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        You can’t be a rebel without

        the scars that come with it.

        Truth is, some days scars are just as ugly

        as they are beautiful.

        - Criss Jami
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      Gabriella

      Death doesn’t scare me.

      I’m drawn to it. My interest has everything to do with my experience. Because people always fear what they don’t know. And I know all about death. I’ve waded into its shallows, felt its icy grip around my throat. Watched as its tentacles pull a soul from this world to the next.

      Accustomed to death as I am, it seldom manages to surprise me.

      Which is why I catch my breath as I stand frozen in the dark Brooklyn alley, staring at a corpse slumped against the doorway.

      I see death every day. But usually, it’s not before I even walk through the door to work.

      I sniff the air for decomposition. The ever-present stench of rotting garbage mixes with the briny air from the East River, but I don’t detect the sharp cheese, sickly sweet, cheap perfume combo that accompanies a dead body.

      I look left and right, searching for a responsible party, but find nothing except the usual overfilled dumpsters, skittering rodents, and one flickering overhead light. I don’t see any hitmen or a getaway car. No police sirens in the distance searching for a missing person.

      I get close and squat for a better look.

      A man. With his chin to his chest, a swath of longish hair covers his face, and although I can’t make out his face, his size and clothes confirm he’s male. Light brown hair trimmed short around his neck and ears tells me he’s a regular at the barber, but the expensive smell of his cologne makes me think probably a salon. I push the silky locks aside to catch a glimpse of his face. His lips are full and wide, giving off serious Harry Styles vibes. Those lips are framed by a powerful jawline and a prominent chin that is tipped with a tiny indentation. His eyebrows are dark, placed wide on a strong forehead, and the guy has eyelashes for days.

      This kind of beauty deserves to be preserved in a museum. A diorama with him as the centerpiece surrounded by silk upholstery, top-shelf booze, and cigars. The Wealthy American Male. Ego Erectus. Most notable characteristics include serial dating, machismo, and toxic masculinity.

      Lucky for him, there will be no preserving this gorgeous creation in a museum, because I can smell the alcohol on his breath. I fan the air between us. “Yep, definitely breathing.”

      I do some fancy footwork to step over him to get to the door. I consider leaving him out here until the garbage trucks show up and wake him naturally. But considering the crime rate in this area, he may not be safe left outside.

      I give his shoulder a shove. “Hey.” His head rolls on his neck. I shove a little harder. “Wake up.”

      No response.

      I hit the eight-digit code on the door and prop it open. “Come on, big guy.”

      I hook him under the arms and attempt to drag him inside, but he’s heavier than he looks, and unfolded, he appears much taller too. I grunt and slide him back with clumsy steps. His legs fall open, and his fancy polished shoes skid against the concrete floor. His head lolls to the side and exposes the column of his neck. Unsurprisingly, his throat is also insanely attractive.

      “Shit, Gabby, let me help you.” Evan, one of the RNs, takes my place and drags the man inside as if he weighs nothing.

      “Over here.” I direct him to follow me down the hallway to an empty room. “Put him on the bed.” I pull back the comforter. “But be careful.” It would be a crime to disfigure this pretty face.

      Evan shoots me a skeptical eye. “I don’t think Rita’s going to be okay with us giving a bed to some drunk you dragged in off the streets.”

      “It’s three o’clock in the morning.” I grab the man’s ankles, and together we hoist him onto the mattress. “He’ll be gone before she gets here.”

      Evan places the man’s dangling arms at his sides and then folds the man’s hands at his chest, placing him in the death pose.

      “Nice touch.”

      He grins at me from over his shoulder. “I thought so.”

      “He’ll be safe here until he wakes up.”

      “Yeah? Then what?”

      I shrug. “Then he can go home and hopefully make a generous donation to City Hospice for our spectacular service and care.” I tug off his shoes, noticing how they slip easily from satiny socks. “These shoes alone look like they cost enough to fund this place for a month.”

      “What if he doesn’t wake up?” He walks out of the room and holds the door for me to follow.

      “Then he’s in the right place.”

      The alley door isn’t typically used for receiving. The main entrance is off of Union Avenue and used for visitors and guest arrivals. The back door is exit only, where our patients are wheeled out, covered in a sheet, and taken to the morgue.

      “You’re here.” Annette, another one of the RNs, greets me with a grateful smile. Her eyes look tired, but not so much from lack of sleep, more from working around the dying. It takes a certain kind of person to tolerate the heavy weight of what we do, and I’ve always felt Annette would be better suited for something lighter, more hopeful, like labor and delivery.

