop things before they started, and I didn’t.

			Miriam stands, tossing her phone into her bag and shrugging into her coat. “I’m going to make some phone calls. Try to head this thing off before it gets out of control. Keep your cell handy. I need to be able to reach you any time, day or night.”

			Brie nods, and Miriam reaches down to pat her hand reassuringly. “Don’t worry. I’ve dealt with a lot worse in my day. Handled correctly, this stuff will blow over. But it can’t happen again. Once is a mistake. The public will forgive you. Twice becomes a habit that gets you anger management counseling and a spot on every producer’s blacklist.”

			“Understood.”

			Brie rises to hug Miriam, who returns the embrace then breezes through the lobby and out the door into the chilly New York night. Brie excuses herself to use the restroom—which I’m almost positive is a cover story so she can have a few minutes to herself—and I call an Uber, figuring it will be easier than flagging down a cab at this hour.

			She’s unnaturally quiet on the ride back to the loft, and so am I. Miriam’s words keep ringing in my head.

			It can’t happen again.

			Twice becomes a habit.

			A spot on every producer’s blacklist.

			If I stay with Brie, odds are it will happen again. Some other bottom-dwelling blogger will bring up my background. And Brie, being Brie, will leap to my defense.

			I love her too much to let her throw away the career she’s worked so hard for and enjoys so much and is so good at. The thought is simultaneously breathtaking and bittersweet.

			I love her. And I have to let her go.

			“Well, that sucked,” she says when we’re finally inside the apartment. “But next time will be different. We’ll be prepared for their questions. I’ll see if Miriam or the studio’s PR person can work with you.”

			“I can’t.” The words stick in my throat. It takes all my inner strength to push them out.

			“Can’t what?” She brushes past me into the living room, blissfully unaware of the turmoil twisting my insides into knots the size of golf balls, and takes off her cape, tossing it over the back of a chair. “Meet with them? I’m sure we can find a time that works with your schedule.”

			I follow her, each step heavier than the next with the weight of what I’m about to do. “No, I can’t be with you.”

			“You mean you don’t want to accompany me to any more events?” She kicks off her high heels and lifts one foot to massage her toes, painted a deep, rich purple to match her dress. “I can’t say I’m not a little disappointed. But I guess I could live with that.”

			“You shouldn’t have to live with it. You should be with a guy who’s willing to support you one hundred and ten percent. Who’s proud to be by your side every step of the way. And I’m sorry, but that guy’s not me.”

			Tears are welling up in her eyes, each one a tiny knife to my heart. “Look, I know tonight didn’t go well. But we can find a way to make it work.”

			“What if I don’t want to find a way?”

			I mentally cross my fingers behind my back for the lie. But if I tell her the truth—that I’m doing this for her—I’m afraid she won’t let me walk away. That she’ll choose me over her career and grow to resent that choice later. And that’s a chance I’m not willing to take.

			She flinches as if I’ve physically struck her. “Please tell me you’re not saying what I think you’re saying.”

			“I did this once with my father. I can’t do it again. I’m not cut out for the limelight.”

			“If that’s what you really want...”

			Her voice trails off, giving me one last chance to change my mind.

			I don’t. I can’t.

			“You can stay here for as long as you need. But I think it would be best if you started looking for a new place as soon as possible.”

			I turn and head for the sanctuary of my bedroom. No stopping. No looking back, not even when I hear her soft sobs.

			Because if I do, it will be me who won’t be able to walk away.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

			Brie

			I HESITATE BEFORE inserting the key I haven’t had the heart to return to Connor into the lock on the door of what, for a brief time, I considered our apartment. Emotion clogs my throat, and it takes a few tries for me to speak.

			“Are you sure he’s not going to be here?”

			Ainsley nods. “Positive. He and Jake have a ten o’clock meeting with the contractor overseeing the renovations at the club. There’s no way they’ll be done before lunchtime.”

			“Good.” Sneaking in to grab the rest of my stuff when he’s not home may be a chickenshit move, but I don’t care. I’m not anywhere near ready to face him.

			I let us into the loft. When I walk through the door, a sad sense of familiarity overwhelms me, and I suck in a breath and try to collect myself, not wanting my friend to see how much being here is affecting me.

			I didn’t think it would be this hard. It’s been almost a month since I moved out the morning after the film festival. Even that’s not enough time to erase the pain of our epic, messy breakup.

			Ainsley puts a hand on my shoulder. “You okay?”

			I let out the breath I’ve been holding. So much for not letting her see me break down.

			“No,” I admit. “But I will be. Eventually.”

			Maybe if I keep telling myself that, it will become a self-fulfilling prophesy.

			Mirri and Ajani come padding out from who knows where to greet me. I kneel down to pet their furry little heads, tears threatening the backs of my eyelids.

			Ainsley lets her ever-present messenger bag slide off her shoulder to the floor and squats next to me, reaching out to scratch Ajani between the ears. “I still think you’re making a mistake.”

			I drop my bag next to hers and swipe a traitorous tear from the corner of my eye. She’s wrong, but she means well. And as much as I hated having to run back to her and Jake with my tail tucked between my legs, I’m grateful they took me in. Again.

			“I’m not sure what you expect me to do. It’s not like Connor gave me much choice.”

			“Did you try telling him how you feel about him?”

			I don’t bother denying that I’m in love with him. Actions speak louder than words, and she’s seen me mooning around like a teenage girl for the past four weeks, eating chocolate chip cookie dough straight from the package and binge-watching Tiger King.

			“It doesn’t matter because he doesn’t feel the same way about me. At least not strongly enough to make up for having to live under the glare of the paparazzi.” I give Mirri one last belly rub and hoist myself up, taking my bag with me. “Come on, let’s get this over with. The sooner I grab the rest of my things and get out of here, the better.”

			I lead the way to the spare bedroom I occupied when I first moved in. I cleared most of my stuff out the day I left, but there are still a few things I couldn’t manage to grab in my rush to escape. Connor might have offered to let me stay as long as I needed, but that wasn’t happening. Being that close to him and not being with him, not being able to touch him or taste him, would have been torture.

			“Where do you want me to start?” Ainsley asks, taking her coat off and flopping down on the bed.

			“Not there.” I pull an empty garbage bag out from my oversized purse and toss it to her. It lands on the pillow above her head. “There’s some stuff hanging in the closet. Just throw it in the bag. I’ll sort it out later.”

			“Hangers, too?”

			“All of it.” I strip my jacket off and hang it the bedpost. Then I fish my phone out of my purse and open my favorite Spotify playlist, hoping a little music will cheer me up. And keep Ainsley from continuing to grill me about Connor. “Mind if I put on some tunes?”

			She shrugs and pushes herself upright, taking the garbage bag with her. “Knock yourself out.”

			I press play, and Harry Styles’ “Watermelon Sugar” fills the room. Ainsley gets working on the closet, and I take an empty box from under the bed into the adjoining bathroom to make sure there’s nothing of mine left in there.

			We work in companionable silence until everything is in bags or boxes. It takes longer than I thought—I totally underestimated the amount of stuff I left behind—and it’s almost noon by the time we’re done.

			Ainsley tosses my Vans checkerboard slip-ons into a bag and slumps down onto the floor, her back resting against the wall. “Has anyone ever told you you own way too many shoes?”

			“My brother. At least once a week the entire time I’ve lived with him.” I slump down next to her. “Thanks for helping me pack. And for letting me come back and crash with you guys on such short notice. I’ll be out of your hair soon.”

			“As if we would turn you away.” She slings an arm around my shoulders, and I lean against her, happy to let her take some of my burden. “You’re family. We’ll always be here for you. Just promise you’ll be back from Toronto in time for the wedding.”