      “Long night?”

      “Aren’t they all?” She grabs her bag and smooths back some hair that fell loose from her ponytail. “Walter’s waiting for you.”

      A trickle of relief warms my chest. I never know if, when my shift is over, I’ll see a patient alive again. When Walter showed up weeks ago, he was still communicative. He loved to tell me old war stories. A few days ago, he got quiet, and now he never opens his eyes.

      I grab my book and head straight for his room. He likes stories of heroism, so I picked up a book at the library, and even though I’m not sure he can hear me, I read.

      A few hours later, I make a visit to the room where I left the handsome drunk. I expect him to have woken by now, but he hasn’t moved from the supine position we left him in.

      A soft snore comes from his parted lips. Even with a day’s worth of dark stubble on his cheeks, his skin looks smooth and blemish-free. A pang of envy twists my gut. This guy must get facials regularly.

      Satisfied that he’s still breathing—

      He moans, and I jump back, afraid I’ll get caught studying him up close.

      I’ll look like a creeper!

      His eyes squeeze tighter, causing tiny lines to show around them. He rolls to his side, one hand slips under the pillow, and then he settles. His breathing evens, and I wonder if he passed out again.

      “Hello?”

      No reply.

      Yeah, I think he went back to sleep.

      “My head,” he groans as he rolls to his back and jams his fists into his eyes.

      “You’re drunk.” Just in case he’s unaware.

      His entire body becomes unnaturally still as if the sound of my voice hit the pause button on his motor skills.

      “Shit,” he mutters with a sigh for punctuation. His legs move slowly, knees bending and bobbing beneath the bedding as if he’s testing the effects of gravity.

      He cracks an eye, opening one just slightly before closing it and working the other. He gives up and throws his forearm over his face. “Can you please turn off the light?”

      I dim the bulb but keep it bright enough to see clearly.

      Minutes pass as he gets his eyes open and his brain online. He feels around the bed, grips the sheets, rubs his face, and finally pushes himself up enough to see me. His eyes are tiny slits, and I watch those crescent moon shapes widen substantially when he takes in my face.

      I could send my gaze to the floor and hide behind my hair. But I’ve learned it’s best to keep eye contact, give the awkward moment life, and let it breathe until the temptation to gawk is satisfied.

      He frowns. “I shouldn’t be here.” He continues to squint. Or glare. Either his parents never taught him that staring is impolite, or he just doesn’t give a crap about social etiquette. He sucks in a breath and pushes his hair off his face. The longish pieces go back into place as if trained to do so. One rebellious lock falls forward just enough to give him that disheveled model look—oh, that’s it. I bet he’s a model. This is New York, after all, and he is, without a doubt, too pretty to be just some rich guy.

      He looks around the room, taking in the couch, sink, bathroom. “Is this… your house?” His voice is scratchy, and I wonder if it always sounds like that or if the gravel in his tone is the result of a long night.

      “No. You’re at City Hospice.” I startle when he suddenly pushes to stand. He wipes his palms against his backside and then his abdomen as if to rid himself of the bed’s death cooties. Looking back at the bed with a grimace, he stumbles a step forward and grips the wall to steady himself. And yep, he’s big. Tall. His well-fitting slacks and button-up shirt hug his form enough for me to see he’s long and muscled. Definitely a model. And not catalog. No, this guy is Versace. I wonder why his clothes aren’t more wrinkled, how he kept his shirt from coming untucked, and how a man can be such a hot mess and still look fresh off a photoshoot.

      He pats his pockets, first front, then back. He freezes, and his head falls back on a curse that tosses his whole body off center, causing him to stagger. “You’ve gotta be fucking kidding me,” he mutters. “My phone and wallet are gone.” He turns an accusing glare my way. “Do you know where my stuff is?”

      “You’re serious.” I laugh. “You think I’d steal your phone and your wallet and then bring you inside for safe keeping?” I scoff when he doesn’t immediately answer. “What’s the last thing you remember from last night?”

      His cheeks turn a bright shade of pink, and he looks me up and down. I watch a flicker of panic cross his eyes.

      “You don’t remember.” I lift my brows for confirmation, and his flinch gives him away.

      His shoulders slump, and he shakes his head as if reprimanding himself. “Look, whatever happened between us… It was a mistake, and I—”

      “Ew. You think we had sex?”