			“Are you kidding?” I scoff. “There’s no way I’m missing that. Besides, production says I’ll be done shooting in a few weeks. That gives me plenty of wiggle room to get back here in time for all the festivities.”

			Including the bachelorette party her best friend Mia and I are planning for her at Top Shelf. But she doesn’t know about that. Not yet. It’s a surprise. Even Jake is sworn to secrecy.

			“I’m so stoked for you.” She gives my shoulder an affectionate squeeze. “Your first big feature film role. I want a front row seat at the premiere.”

			“I don’t know about big. It’s only a supporting role in a indie movie.”

			A nice, juicy one, though. I’ll be playing a sexual assault victim who sues her attacker, the son of a prominent politician and champion of the #MeToo movement, after the justice system lets him off with a slap on the wrist. It’s dark and edgy and the exact opposite of my role in the Mortal Misfits. And I’m working with one of the hottest indie directors out there.

			I still can’t believe he hired me after all the shit that went down at the film festival. Irene’s article went viral the next day, as expected. But Miriam worked her magic. Got me on a few daytime talk shows, gave me a chance to explain my side of the story. And she was right. After a few days of seemingly nonstop coverage, the whole thing died down, and the tabloids moved on to the next celebrity scandal.

			“Remember what I told you when you booked that ensemble role in Les Mis?” Ainsley nudges my knee with hers. “There’s no small parts—”

			“I know, I know. Only small actors.” I stand, brushing my hands off on my jeans. My stomach grumbles, reminding me that I skipped breakfast. I grab my jacket from the bedpost and stick my arms through the sleeves. “It’s almost lunchtime. We should probably get this stuff out of here. And maybe grab some sushi at Shoji.”

			Translation: I’m starving, and I don’t want to risk Connor showing up after his meeting and finding me here.

			“Sounds good to me.”

			She gets to her feet, put her coat on, and hoists one of the now full garbage bags over her shoulder. I grab a box and follow her out of the bedroom.

			It takes a few trips to get everything down to the lobby, where my doorman buddy Ernie has agreed to watch it until it’s all out of the apartment and we’re ready to go. We’re finishing up our last run, about halfway down the hall on our way back to the living room, when the ominous click of a lock echoes through the quiet apartment.

			Ainsley stops in her tracks, and I almost plow into her, clutching the box I’m carrying to my chest to avoid dropping it.

			“Shit,” she hisses, hitching the garbage bag in her hands higher on her shoulder. “Connor’s home.”

			“Maybe it’s his cleaning lady,” I say, knowing deep down that it can’t possibly be that easy. Not the way my love life—or lack thereof—has been going lately.

			“I’m sorry,” Ainsley whispers. “I should have asked Jake to text me when their meeting was over.”

			“It’s not your fault. He’s my brother’s best friend. I’m going to have to face him at some point.”

			Although I was really, really hoping that point didn’t have to be today.

			I hear the door open, and there’s no time to formulate any sort of game plan before the man who ripped my heart into a million tiny, painful pieces is standing in front of me. For a split second, his face registers shock and something that looks like remorse. But it’s gone as quickly as it appears, replaced by a blank stoicism.

			“Hey,” I croak, my eyes drinking him in even as my head is telling me to proceed with caution. Is it my imagination—or maybe wishful thinking—or are those dark circles under his eyes? And his skin is pale and drawn, like he’s been getting as little sleep as I have.

			“Hey,” he echoes, nervously rubbing the back of his neck.

			“I used my key to get the rest of my stuff.” I jerk my head at the box in my hands. “I hope that’s okay.”

			“Of course.”

			There’s a beat of awkward silence, then Ainsley pipes up. “I’ll bring this down to the lobby and call an Uber.”

			She lowers her voice to a loud whisper and not-so-subtly elbows me in the ribs. “Tell him how you feel. You’ll regret it if you don’t. Trust me.”

			“Traitor,” I mutter as she brushes past me.

			“Bye, Connor.” She stops to kiss his cheek. He may have broken my heart, but he’s still practically family. I don’t expect her or Jake to cut them out of their lives on my behalf. Which makes this all that much harder. “Don’t be a stranger.”

			“I won’t,” he mumbles, shuffling his feet. It’s obvious he’s as uncomfortable with this situation as I am.

			Ainsley turns back to me with a look in her eyes that makes my stomach sink. I know that look. It usually means she’s got something up her sleeve. An I’m-not-going-to-like-it kind of something.

			“I’ll see you downstairs,” she says. “But don’t rush on my account. I’m sure you two have a lot to talk about.”

			She takes off down the hall, leaving me and Connor staring after her. A few seconds later, I hear the door to the loft swing open and click shut.

			“So.” The box is getting heavy. I shift it in my arms. “This is awkward.”

			“It doesn’t have to be.” He takes the box from me, ever the gentleman, even in less than ideal circumstances. “Jake told me you booked an independent film in Toronto. Congratulations. When do you leave?”

			“Next week. As soon as shooting wraps on the Mortal Misfits.”

			I can’t believe we’re having this conversation in the hallway. Or that I’m seriously considering taking Ainsley’s advice and spilling my guts to Connor. But she has a point. It’s been a month, and my feelings for him haven’t waned. I’ll always wonder what could have been if I had been brave enough to open my mouth. And my heart.

			I take a deep breath, swallow hard, and charge ahead. When the words come out, they come fast and furious, like a dam inside me has broken, releasing a floodgate of emotions. “Connor, I know you don’t think we can be together. And I’m not trying to change your mind. But there’s something I never told you, and this might be my last chance. I lo—”

			“Don’t,” he says, low and pleading, cutting me off. His jaw is tight, his face hard. “Please.”

			An ache builds and takes root deep in my soul. “Why?”

			“It doesn’t change anything.” Each syllable he utters is a fresh blow to my already splintered heart. “I still can’t be the man you need.”

			What little hope I’d been clinging to seeps out of me, leaving me feeling like a deflated balloon. That’s it then. He knows how I feel, and it doesn’t matter.

			I snatch the box out of his hands and push my way past him to the door, determined not to let him see me cry this time.

			“Is there anything else that needs to go downstairs?” he asks almost apologetically.

			“No, this is the last of it.” Thank God. I don’t think I could survive another encounter with him today.

			He goes to open the door for me, but my icy glare stops him short. I shift the box to my hip and use my free hand to dig into my pocket.

			“Here.” I pull out the key to his apartment, the one he gave me when I first moved in what seems like an eternity ago. “I won’t be needing this anymore.”

			I press the key into his palm, relishing one final brush of his skin against mine, and walk out the door for the last time, leaving my heart behind with him.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER NINETEEN

			Connor

			I LOVE CHRISTMAS in New York. Or at least I used to. But this year, every classic carol, every cheerfully decorated window, every sappy, small-town-girl-goes-to-the-Big-Apple Hallmark movie is a painful reminder that I won’t be spending the holidays with the woman I love.

			She’ll be back from Toronto next week, just in time for Christmas Eve. Not that I’m cyber stalking her or anything. But Jake talks, even when I’d like him to shut up.

			He and Ainsley have invited me to join them for Christmas dinner. But I think they both know that’s not happening, not with Brie in the picture. That would take painful to a whole new level.

			A passing car blares its horn, making me jump and jerking me back to the present. I’m not sure why I thought it would be a good idea to walk the two plus miles from the club to my apartment. At 7:30, it’s already dark. And it’s cold enough that I can see my breath coming out in frosty white puffs. But despite the darkness and the near-freezing temperature, the long walk is still preferable to rushing home for another lonely night of frozen pizza and online chess.

			I cross Broadway and pass a bookstore I must have driven by a thousand times before. But this time, something makes me stop and look inside. Maybe it’s the line snaking outside the door. Or maybe it’s the poster in the window that catches my eye.

			Meet the author!

			Vincent Dow signs copies of his holiday thriller, Jingle Bell Glock.

			Thursday, December 19

			6:00–8:00 p.m.

			Thursday, December 19. That’s today. I know because I spent the greater part of my work day writing it on checks for the contractors doing the renovations.

			I peer through the store window again, and sure enough, there he is. My father, sitting behind a table piled with copies of his latest release, looking—lost?

			I take a second look, then a third, really studying him. This isn’t the Vincent Dow I’m used to seeing at book signings. Gone is the charming smile, the flirtatious glint in his eyes, the dramatic flair when he signs his name. Instead, his smile is forced, his eyes humorless, his movements slow and measured. It’s like he’s sleepwalking, going through the motions with poorly feigned enthusiasm.

			Christ. I turn my back to the window, feeling like a jackass for ignoring the calls and texts he’s been sending me all week. I figured he wanted to guilt me into coming out to the Hamptons for the holidays. A fate worse than having my fingernails pulled out one by one.

			But maybe there’s something deeper going on. My father might be a colossal tool, but that doesn’t mean I have to be one, too. The least I can do is go in and talk to him. Make sure everything’s okay, or as okay as it ever is with my dad.

			Plus, it’s warm inside, and it beats going home to my empty apartment.

			Almost without thinking, my feet carry me to the end of the line. It’s getting shorter—I assume because the signing is scheduled to end in less than half an hour—and I’m inside the bookstore in just a few minutes.

			Once I get through the door, though, I start to reconsider my plan. Walking up to the table with a book in hand like some starstruck fanboy seems kind of like an ambush. So I duck out of line and into the nearest book stack, where I can kill time and keep an eye on things.

			I’m about ten pages into a biography of a man billed as the FBI’s most wanted fugitive—not my usual choice of reading material, but I’m stuck between the true crime section and one on wedding planning—when the last person in line takes a selfie with my father, tucks her signed copy of Jingle Bell Glock in her bag, and is on her way. I stick the biography back on the shelf where I found it and make my way over to my father.

			“I’m sorry.” A woman who I assume is the bookstore manager steps in my path, brandishing a stack of books. “The event is over. Mr. Dow has signed a few extra copies of Jingle Bell Glock for us. I was just about to put them out on an endcap in our suspense section. If you’re interested, I could hold one for you while you shop.”

			“He can have this one.” My father stands and comes around the table, holding out a book to me. “This is my son, Connor. He owns Top Shelf. It’s one of the hottest nightclubs in Manhattan. Or so I’ve been told.”

			He sounds almost proud. I don’t know how to respond to this new, unfamiliar Vincent Dow, so I take the book with a mumbled “thanks” and stick it in the outside pocket of my briefcase.

			The bookstore manager’s face flushes an embarrassed pink. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t realize your son would be joining you.”

			“Neither did I.” My father puts a hand on my shoulder. “It’s a nice surprise.”

			The manager apologizes again, thanks my father for a successful signing, and goes to shelve her books, leaving my father and I standing awkwardly next to each other.

			“I’ve been trying to reach you,” he says after an uncomfortable pause, dropping his hand from my shoulder.

			“I know.” I scan the bookstore, wall-to-wall with holiday shoppers. This isn’t the place for a heart-to-heart. Or a knock-down blowout. I’m still not sure which way this is going. “Do you want to get out of here? Get a drink somewhere? Or is Fiona expecting you back on Long Island?”

			Something dark and wistful crosses his face. “I’ll make time. We need to talk. Just give me a minute to pack up.”

			“Where’s Pam?” He always has his assistant with him at these things. She’s been working for him since what seems like the dawn of time.

			“I gave her the night off. It’s her husband’s office holiday party.”

			Holy shit. He really is mellowing. The Vincent Dow I grew up with would never have given his assistant time off for something as trivial as an office party. I remember once he made Pam stuff and send out VIP reader boxes on the day of her daughter’s high school graduation. She only made it to the ceremony on time because I was home from college for the summer and broke the land speed record to get her there.

			My father gathers his things and we hit the first bar we find, an Irish pub. We grab two seats at a table in the back and order a couple of pints of Guinness.

			“So.” I lean back in my chair, my gaze flicking to the rugby union game on the TV above the scarred oak bar. “You wanted to talk.”

			“There’s no easy way to say this.” He scrubs a hand across his jaw, which I notice up close is dotted with stubble, uncharacteristic for my normally fastidious father. “Fiona lost the baby.”

			I’m ashamed to admit that my first reaction is relief he won’t have the chance to screw up another kid. But it’s followed by shame, then sadness. For my father. For Fiona. For me. I was kind of looking forward to having a little brother or sister. Sure, the age gap between us would be huge. But that might not be such a bad thing. I could babysit. Teach the kid how to play video games. Dungeons and Dragons. Chess.

			It would be like getting a second chance at some sort of functional family unit.

			“I’m sorry,” I say finally. And I’m surprised that I really am. Our drinks come, and I wait for the waitress to leave before continuing. “How’s Fiona handling it?”

			“Not great. She’s with her sister tonight. I wanted her to come into the city with me. Even offered to let her run up my Amex Black card at Tiffany. Take her to for dinner at Le Bernardin. But she said she’s not up to being out in a crowd yet.”

			“And you?”

			“I’m trying to be strong. For her. But inside—” He breaks off and takes a healthy slug of his beer, like he’s searching for some liquid courage.

			I follow suit, needing a little courage of my own. “Is there anything I can do?”

			“You don’t mean that.” My father’s tone is flat, resigned. I start to disagree with him, but he holds up a hand, stopping me. “And I don’t blame you. I was shit for a father. Still am.”

			It’s true, he was—is—but I’m not about to pour salt in the wound. Like Brie said that day we all had lunch together, it’s up to me to be the bigger man.

			Brie.

			My heart stutter-steps over her name. I reach for my beer again. Anything to numb the pain of losing her. Pain that’s as fresh and raw today as the day I walked away from her.

			It must show in my face because my father is staring at me over the frosty rim of his mug, looking at me like I’ve got an alien growing out of my head. “What’s wrong with you?”

			I lift my beer to my lips and sip. “What do you mean?”

			“You look even worse than I do. What’s got you down? Did something happen between you and your girl?”

			“One, she’s a woman, not a girl. And two, we’re not talking about me now. We’re talking about you.”

			He rests his elbows on the table, cradling his mug in his hands. “If there’s trouble between you and your gir—woman, you should fix it. She’s a keeper. It’s not everyone who can put me in my place.”

			“We’re talking about your life, not mine. Remember?”

			“Fine, then learn from my bad example. I had the love of a good woman. And I was too stupid to recognize it.”

			“You’ve had the love of a lot of women,” I quip.

			“This is serious.” He takes another, fortifying sip of beer then sets his mug down on the table with a dull thud. “When your mother got sick, I reacted badly. I only thought of myself, not her. Or you. My first book had just hit the New York Times bestseller list. I’d gotten a six-figure advance for my next one.”

			“I remember. I was twelve, not two.”

			“All that attention made me arrogant and selfish. And I think, deep down, I was terrified of losing her. I thought it would be less painful if I left her before—”

			He breaks off, but I know what he means. Before the disease took her, and Mom left us.