      His gaze snaps to mine. “I mean, I don’t know—”

      “No!” Now it’s my face that’s flaming. I don’t know if I’m insulted that he thinks I’d have sex with a man blackout drunk or if I’m flattered that a man this beautiful would assume sex with me was a possibility.

      “Wait…” He tilts his head and glares at me through one eye. “Did you say ew?”

      “I found you passed out cold in an alley. All manner of things could’ve happened to you, but I promise that sex with me wasn’t one of them.”

      He seems preoccupied looking for his shoes, and I wonder if he even heard me.

      “But I can’t speak for what happened before I found you.”

      He shakes his head and then groans and grips his temples. “Shit, what time is it?”

      “Six fifteen.”

      “A.M.?” He side-eyes me.

      “Yes.”

      He mumbles all sorts of things, something about being late and someone killing him. “I need money for a cab back to Manhattan.”

      Of course he lives in Manhattan.

      “I’ll pay you back.”

      “You want me to just give you money?”

      “I said I’d pay you back.” Now that he’s a little more alert, I can see his eyes are pale hazel. “Trust me. I’m good for it.”

      “That I believe. I’ll get you an Uber.” I slip my phone from the pocket of my scrubs. With my eyes on the screen, I feel him studying my face, and I regret wearing my hair in a ponytail.

      It’s easy to forget what you look like when you spend most of your time around dying people. The beautiful people of the world are a constant reminder of all the ways I don’t measure up, and I don’t need that shit in my life.

      He’s still staring, so I look him boldly in the eye. He doesn’t look away. What is this guy’s deal? “You can wait outside.”

      “Can I use the bathroom?”

      “If I say no, are you just going to pee on my wall out in the alley like everyone else?”

      He shrugs.

      I groan. “Fine.”

      He moves past me. I watch as his eyes settle on my scar. This time, I duck my head and scurry out of the room.
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      Kingston

      Coffee. Aspirin. Water. Food.

      Nothing helps to relieve the massive hangover I woke up with. That’s not exactly true—I woke up still drunk, and the worst of the hangover didn’t kick in until I got home.

      I try not to think too hard about how I ended up passed out in a Brooklyn alley because my head feels like it’s going to explode and thinking makes it worse.

      I check the time on my Cartier, the one that goes perfectly with my Dolce three-piece silk suit in the black and white floral pattern. As I walk through the lobby of North Industries, trying to hide how every step slams my brain against my skull, the sneers I get from the suit-wearing stiffs confirm that my first-day-of-work outfit does not disappoint.

      Kimberly at reception blushes as I prop my forearms on her desk. “Good morning, Miss Kim.”

      She tucks her hair behind her ears and tries to look anywhere but at me. “Mr. North.” She smiles too wide. “It’s not morning.”

      “Eh, whatever.” I lean in a little closer. “You look stunning today.”

      Her blush bleeds to her neck and chest, and I find the visual quite appealing. It doesn’t take much to make a woman feel attractive and wanted. And I get a shit ton of satisfaction from making them feel this way.

      “Mr. North is expecting you,” she says.

      “I figured.” I sigh loudly, and there’s nothing pretend about the sentiment. I do not want to be here. And everyone knows it. “Which one?”

      Her delicately arched eyebrows pinch together as she studies her touchscreen. “Alexander.”

      I relax a little. Of all the great North men, Alex is one of the lesser of four evils. My brother Hayes and my dad, August, are at the top of the asshole pyramid, while my other brother Hudson is at the very bottom.

      “Thank you, Miss Kim.”

      She answers with a girlie giggle and a finger wave as I move beyond her desk to the bank of elevators. Losing every bit of what little good mood I had, I step onto the elevator that leads to the executive offices and feel like I’m walking into my own slaughter.

      I punch the top floor button, then lean back against the wall and close my eyes. You have to do this, I tell myself for the zillionth time. August made it clear that I have two choices. Work for North Industries or go back to Europe and live with my mom and her boy toy. The prospect alone makes me want to toss this morning’s espresso and quiche Lorraine all over the glass and mirrored walls.

      There’s always the option of giving up my Lenox Hill condo, getting a real job, and living paycheck to paycheck in some dump like the common folk.

      Hard pass.

      Eight hours a day at North Industries is worth it to stay in the lifestyle to which I am accustomed.

      The elevator comes to a halt so abruptly it fucks with my equilibrium. I steady myself, open my eyes, and walk off the carriage toward my brother’s office.