			“So I walked away,” he continues, staring into his beer as if the amber liquid held the answer to all life’s questions. “Maybe not physically. Divorce wasn’t an option for a whole host of reasons. But emotionally.”

			“You think that’s what I did with Brie? Walked away?”

			His gaze snaps back up to me. “I read the tabloids. Occasionally. Saw the articles about the spat you two had with that reporter from Celebrity Intel. I put two and two together.”

			“And got five?”

			“And got that you’re afraid reporters will keep bringing up your backstory, and you don’t want to jeopardize her career.”

			Now it’s my turn to stare into my beer. I don’t know if my father found any answers in his, but there are none in mine. “It’s my fault she threw that drink. If I hadn’t been there, she would never have been in that position.”

			“Your reasons for walking away may be more noble than mine. But the result is the same, isn’t it? You’re alone. And miserable.”

			“That doesn’t change the fact that Brie risked her career to defend me.”

			“Isn’t that her choice to make?” He pushes his beer aside and leans across the table to make his point. “A life without love is pretty empty, no matter how great your career is. Trust me. I know.”

			Damn. I must be living in the upside down.

			My father is giving me relationship guidance. And he’s right.

			I polish off my beer and pull out my wallet, signaling the waitress for the check. “Thanks for the advice, Dad. I’ve got this.”

			“Leaving so soon?” He glances at his still half-full beer. “I was hoping we could talk some more. Next round is on me.”

			I study the broken man sitting opposite me. It’s like losing this baby has forced him to reflect back on all the mistakes he’s made. I know we’re not going to fix years of dysfunction overnight, but if the guy wants to try, who am I to say no?

			I smile, remembering Brie’s words again. I’m the bigger man, that’s who.

			I plunk twenty-five bucks down on the table. That should cover the tab and tip. “Tell you what. How about I come out to the Hamptons Christmas Eve? Spend a couple of days. We can talk all you want then.”

			He finishes his beer then clears his throat. “I’d like that.”

			“Good.” I push my chair back and stand, shrugging on my coat and grabbing my briefcase. “Now I’ve got to go see about a girl.”

			“Woman,” my father corrects, grinning. It’s the first real smile I’ve seen on him tonight, and it takes years off his face. “Bring her with you for the holidays. Tell her I’ll try not to behave like an ass this time.”

			He stands, sticks out a hand for me to shake, then changes his mind and pulls me into a hug, chuckling. “And if I do, she can always read me the riot act again.”

		
	
        
			CHAPTER TWENTY

			Brie

			“CUT.”

			The director makes a slashing motion with his hand and I break character, swiping a tear off my cheek. Damn that scene was rough. Richard wasn’t kidding when he said he saved the hardest one for last. But he was right. It gave me time to really inhabit my role, making her emotional courtroom confrontation with the man who assaulted her that much more powerful.

			“That’s it, people. This scene is in the can, and we’re done for the day. Which means, sadly, that Brie has finished filming and will be leaving us.” Richard hops down off his director’s chair and comes over to give me a huge hug. “Beautiful work, love. Really beautiful.”

			The cast and crew break into applause, and I blink back tears. This has been the absolute best experience, with the most amazing group of people. In the few short weeks that I’ve been here, they’ve become like a second family to me.

			I’ve been on enough sets to know how lucky I am. Not every shoot is like this. The only thing that would make it better is if Connor were here with me. Or at least waiting for me when I get home. But with the way we left things, I know that’s not going to happen.

			“Thanks everyone,” I choke out. “I’m going to miss you all so much.”

			I swallow the lump in my throat and hug Richard back even harder. I owe him for taking a chance on me after the whole award ceremony fiasco. And he’s already talking about a possible role for me in his next movie.

			Richard releases me to go confer with our second AD about tomorrow’s schedule, and Tom, the happily married father of two who plays my rapist, throws an arm around my shoulder. “None of that mushy stuff. Not yet. We’ve got your wrap party to go to tonight. Rumor has it there’s going to be a taco and tequila bar.”

			“Oh, goodie. I love tacos. And tequila. Not necessarily in that order.”

			I put on a brave face and let him lead me from the soundstage we’re filming on to the back of the building where our dressing rooms are located. We stop outside my door, and he leans against the jamb, crossing his arms.

			“Richard wasn’t bullshitting, you know. You’re seriously talented.”

			“Thanks. That means a lot coming from you. And him.”

			“This movie is going to be better because you’re in it. That first girl bailing was a blessing in disguise.”

			“I should send her a fruit basket,” I half-joke.

			Some actresses might be bothered knowing that they were second fiddle. Not me. I booked Les Mis in California when one of the ensemble members left to join the Broadway company. This time it was a big budget feature film that lured the actress who was supposed to play my role away.

			Either way, it’s me up on that stage or in the final credits. It doesn’t matter how I got there. So what if there was a bit of luck involved? It’s like one of my acting professors at Pace used to say—luck is when opportunity meets preparation.

			Tom laughs. “Or maybe one of those edible arrangement things. But seriously, I hope we get to work together again soon. Maybe on Richard’s next film. I just signed on to play the lead. And I know he’s looking at you for my wife.”

			“That would be awesome, as long as it fits with my Mortal Misfits shooting schedule.”

			“If Richard wants you, he’ll make it fit.” Tom bends down and kisses my forehead, then gives me a nudge toward the door. “Go. Get ready for your party. I’ll see you at the studio cafe.”

			He heads to his dressing room down the hall. I open the door to mine, looking forward to a few minutes alone to decompress before getting out of costume and wiping off my stage makeup.

			Before I even step inside, the fragrance of fresh flowers overwhelms me. Lilies, to be specific.

			Once I get through the door, I see why. On my vanity is a tall, cylindrical glass vase overflowing with stargazer lilies, their deep pink and white blossoms unmistakable. I walk over and bury my nose in them, inhaling their sweet scent. They must be from production, congratulating me on a successful shoot. I search through the blooms for a card to confirm my suspicion.

			“I almost went with roses, but I didn’t want to be cliché. The clerk at the florist said these symbolize prosperity and abundance. I just thought they looked nice. Smell good, too.”

			The familiar, smoky voice has my heart racing and my nerve endings on edge. I spin around and see Connor lounging on the futon across the room. He’s wearing a plaid button down with the cuffs rolled to just below his elbows and those damn Jake from State Farm khakis. And he’s never looked so good to me.

			“What—?” I sink onto my dressing table chair, not sure how much longer my shaky legs will support me. “How—?”

			“I assume you want to know what I’m doing and how I got here.” He sits up and leans forward, resting his forearms on his knees. His brandy-brown eyes bore into me, their magnetic effect not diminished by the few feet between us. “That’s easy. I’m groveling, and your agent helped me grease the wheels with the movie people so I could surprise you.”

			“Miriam?”

			“Jake tracked down her number for me. It was on one of the comp cards you left at his place. Did you know she’s a closet romantic?”

			“Deep in the closet, maybe,” I mutter. I’m starting to regain my equilibrium. And with it, my senses. I have questions for him. So many questions. But first, I need to hear what he has to say.

			I kick off the sensible pumps the costumers put me in for the courtroom scene and cross my legs, smoothing my pencil-thin courtroom skirt over my thighs. “If you came here to grovel, you might as well get started.”

			He pats the seat next to him. “It would be easier if you were over here.”

			“No can do. I can’t think when you’re that close to me.” And I need all my synapses firing for this conversation.

			“Okay, then I’ll get straight to the point so we can kiss and make up.” He words are bold and brash, but the sheen of sweat at his temples and the way he keeps nervously licking his lips tell me he’s not as confident as he wants me to believe. “I’m an idiot.”

			I try but can’t fight off a slight smile. “That’s a good start.”

			“I thought I was doing you a favor. Bowing out so wouldn’t have to choose between me and your career. What I didn’t realize was that it wasn’t fair for me to make that choice for you.”

			“I don’t understand.” I shake my head to clear it. I don’t know exactly what I was expecting from him, but this isn’t it. “You said you were breaking up with me because you didn’t want to be thrust into the spotlight, like you were with your father.”

			“I was lying,” he admits, at least having the decency to look shamefaced. “I’ll never be totally comfortable living life in the public eye. But if it means I get to live life with you, I’ll learn to deal with all the attention. Because you’re worth it. We’re worth it.”

			“I’m not your father, Connor,” I reassure him. “I don’t act for the applause. And you’re more to me than arm candy.”

			“I know,” he says, so earnestly it’s impossible not to believe him. “Funny thing is, he’s the one who helped me see what an ass I was being. If it wasn’t for him, I wouldn’t be here.”

			“Your father?”

			“It’s a long story. One I’d rather save for another time. Right now, I can think of better things I could be doing with my mouth.”

			“Really?” My pulse rockets into hyperdrive. “Like what?”

			“Come here and I’ll show you.” He crooks a finger, beckoning me over to him.

			I stand and cross to him on legs that are shaky again, but this time with anticipation instead of shock. He pulls me into his lap and wraps his arms around me. I let my hands wander, reacquainting myself with his chest, his arms, his shoulders, his back.

			God, how I missed this. The strong, solid feel of him. He’s my anchor, keeping me steady. And I’ll be his wings, making sure he remembers to push his boundaries and go outside his comfort zone once in a while.

			He lowers his head to kiss me but stops with his lips a fraction of an inch from mine. “Last chance to change your mind and save your career.”

			“First, our relationship is not a threat to my career. You’ve seen Miriam in action. She’ll make sure that never happens. And second, my career comes second to my man. Always.”

			I thread my fingers through the hair at the nape of his neck, loving the feel of the thick, silky strands. Another thing I don’t have to miss any more. “What about you? Are you sure you can handle the press? Believe it or not, there are reporters even worse than Irene. And don’t get me started on the paparazzi.”

			“If you’re trying to scare me off, it’s not going to work. I’m in for the long haul. One hundred and ten percent.”

			“Then we’re doing this.”

			“You bet your ass we’re doing this.” He kisses one corner of my mouth, then the other. “And a lot more. This is only the beginning. Now shut up so I can kiss you right, Blabby.”

			He does before I can object to the nickname. And then any objections are forgotten as he coaxes my lips apart with his tongue and we play tonsil hockey like we’re teenagers under the bleachers after the big game.

			A few minutes or a lifetime later—I tend to lose track of time when Connor’s got his tongue in my mouth and his hands under my shirt—my cell phone chimes from somewhere deep in my bag across the room. I reluctantly drag my lips from his. “Crap. That must be Tom.”

			“Tom?”

			He raises a jealous eyebrow. It’s cute, but totally unnecessary. Connor is the only guy I’ve wanted since that day I showed up at his apartment unannounced and he opened the door in those teeny tiny gym shorts.

			“Down, boy. Tom is my costar. And he’s happily married with two adorable kids he FaceTimes every night. He’s probably giving me grief for being late to my own party.”

			“What party?”

			“It’s my last day on set, and they’re having a wrap party for me at the studio cafe.”

			He eases me off his already rock-hard erection. “As much as I hate to say this, you’d better give me some space so I can get Little Connor under control, or we’ll miss your celebration altogether.”

			“We?” I ask, skipping over the fact that he calls his dick “Little Connor.” That’s a subject for another day. “There might be some local press there. If you’d rather skip it, you can wait for me back at the hotel. I can give you my room key.”

			“I told you, I’m in this one hundred and ten percent. That means wrap parties, red carpets, and anywhere else you want me at your side.”

			He stands up, taking me with him, and sets me on my feet. Then he kisses me, fiercely and fervently, like he’s a thirsty man in a desert taking his first drink of water in days, and gives me a playful swat on the backside. “Now go get yourself ready so you can show me off at this shindig.”

			And that’s exactly what I do. Because Connor might still have a lot to learn about show business.

			But when he’s right, he’s right.
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			Unbreak My Hart

			by Clare Connelly

			PROLOGUE

			I’M HERE TO watch her. My closest friends in the world—men I think of more as brothers than friends—have sent me here to find out what I can about the half-sister whose very existence they only learned of a week or so ago.

			I’m here to watch her but even if I weren’t, even if that wasn’t the express purpose for my flying from London to San Francisco, I would find it hard not to watch her.

			Avery Maxwell is, in a word, mesmerising.

			If I didn’t know she was a Hart I’d never have guessed. Where her half-brothers are built like mountains, Avery is diminutive. Petite. She’d be about five and a half feet and her frame is slender, though there’s a strength to her, arms that are elegantly sculpted, eyes that are intelligent and assessing as they scan the crowded bar, lips that—even when they smile—look somehow cynical. That, come to think of it, is a definite Hart trait.

			She has dark hair, thick and long; it falls down her back with a hint of wildness and untameability. I reach for my Scotch, cradling the glass for a moment, appreciating the feel of its fine shape in my hands, the elegant cut crystal half filled with amber liquid. She pauses, skimming the bar, and I wonder if she’s meeting someone here. It seems as though she’s looking for someone she recognises. Her eyes glance past me and I stiffen my spine, a hint of adrenaline flooding my system, as though she might—with one look of those dark, almond-shaped eyes—be able to discern my reason for coming to San Fran.

			Her mouth forms a hint of a smile and then her eyes skate past me. I release a breath I didn’t realise I was holding and narrow my gaze.

			Suddenly, this favour doesn’t feel so onerous—to find out what I can about the missing Hart and report back to her famous brothers. Their need to know what they can about her before working out the best way to make contact with her is completely understandable.

			She could be any number of things that would make them want to steer clear. The fact she doesn’t know she’s part of one of the world’s most successful dynasties is odd—but they could use that to their advantage and simply refuse to acknowledge her existence.

			I shift a little in my seat, wondering why that idea offends me. It might be my inner British aristocrat—the fact I was born into a family like mine and raised, all my life, to believe in the importance of blood, lineage and birthright—even though on some level I reject that thinking, it’s still a part of who I am.

			And she’s a Hart. Their blood runs through her veins—that counts for something.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			THE MUSIC FORMS a pulse in my veins, the beat deep and throbbing. I look around the exclusive bar, mojito in one hand, clutch purse in the other. The thin strap of my dress drops a little over one shoulder; I don’t bother to catch it.

			The day has been a stinker. Baking hot, with barely a hint of relief coming in off the Bay. Even a dip in my infinity pool didn’t cool me down, and here in this club the press of bodies, the tightness of space, combine to make my skin lightly sheened in perspiration.

			But I’m not leaving, not yet. I look around, considering my options. A hot guy near the bar lifts his drink, silently inviting me to join him. He’s gorgeous but a bit fussy, his hair a little too styled, his look a bit too contrived. Then again, there’s the cowboy I was talking to earlier, straight out of Texas, all faded jeans and plaid shirt. It’s unusual to find a guy like him in a place like this—but in talking to him I learned his dad’s an oil baron. Makes more sense.

			I continue to peruse the bar until my eyes skate past someone—at first—and then shift back. A man is watching me. I narrow my eyes, trying to determine if I’ve met him before.