      “Big day, Mr. North,” his assistant, Mrs. Miller, says with a smile and a hint of compassion. She’s known me since I was a teenager, so she’s fully aware that the family biz ain’t my thing.

      I shrug. “I guess. You’re looking lovely this morning.”

      She frowns. “It’s two o’clock in the afternoon.”

      Meh. Details. “Is the big guy in?”

      “He is. He assumed you’d be in this morning, though, so don’t expect a pleasant greeting.”

      “I never do.”

      Alex has a temper on a good day. On a bad day? Breathe wrong, and he goes atomic.

      I stroll into my brother’s office to find him hunched over a large digital drafting table, suit coat off, sleeves rolled up. “Kingston North reporting for duty,” I say before dropping like a hungover sack of crap onto his couch.

      “You’re late,” he growls without lifting his head from his work.

      “Am I?” I say sarcastically. He should be happy I showed up at all. “I don’t see what the big deal is. We all know I have nothing to offer this place outside of my impeccable style. All I’m required to do is show up and look pretty to stay on August’s payroll.” I drop my six-hundred-pound aching head to the cushion. A quick nap might help—

      “Where did you disappear to last night?”

      I don’t open my eyes. “Good question.”

      I started off happy hour drinking with Alex’s wife Jordan at her restaurant. I was celebrating my last day of freedom from North Industries, but that party turned into a fog somewhere around a twenty-five-year-old single malt.

      “Jordan was worried.”

      I feel his eyes on me, so I open mine, and yep, he’s looking at me like I stole his favorite pen, which, for him, is an egregious offense.

      “She tried calling you.”

      “My phone died.” I don’t tell him I got mugged or that I spent all morning canceling credit cards and ordering a new phone.

      “I don’t like it when my wife worries.”

      We share a few seconds of uncomfortable eye contact, and I wonder if I’m about to get my ass kicked.

      “Sorry?”

      “Don’t apologize to me. Apologize to her.”

      I chuckle cautiously. “Um… last I checked, I have a mom. I love my sister-in-law, but I don’t owe Jordan shit.”

      I watch the storm clouds of his temper darken his hazel eyes and the muscles in his jaw tick. I hold my breath and wait.

      He eyes his new punching bag in the corner of his office—the heavy bag Jordan insisted he pound rather than ripping people’s heads off. He blinks, exhales, and nods once. “I’ll apologize for you.”

      “I appreciate that.” I drop my head back and thank the gods of temperamental brothers that my face is still intact. Six months ago, he’d have been in my face, insulted me with a barrage of dirty words, and physically thrown me out of his office. He may have even punched a wall or broken something. But not anymore. Not since Jordan. She’s been the best kind of therapy for my atypical brother. Calmed his inner beast the way meds and counseling never could.

      “Now, my first project as a member of the family business is a little thing I like to call cranial rejuvenation. You get back to whatever you were doing, and I’m going to quietly crash out for a bit. Wake me up if you see August—”

      “You’re not assigned to my department.”

      I crack an eyelid. “I’m not?”

      He shakes his head slowly.

      I sit up too quickly and close one eye until my head stops swimming. “What department am I assigned to?”

      “You’ll have to ask your supervisor.”

      Is it just me, or does he look like he’s trying not to smile?

      “Who’s my supervisor?

      Oh yeah, he’s definitely fighting laughter.

      “No,” I whisper. “Don’t tell me…” I hold up a hand as if I could rewrite whatever he’s about to say with the force of my palm. “Hudson, right? Just tell me it’s Hudson.”

      He rolls his lips between his teeth.

      “Fuck… fuck!” I glare at the smug son-of-a-bitch.

      “He’s been waiting for you all day.” He flicks his fingers. “Better get going.”

      “I hate you,” I mumble as I stand. I flip the asshole off over my shoulder as I walk out of his office, leaving him chuckling in my wake.
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      My brother Hayes waves me into his office, even though he has the phone pressed to his ear as he barks out a nasty reprimand to whoever is on the other side. His laser-sighted glare follows me inside, and he jabs a finger toward a leather chair.

      “A minute late is still late, Gillingham, and I won’t have that kind of incompetence in my department. Is that understood?”

      “Dickhead,” I mutter to myself, earning a fierce middle finger salute from the tight ass.