			He’s handsome so it’s possible we’ve hooked up and I’ve forgotten, but no. I’m sure I’d remember him. His jaw is square, covered in stubble, his face autocratic and symmetrical, his skin has a golden tan and his hair is a light brown with a slight wave. He has an air of authority in his bearing, from the way he’s sitting so straight and controlled to the breadth of his shoulders. He’s wearing a suit, definitely bespoke, and hand-made shoes.

			My lips curl with a hint of derision, because while there’s a chance he’s self-made there’s also a greater probability he’s some kind of entitled rich kid, living off his trust fund, wasting money on big boy clothes. Nonetheless, I’m intrigued enough to return his stare head-on, lifting my drink and draining it until it’s empty.

			I sashay towards the bar, not taking my eyes off him, and as I draw closer I lift my lips into a slow smile, loaded with sensual promise.

			Rich kid or not, I’m not looking for anything more than one night. It’s my tradition—how I mark this date every year—and he looks like he’d be decent in bed. Then again, that’s hard to know for sure—lots of hot guys have been total disappointments in the sack.

			‘Hi there.’ I flash him a megawatt smile now and I see the way his expression shifts, speculation in his eyes.

			‘Hi. How are you?’ An English accent, very plum, very formal. Definitely rich kid.

			‘Let me guess,’ I murmur. ‘You’re a lord.’

			He shoots up one brow and my stomach twists because he’s incredibly handsome and, up close, he’s also very charming. His skin is tanned but he has some freckles across his nose, freckles that speak of a life spent outdoors. His hair is light brown with natural highlights at the side, and there’s warmth in his features, a look of complete kindness that I can’t help but recognise.

			‘Close. Earl.’

			‘Ah.’

			‘Earl what?’ he prompts, expecting me to somehow intuit his title.

			‘Well,’ I murmur in response, ‘now, that’s a little harder.’

			‘Have a drink and I’ll drop some hints.’

			He gestures to the seat beside him but I don’t take it. Instead, I move closer, so I’m standing within the void created by his legs. ‘I’ll have another mojito.’

			A frown flashes across his face but then he smiles, lifts a hand and orders our drinks. I don’t know what his name is or why he’s here in San Fran, in this bar talking to me, but before midnight I’m going to have my wicked way with him—Happy Birthday to me.

			 

			My best friends’ half-sister is flirting with me. And my dick is growing harder by the second and I want to ignore the reason I’m here and take this in a totally different direction. I want to fuck her.

			This I hadn’t expected. I thought she’d be like the Harts. I thought she’d look like one of them, that something about her would remind me of them. I didn’t expect to feel this zing of attraction, this aching need to possess her, yet it’s running rampant through me, out of control, impossible to ignore.

			But I do ignore it because Avery Maxwell is definitely off-limits. Isn’t she?

			 

			‘So you have a fancy title?’ I murmur, leaning a little closer, pressing a hand to his shoulder. I’m kind of interested—the aristocracy is such a foreign concept to me—but at the same time this conversation is really just a means to an end. I know that in the morning I won’t think of this guy again. I won’t remember his name, his title, nor the colour of his eyes—even though they are a particularly striking shade of brown, as though someone’s taken the top off a just poured espresso, that beautiful golden crema, and filled his irises up with that perfect pigment. They’re surrounded by thick black lashes that give them the appearance of having been framed. Men always have the best eyelashes. Bastards.

			‘I do.’

			‘And it is?’

			‘I thought you were guessing?’

			A smile lifts inside me. ‘And what do I get if I guess it right?’

			For a moment he hesitates, something flashes in his eyes that makes me wonder if I’m intimidating him. I’m used to that. I’m what men of a certain age would call ‘forward’. How’s that for a double standard? Do you have any idea how many men try to pick me up? And they’re just ‘men being men’. But a woman who knows what she wants and isn’t afraid to go after it? Forward. A slut. Amoral. Take your pick, I’ve heard them all at one point or another.

			‘Earl of Castlewick?’ I grin, lifting my mojito and savouring the flavour as it hits my mouth.

			‘Not even close.’ His laugh is the last word in hot. Deep and rumbly, and somehow even that small sound has an English accent so my stomach twists. A familiar reassuring heat forms low in my abdomen, and I know exactly what to do with it.

			I lean a little closer, catching a hint of the cologne he wears. It’s woody and spiced and when I press a hand to his shoulder he’s warm in a way that pulls me even closer.

			‘Give me a clue.’

			He reaches for his Scotch, putting it between us as he lifts it to his lips, and again I have that feeling that he’s trying to put the brakes on this—on me. And yet this isn’t my first rodeo. I know desire when I see it and that’s exactly what this man and I are feeling for one another.

			Human, biological instinct. Desire, need, sex. I don’t know why we as a society have overcomplicated this with all the emotional bullshit people try to layer over what is, essentially, a very animalistic act. Do you think any other animal bothers to dress sex up as something more than it is?

			‘Earl of McHotness?’ Okay, that’s totally sleazy but I don’t care. It’s worth it to see the instant flash of speculation that deepens his eyes from gold to burnt butter brown.

			‘I’ll tell you mine if you tell me yours.’

			I shake my head, enjoying myself despite the duality I sense in him. ‘You don’t want to even try to guess?’

			He lifts a brow and shakes his head. ‘I’ve never been any good at guessing games.’

			I pout for a moment. ‘What are you good at then?’

			Another hint of resistance, like he’s not saying the first thing he wants to. ‘What do you think?’

			‘Hmm.’ I move my hand from his shoulder to his arm, squeezing biceps that are well-shaped. ‘You’re fit. So you either work out a lot or have a job doing manual labour.’ I move my gaze downwards, intending to look at his shoes, but instead my gaze lingers on his crotch. He’s wearing a dark grey suit. If it were black or navy blue it might do a better job of hiding the fact his cock is either hard or getting that way but, as it is, I can see the evidence of his desire and it brings a smile to my face.

			Emboldened, I move even closer, my hips brush against his inner thighs. If he were to shift forward on his seat—even a little—his dick would press against me, and you don’t even want to know how badly I need to feel that.

			‘But, going by your suit and shoes, I’d say that’s not it at all.’

			‘What’s wrong with my suit and shoes?’

			‘They don’t exactly scream carpenter.’

			‘No?’

			‘Not any carpenter I’ve ever met.’

			‘And you know a lot of carpenters?’

			He’s quick. We bounce off each other in a way that heightens my attraction to him. ‘I’ve known a few.’

			His eyes narrow infinitesimally, as though he’s trying to pick me apart, piece by piece. Bless him. If only he knew what a waste of time that would be—not to mention energy. Why try to understand someone you’re only going to know for a few hours?

			‘Sorry to disappoint you then, but I’m not a carpenter.’

			‘Oh, I don’t think you’ll be a disappointment.’

			He’s quiet, his eyes scanning my face, and then he shakes his head, a laugh I could best describe as rueful tipping from his lips. ‘I’m flattered.’

			‘I have a place around the corner.’ It’s one of the reasons I come to this bar. Sure, it’s ‘the’ spot to be right now, so it’s also great for networking, but nothing trumps convenience. My work life is hectic enough—when it comes to my private life—what some might call ‘social’ life—I want ease of use.

			Another laugh, this one a deep rumble. Now, almost as if against his will, he places a hand on the curve of my hip, his thumb sliding across my side so a shiver bolts down my spine.

			It’s such a small touch, but it feels amazing.

			‘Is there some kind of rush I’m not aware of?’

			I consult the wristwatch I always wear—one of the few items of Mom’s I still have. It’s after ten.

			‘Haven’t you heard? I lose my magic pumpkin carriage at midnight.’

			‘Ah. Leaving me with only a glass slipper to find you again?’

			‘I’m not that kind of Cinderella. There’s no “finding me” afterwards.’

			‘So you disappear into thin air by midnight?’

			‘Pretty much.’

			He considers this a moment then lifts a finger to my shoulder, watching its progress as he traces a line down my arm towards my wrist, then my hand. He laces his fingers through mine, frowning a little as he looks down at our interlocked hands.

			‘Let’s talk a bit.’

			I pull a face. ‘Talk’s overrated.’

			Another laugh and I’m forced to consider why I’m still standing there. I thought he was watching me, I thought he wanted what I want. ‘Look, Earl...’

			‘Barrett Byron-Moore,’ he supplies, and I’m not disappointed. Frankly, that’s every bit as British as I would have expected. ‘Earl of Ashwyn.’

			‘Well, Barrett Byron-Moore, Earl of Ashwyn.’ My gut pulls as I say the double-barrelled name, liking the feel of it in my mouth. ‘I must have read you wrong.’

			‘Oh?’

			‘Mmm.’ I press a finger to the button at his throat, flicking it a little, my eyes not dropping from his face. ‘I thought you were looking at me like you wanted a bit of...fun. But if you’re one of those guys, then I won’t waste either of our time.’

			He squeezes my hand. ‘What’s “those” guys?’

			‘You know, the romance guy.’

			‘Romance?’ Another laugh. They fall so easily from his mouth, beautiful rich sounds of natural amusement, and I briefly envy him that light-heartedness. ‘Because I want to have a conversation with you? When did the bar for romance drop so low?’

			‘You know what I mean.’ I shake my head impatiently.

			‘I’m afraid I don’t.’

			‘Then let me spell it out for you.’ I lean closer, so my mouth brushes his ear. ‘I want to get laid. That’s why I’m here. I don’t really care who you are, or what you do for a living. I care that you’re good in bed. Are you?’

			He lifts his other hand to my chin, using his thumb and forefinger to push it upwards so our eyes lock and I’m trapped in the force of his inquisitive stare. I’m uncomfortable; I don’t like it. I feel like he’s seeing more than I ever share and I hate that. With great care, I push a bored expression into place and straighten, pulling away from him.

			‘It doesn’t matter.’ My smile is tightly dismissive. ‘Thanks for the drink.’

			I reach for it but, before I can leave, his hand has snaked out, grabbing me around the waist, pulling me back between his legs abruptly.

			‘Hold on a second.’

			There’s a frown on his face, a look in his eyes I don’t comprehend.

			‘Why?’ My heart rate has lifted a notch. I love men, but in a very limited use kind of way. I love their arms and their chins, that little divot I can dip my tongue into, right between the clavicles. I love strong legs and broad chests. I love men who are confident bordering on arrogant, because I am—with no apology—enough of a ball-buster in my work life that when it comes to sex I like a guy who knows what he wants—and how to give me exactly what I need.

			Something about his strength as he pulls me towards him fills me with a rush of white-hot need. I swallow past a throat that is dry suddenly.

			‘Because I asked you to. Sit down. Talk to me.’

			Disappointment bursts inside me.

			‘I just told you—’

			‘You don’t do “talk”,’ he interrupts—another thing I’m not at all tolerant of in my business life but that, in this moment, with this man, I find strangely erotic. ‘But I do.’

			I tilt my head to one side, wondering a little more than I’d like about this man now. Even from a distance I could perceive his natural air of authority but up close, like this, I feel it wrapping around me and I have the strangest impulse to surrender to it.

			‘Will you make it worth my while?’

			‘And how would I do that...?’

			He lets the question hang in the air searchingly, and so I supply my name almost on autopilot. ‘Avery.’

			‘Avery.’ Jesus. If I liked the taste of his name in my mouth then the sound of mine coated by his accent, on his lips, is like something out of an erotic fantasy. I close my eyes for a second, absorbing it, enjoying it, appreciating it as a connoisseur might a particularly fine wine.

			‘How about this?’ There’s a barstool behind me. I reach around and pull it closer, and then closer still, so that when I do as he’s asked and sit down, my knees are brushing his inner thighs, our bodies as close as it’s possible to be. Around us, the club hums and buzzes and that very busyness gives us a degree of privacy, as though we are in our own little bubble.

			I reach for his hand and place it on my thigh, beneath the fabric of my dress.

			‘For every question I answer, you’ll move your hand an inch or so higher.’

			His Adam’s apple throbs as he swallows.

			‘Deal?’

			There’s that duality again, like he wants this but he’s also fighting it—fighting me.

			‘Deal.’

			I relax, a smile curving my lips, lips that his eyes drop to and devour so heat spreads inside me, pooling between my legs.

			‘What do you want to talk about then?’

			‘What do you do, Avery?’

			It’s a boring—yet safe—first question. ‘I’m CEO of my own company.’

			‘Impressive. What kind of company?’

			I move my gaze pointedly to my legs.

			A small laugh, but less robust this time. Almost shaky. He pushes his hand along my leg and a pulse of adrenaline kicks at my side. I want to cheat, to wriggle closer, but I don’t. I know all about delayed gratification and that’s exactly what I’m experiencing. The buzz of anticipation is its own reward.

			‘Ever heard of Moatsy?’

			His eyes are guarded. ‘Yeah.’

			I’m not surprised. Everyone’s heard of Moatsy. It’s the fastest growing data protection company in the world. Not only do we track who’s tracking you, we put safeguards on registered devices, making the sale of browsing information almost impossible. Corporations were my first clients but in the last couple of years the average Joe has become—quite rightly—concerned with the open slather collection of personal information for the purpose of commercial gain.

			‘That’s me.’

			‘No shit. You’re on my phone.’

			His hand creeps higher. My pulse fires. ‘I hope to be on a lot more than your phone before the night is done.’

			No laugh this time. Just a look in his eyes that I can’t analyse.

			‘How old are you?’

			‘Twenty-nine. You?’

			‘Do I have to answer the questions?’ His hand nudges higher.

			‘I can make it worth your while.’

			But before I can lift my hand to his cock he shakes his head. ‘You’d better not do that.’

			‘No?’

			‘We wouldn’t want the night to end prematurely.’

			‘Have you got something against telling me your age?’

			For a moment a frown shifts on his face, and then he smiles, a lazy smile that’s slow to spread. It sparks curiosity low in my gut. ‘I got the feeling you didn’t want to know anything about me.’

			I tilt my head to the side, considering that. ‘True. Still, a quid pro quo seems only fair.’

			‘Is that right?’ His hand shifts slightly higher. I haven’t technically answered a question but I don’t point that out.

			‘I like to take as well as give,’ I tease, moving closer so his hand brushes close to my sex.

			His eyes narrow and I hear a faint hiss escape from between his teeth. ‘I’m thirty-three.’

			‘And is there a Mrs Byron-Moore?’

			‘Mmm...’ His noise of assent is a low rumble and I freeze. I might have very few standards when it comes to indiscriminate, passionate sex, but infidelity is a line I will never cross. I’ve got no interest in screwing another woman’s husband—nor in getting off with the kind of man who’d cheat on his wife.

			I reach down, curving my hand over his wrist, pulling it away. His expression doesn’t change. He feels no guilt, evidently.

			‘And how would she feel to see you with your hand up my dress?’

			‘My mother has very little interest in my sex life.’

			‘Oh.’ If I’d had any doubts as to how much I want him, the instant tsunami of relief would negate it. I am immeasurably glad he’s not married, glad I don’t have to walk away from the tension that’s humming between us.