      I sink into the fine Italian leather and ignore Hayes by looking at everything but him. Whereas Alexander’s office is modest and only filled with the bare minimum necessities, Hayes’ space is a gigantic brag about how big his wallet and his brain are. Only the finest handcrafted furniture, made with polished steel and hand-carved exotic woods. The shelves are filled with books, the drawers with files, and the bar with Lalique crystal glassware. And a television the size of an SUV adorns the far wall.

      “No more excuses. If I don’t see that contract in the next few minutes—fine.” He hangs up the phone, and all that nasty Hayes energy gets directed right at me. “You’re late.” He checks his Rolex. “Seven hours late.”

      “I am so sick of people telling me that.”

      “Not only do you show up late,” he eyes my suit with distaste, “but you’re dressed like a funeral bouquet.”

      I gasp and struggle to recover from the insult of my suit. “This is Dolce and Gabbana.” My jaw hangs open, waiting for the realization of his mistake to hit him.

      It doesn’t.

      “You’re working in the legal department of North Industries, not the VIP section of the Boom Boom Room. Dress like an adult.”

      “Dolce and Gabbana!” I point to my jacket. My vest. My pants. I wait for his apology. None comes. “You’re a monster.”

      “Why weren’t you here this morning like every other employee?”

      “It’s a long story.”

      He rocks back in his chair. “I’m all fuckin’ ears.”

      “I drank too much last night and…” I shrug. “I don’t know. I blacked out.” I don’t tell him about getting mugged or about the woman. Some stories are better left untold. “I’m here now.”

      “You blacked out.”

      “That’s what I said.”

      “And woke up in your bed at home.”

      I cringe. “Not exactly at home.”

      “Jesus, Kingston.” He cringes. “Do you have any idea the trouble you’re bringing onto yourself, onto this family, if you get some random chick pregnant or contract a flesh-eating dick virus?”

      “It wasn’t like that. I didn’t have sex with anyone.” Or, at least, she says I didn’t. I’ll admit, I was surprised.

      “How do you know you didn’t have sex with her if you blacked out?” Hayes uses his most parental tone. He’d be a horrible dad, and that’s saying something coming from a guy who is sired by the worst kind of human being.

      “Can we please get off the subject of my night and move on to what the hell I’m going to be doing here for forty hours a week?”

      His eyes take on an evil glint. One I recognize from adolescence. Hayes was the ultimate torturer. Cherry Kool-Aid in the showerhead so I thought I was bleeding to death. Wrapped my car in cellophane in my school parking lot. Got me pulled out of class by the police on a tip that I had plans to shoot up the school. I had to meet with a therapist for months before they trusted me enough to let me back on campus. He never did confess to that, but I know it was him.

      “Yes.” He rocks forward and puts his elbows on his desk. “I have stacks of backlogged paperwork that need to be put in alphabetical order by name and sorted by date.”

      Dread settles in my gut. “Alphabetical order.”

      He smirks, mistaking my tone for irritation rather than what it really is—full-blown panic. “That’s right, Romeo. Some real preschool shit. You think you can handle that?” He nods to some unseen spot behind me. “I set up an office for you.”

      I slowly turn around to the open door that leads to a room. “What the fuck?” I turn back around. “That’s a closet.”

      “A walk-in closet.”

      “Hayes—”

      “It’s bigger than most New York apartments, so quit bitching.”

      The weight of my paper-pushing future sends my head into my hands and a groan from my throat. “This sucks.”

      The door to his office flies open. A woman races inside and stumbles into his desk, panting. Her blonde hair looks like it started in a French braid days ago, and her shirttail is wrinkled and pulled free from her pencil skirt.

      “The contract, Mr. North,” she says breathlessly while offering Hayes a file folder. When he takes it, she tucks in the back of her shirt, buttons up her cuffs, and tries without success to smooth her hair.

      Hayes tosses the contract into the garbage bin at her feet. Ouch. “I drafted the contract myself an hour ago.”

      The woman’s face pales, all the blood in her head vacating instantly. “I worked all night on that contract.”

      “Your deadline was nearly two hours ago.”

      Her delicate jaw tightens. “I told you it was coming—”

      “Too late.” He dismisses her with a flick of his wrist. “Get busy on the Seymore bid. It’s due tomorrow at ten o’clock. But after what you pulled today, Gillingham, I expect it at nine.”

      Her shoulders deflate, and when she turns her back on him, I see her swipe at her cheeks. I applaud her for not letting the prick see her cry. “Thank you, Mr. North.”

      He doesn’t say a word as she slumps out of the office, closing the door softly behind her.

      “Why do you insist on being such a cock?”

      “It’s business.” He spins his gold pen in his fingers. “Not personal.”

      “Yeah? Tell that to poor Gillingham. Looked pretty personal to her.”

      He tilts his head. “I’m sorry, I don’t remember reading on your resume that you had managerial experience or that you were looking for an executive position. Oh, wait, that’s right. That’s because you don’t have a resume because you’ve never had a fucking job.”

      I hold up a finger. “That’s not entirely true—”

      “So stop telling me how to do mine.”

      “—I was a pool boy at Paloma Beach in Saint-Jean-Cap-Ferrat.”

      His thick brows pinch together. “Seducing older women on the beaches of Southern France isn’t a job.” He uses air quotes.

      So says he. Two summers at Paloma Beach taught me the most valuable life lessons—seduction, manipulation, and betrayal.

      I learned that if I smile in a certain way, use my body and my charm, I’m able to create an image that works like a smokescreen. Attractive enough that people befriend me at face value and have no interest in digging deeper.

      And thank goodness for that.

      Because if they look beyond my designer clothes and pretty face, they’d see me for the royal fuck-up that I am.

      Gabriella

      “You probably think I’m exaggerating.” I slump back in my chair and rip the seal off a cup of vanilla pudding. “I’m not. He was by far the prettiest man I’d ever seen.” I spoon a bite into my mouth and swallow. “And yes, I do mean pretty.”

      I’ve been sitting with Walter for the last few hours, knowing that his time was quickly approaching. Without any family—or even a single visitor—I didn’t want him to feel alone, so I read to him, played an old Hank Williams album, and confided in him about my handsome visitor. Dying people are the best listeners.

      “Ask him for his number? No, I didn’t even ask his name. He didn’t ask mine either.” I swirl the plastic spoon through the creamy sweet custard. “I told him he’s not my type. I wasn’t lying. Fate? No, I don’t believe in that. Do you?” I take another bite of pudding.

      Soft footsteps sound behind me, and I turn to see Evan slip into the dark room.

      “How’s he doing?” he asks as he draws closer to the bed.

      “He’s close.”

      He presses two fingers into Walter’s wrist. “You ate a dying man’s pudding?” he says playfully.

      “No.” I lick the spoon and toss it into the trash. “Okay, technically, yes, but he hated pudding and always gave them to me, so I felt like he’d want me to have it.”

      “You’re something else.” He smiles in a way that reaches his eyes, softening his tough-guy appearance. He’s a decent-looking guy, tall, strong, built like a bouncer rather than an RN. “You’re the only person I know who can stomach food while watching people die.”

      “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

      His smile is sweet and safe, nothing like the dangerous smirk of the stranger from the other night. “Not bad, just different.”

      Different. Synonym for: Separate from. Bizarre. Peculiar. And he’s not even referring to my face.

      He pops his stethoscope into his ears and presses the metal disc to Walter’s chest. I watch in silence. One minute. Two. No movement. His mouth is slack. The tension of a long, hard life has slipped from his face.

      Evan checks his watch and pulls the stethoscope from his ears. “Three thirty-seven.”

      I fold Walter’s tepid hands on his chest, then pull up his blanket and fold it at his neck. “Thanks for everything, Walter. I’ll see you on the flip side.” I finger comb his unruly white hair. I know he plans to be cremated, but I want whoever is doing the job to know he was cared for enough that his hair was put in place.

      “You’re good to him,” Evan says.

      I don’t cry. In all honesty, I’m not sad. Death comes for us all.

      Death came for me once already.

      I was lucky enough to outrun it.
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      Kingston

      My first official week at North Industries has been the equivalent of corporate waterboarding.

      Hayes, that fuckface, makes me work all day! I’m his file bitch. And he torments me with a million tiny irritants. Like paper. At the bottom of every mile-high stack is just another mile-high stack—a never-ending hell. He also sends me on pointless gopher runs. Like this morning, when he sent me to the second floor to find a man named Jeremy to get a single silver paperclip. I’d be pissed about his little fake errands if I weren’t so relieved to get out of the closet for even a few minutes.

      He only allows one hour for lunch, not nearly enough time for a post-lunch power nap, and he kicks me when he catches me sleeping. When I try to defend my nap, he spouts some bullshit about a power nap being fifteen minutes, not two hours. What kind of injustice is this? And is it going on all over the country?

      The only thought that gets me out of bed every morning is the intent to march into August’s office and yell, “I quit!” right in his face, followed by a powerful double birdie. And every morning, I pull up to the all-glass high rise with the words North Industries emblazoned on the side, and I lose every ounce of my nerve.