			‘Do you think I’d be here, doing this, if I was married?’

			‘It wouldn’t surprise me.’

			He looks...hurt. Fascinating.

			‘I’m not like that.’

			I lift my shoulders. A lot of men think they wouldn’t cheat, but in my experience that certainty’s about as rock-solid as a block of ice on a summer’s day.

			‘What brings you to the Bay?’

			He hesitates a moment. ‘I thought I was asking the questions.’

			‘Have I hit on something you don’t want to talk about?’ He keeps his fingers where they are but shifts them from side to side, stroking the sensitive flesh of my inner thigh. I bite down on my lip to mute a groan.

			‘Not particularly.’ A lift of his broad shoulders. My instincts tell me he’s not being completely honest but I don’t particularly care. Whatever this guy’s business is, he has a right to keep it private. I’ve already said more to him than I have the last three guys I slept with combined.

			‘You’re cryptic.’

			He grins. ‘I can be.’

			‘Do we know each other well enough yet?’

			Another frown. Jesus. I don’t usually have to push a guy into bed. This is a new experience for me. I contemplate walking away from him, but I feel both fascinated by and invested in him.

			‘For what, Avery?’

			I roll my eyes. ‘Come home with me.’

			He leans closer, his hand stays where it is. ‘You mean, come home and fuck you?’

			I nod slowly. ‘Unless you don’t want to?’

			His eyes hold mine and my breath hitches in my throat. I feel as though he’s going to say no. Like he might stand up and end this. And I really, really don’t want him to.

			‘Barrett?’
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			CHAPTER ONE

			“I’M SORRY, BRONTE,” Nadia says, shoulders hunching. “You know how much the business has been struggling for months, and now it’s barely making enough money for me to cover my own ass, never mind have an employee. I’m so sorry.”

			“It’s okay,” I tell her, forcing a smile, even though I feel like crying. I mean, I knew this was coming. I’ve worked as an assistant for Nadia’s private investigator firm for years now, and I know how hard this decision must be for her. We had spoken about it a few months ago, and to be honest I’m surprised she has kept me on for this long.

			However, that doesn’t mean it doesn’t hurt. I need this job, and I don’t know what the hell I’m going to do without it. I don’t have any other qualifications, and I can’t afford to go back to college to finish my teaching degree. And I don’t even want to talk about health insurance. Thank God I had my second surgery several months ago. I can’t even fathom what I will do if the abnormal cells come back.

			I know how bad times are for Nadia, though, with us getting less and less work with every passing month. I’d spent this week cleaning and rearranging the office because I didn’t have much else to do.

			I see Nadia more like family than my boss, but I know that she has to do what’s best for her. I understand that—it’s just going to be a shit time for me right now.

			“I’ll pack up my things,” I say, and swallow hard, looking at my desk. I pick up the picture of me and my dad, both of us smiling, his arms wrapped around me. It was taken last year at Christmas, my red lipstick all over his cheek where I had kissed him. Dad has always been my rock, and I know he’d help me if I need it, but I’m too old to be running to my daddy. I need to sort this all out myself and find a new job as soon as possible, before my savings dry up and put me in deeper shit.

			“I’m really sorry,” Nadia repeats, her voice cracking.

			I put the photo frame down and turn to give her a hug. “It will be fine, it’s not the end of the world. I’ll find another job, and hopefully business will pick up for you and you can keep this place running.”

			This might not be what I need right now, a kick when I’m down, already stressed out over my health issues, but you can’t control what curveballs life decides to throw you.

			No matter what happens, I know I’ll be okay. When one door closes, another one opens, right?

			I comfort Nadia, I gather my things, and I leave.

			I woke up this morning employed and fairly optimistic, and now I’m going home without a job and no idea where my next paycheck is going to come from.

			Life can be a bitch sometimes, can’t it?

			 

			Just before Christmas isn’t the best time to try to find employment. Everyone has already been hired for the season, and no one wants to take on someone they would have to train during the busy festive season. Not surprisingly, my resume isn’t remarkable, and my private investigator skills aren’t even going to help me work in a bar or restaurant.

			“Have you ever worked in a bar before?” a manager at one of the establishments asks me.

			“Well, no, but—”

			“I’m sorry,” he says, cutting me off. “We need someone with experience.”

			“I’m a fast learner.”

			I mean, how hard could it be, right? It’s not like I’m a doctor looking for a new job. I can learn to serve drinks and food and wear a smile while doing it. I’m a hard and efficient worker; I just need someone to give me a chance. I didn’t finish college because the timing wasn’t right for me.

			“Come back after the holidays” is all I get in response.

			I decide to call up all the private investigator firms in my city, but none of them are hiring either. In the world of easily accessible technology, people are probably handling their own investigating, cutting out the middleman and leaving me jobless. I really hope Nadia will be okay and not have to shut down the firm. The thought saddens me, and I hope there’s a way she can stay open and get more clients in the upcoming weeks. Otherwise she might be here along with me, trying to get any job she can.

			My phone rings, “All I Want for Christmas Is You” playing loudly. “Hello?”

			“Hey, princess,” my dad says, and I can hear the smile in his tone. “I haven’t heard from you in a week. Is everything okay?”

			I haven’t spoken to him since I got fired, because I don’t want to admit that I’m currently failing at life. Asking for help has never been my strong point—I prefer to suffer in silence and try to solve all problems on my own. I know I’m going to have to tell him, though; I’m just going to buy myself a little time.

			“Everything is fine, Dad,” I assure him. “How are you?”

			My dad lives about an hour away from my apartment, and we catch up for family dinner every week or so. Besides that, we usually text or chat every day or every other day. I love spending time with him, and I look forward to seeing him. Yes, I’m a daddy’s girl.

			“I’m good, just busy with work. You know how it is,” he says.

			Actually, right now I don’t.

			My dad has always worked hard, and that’s where I got my own work ethic from. As soon as I was old enough to get a job, I did. I was never spoiled, and had to work for everything I had. For my first car, he told me he’d match whatever I saved, which taught me how to work for my money, but also allowed him contribute.

			Dad now owns a construction business, along with my uncle Neville, who also owns and runs a farm. Dad mainly does the admin side of things, but he started off as a laborer, so he isn’t afraid of hard work.

			“I’ve been thinking about you today, so I thought I’d give you a call.”

			“When are you free this week?” I ask. Might as well face him, because avoiding him isn’t going to help the situation. I can’t lie to him, though, so I guess I’m just going to have to tell him what happened in person. Or maybe I should try to secure a new job first.

			“Always free for you,” he says, voice gentle. “I was actually calling to invite you over on the weekend. I’m having a barbecue, and everyone will be there. Your uncle wants to see you too, so I hope you can make it.”

			“Okay, message me the details and I’ll be there,” I reply. “I’m looking forward to it.”

			We say our byes and I love yous and hang up. Sighing, I glance down at my handful of resumes and lift my chin. Surely there’s something for me out there. I’m too old to have no job security, and it annoys me that it has come to this. I should have gone back and finished my degree—then I’d have something to fall back on—but there’s no point with the what-ifs now. I just need to find something, anything, and if I don’t like it, I can always just stay in that job until I find something better.

			“Who knows? In a few weeks I might have to come apply here,” I mutter to myself as we pass Toxic, a well-known strip club.

			If I didn’t think my father would kill me, I might even consider it.

			I spend the rest of the day handing out my resume, smiling and trying to act as charming as can be.

			Just hoping the next door to open for me will be a good one.

			***

			Don’t miss Custom Built by Chantal Fernando, available wherever Carina Press books and ebooks are sold.
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