      I push through the double glass lobby doors with a little too much force, sending a gust of wind in behind me. Everyone takes an instinctive step back. Everyone except for Kim, who is in a perpetually good mood, day after day. With. Out. Fail.

      She hops up from her chair as I pass by. “Good morning, Mr. Nor—”

      “Ugh, fuck off already.” I groan, stop, and turn around. She’s still smiling. WTF? “I’m sorry, that was rude of me.” Her smile brightens. I frown. “Do you snort coke, Miss Kim?”

      Finally, her expression falls, and her face pales. “What? No! Of course not, I—”

      I hold up one hand to quiet her and plug my ear with the other. “Shhh… too many words.” I drag my feet to the elevators and use my foot to slam the button to the executive level.

      I feel gross inside, like spending all this time with Hayes has left his shit-stain on my soul.

      With my back to the wall, I close my eyes. The elevator dings, and I hear the shuffling footsteps of someone climbing in at the last minute. I keep my eyes closed because, fuck ‘em, I’m not here to make friends, I’m only here for my paycheck.

      “Don’t let me interrupt your nap, princess.”

      My insides sour at the sound of my father’s voice. His Tom Ford cologne fills the small space and makes my stomach twist with revulsion.

      “Your brother tells me you’re doing some solid grunt work,” he says with a smile in his voice.

      My brother is lying. I’ve fucked up every job Hayes has given me. I’m slow, it takes me hours to do what another person could do in ten minutes, and when I ask questions, I never remember the answers.

      I turn my head, crack an eye, and thank my mom for her outstanding genetics, which are responsible for the few inches of height I have on the man. “Don’t think I don’t see what you’re doing.”

      He shoves his diamond-pinkie-ring-wearing hand into his slacks and smirks. “This should be enlightening.”

      I push up off the wall and face him head-on. “You’re trying to make my life suck so I’ll quit and confirm that I really am the slacker loser you think I am.”

      “Leopard can’t change its spots.”

      “Huh…” I scratch my jaw. “If that were true, you’d still be a whoring old man sticking his dick into anything with a pulse.”

      His cheeks flush red, and his jaw pulses. “Watch your mouth.”

      Now it’s my turn to smirk.

      “You’ll quit eventually, and when you do, you won’t see another penny from me.”

      “If you want to get rid of me so badly, why even hire me? Why not just cut me off? Send me back to France?”

      The elevator stops and pings as the doors slide open. “Because I promised your mother that I’d get you out of her house and keep you out.”

      His parting words leave a nasty sting that I refuse to dwell on. This game of passive-aggressive jabs has been going on since I became aware of him as my biological father.

      We find new ways to hurt each other. New ways to insult and inflict pain.

      Our mutual contempt is our only father–son connection. Baseball and fishing trips be damned.

      Gabriella

      I don’t know if it’s something in the air or if Mercury’s in retrograde, but the last twenty-four hours at work have been nonstop. A wave of patient intakes would’ve been an issue if we hadn’t also had a wave of patients passing as if they all agreed to give up the ghost at the same time. We were turning rooms quicker than a motel that rents by the hour. And to make matters worse, we had a nursing assistant call in sick, so I stayed and helped out, with only an hour-long nap in the breakroom to sustain me.

      Exhausted to the point of deliriousness, I’m finally free to go home. As I drag the last bag of trash into the alley to toss it into the dumpster, the afternoon warmth ripens the scent. I hold my breath and fling the bag as hard as I can up and over, only to have it snag on a rust-eaten corner. Paper cups, plastic utensils, and uneaten food spill onto my feet. I manage to push the rest of the bag in and then drop to a squat and use my fingers like pinchers to clean up the mess.

      Something bright blue catches my eye. It’s a color blue not typically found in garbage. Lapis. Unique. Expensive looking.

      A man’s wallet.

      I snag the blue billfold. The leather is textured like alligator skin. Part of me hopes there will be six million dollars inside, but the other part of me knows it doesn’t matter because I wouldn’t keep it anyway.

      The word FENDI is pressed into the inside in gold letters.

      “It is alligator.” This wallet must cost a fortune.

      No one with a working brain would throw away a wallet like this. My guess is it was stolen, stripped of cards and cash, and then tossed like, well, garbage. I dig through it, and, sure enough, the money slot is empty, and all the plastic is gone. They even took the owner’s ID.

      But I don’t need the ID to guess who the wallet belongs to. My guess is the owner is Mr. Handsome Pants with the great mouth and bone structure.

      I’m sure he’d be grateful to get his wallet back. I sift through the slots looking for some evidence of his name or home address.

      I pull out a business card with an embossed logo for a company called North Industries. The card is for someone named Alexander North. Is this Mr. Handsome Pants? I think back to his face and imagine him as an Alexander. The name doesn’t seem exotic enough to match the man’s regal beauty. On the back of the business card, scribbled in ink, is the name James and a phone number with a Manhattan area code. I keep digging. Tucked deep into a slot in the back is an insurance card.

      “Kingston North,” I whisper. “North Industries.”

      That must be where he works. If not, someone there must know him and how to get ahold of him to return his things.

      I tuck the wallet into my purse and hit the Uber app on my phone. One stop, then I’m going home to sleep for a week.

      Kingston

      “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”

      Hayes’ angry voice wakes me from my midday nap, where I’m buried behind a stack of paperwork. I assume he’s barking at one of his employees again—he really is a shit boss—so I rearrange my paper barrier and fall back to sleep.

      “Did you get the email?” he yells, startling me awake again.

      Earplugs. I make a mental note to bring some with me tomorrow.

      “You better not be sleeping in there, asshole!”

      I drag my eyes open and slowly push myself up from my hunched-over position at the table. “Are you talking to me?”

      I hear the wheels of his chair roll, and I rush to make it look like I’ve been working this entire time. “What’s up, bro?” I say a little too brightly when he pokes his head into my closet office. If North Industries is my prison, my office is The Hole.

      He scowls. “You were sleeping.”

      “I was not. And I’m insulted you’d accuse me—”

      “I can see the indentation from your Montblanc cufflinks on your cheek.”

      Shit. “How do you know I didn’t do that on purpose? Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have some very important ABC order to finish up—”

      “Check your email.”

      “Why?” I pull out my new phone and see I have thousands of unread emails. I never check email. If someone needs to get in touch with me badly enough, I expect they’ll call. “Did you finally reply to my resignation letter?”

      He’s doesn’t look at all pleased with my wildly entertaining sense of humor. “It’s an evite.”

      “Who the fuck sends evites?”

      “My mother, apparently.”

      “Huh.” I search for my stepmother’s name in my inbox. “I thought I’d blocked her,” I mumble. Balloons dance on the screen, and I see my dad’s name. “She’s throwing a party for the Old Man this weekend?”

      “Wow. You can read,” he says dryly.

      His dig delivers a direct hit, but I school my expression, so he doesn’t know. I’ve been doing it all my life. “I’m not going. I have plans.”

      “What plans?”

      “I don’t know, but I’m going to make some.”

      He leans a shoulder on the door frame, making the space feel infinitely smaller. “You’re going to dip out on your dad’s seventieth birthday party?”

      “I—”

      “The same man who has been supporting you for the last how many years now?”

      I don’t appreciate him throwing that shit in my face. “Don’t—”

      “You’ve been on the payroll since you were seventeen years old.”

      “Thanks for the news, Hayes. What’s the weather?” Shame and humiliation weigh on my shoulders.

      “The weather, Romeo, is stop being a selfish, spoiled prick and go to his fucking birthday party.” He turns and storms away.

      I flip him off and mutter a string of curse words.

      “I heard that!”

      I push up from my desk, which is a very liberal term for the four-legged table I’ve been assigned to work at. “I’m taking a break.”

      He checks his watch. “You had your lunch break an hour ago.”

      I ignore him and walk right past him and out of the office.

      What’s he going to do, fire me?
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      Gabriella

      When my Uber pulls up to the gleaming glass high rise, I practically pull a neck muscle taking in the enormity of North Industries. My stomach rolls with nerves. I haven’t been to the city in a long time, and what little memories I have are bittersweet.

      The Manhattan elite are no longer my people. They have very little tolerance for people like me who spoil their view from the top.

      Rather than ask the Uber to wait, I decide to make the forty-dollar fare worth it and grab a giant pretzel in Central Park for dinner and take a little walk down memory lane.

      I pay the driver, crawl out of the car, and face the tall glass doors in front of me. Rooted in place, a frustrated man in a business suit with a bald head and one diamond earring sneers as he passes me. I resist the urge to stick out my tongue at him and follow him inside.

      The lobby is bustling with activity. I jump out of the way before getting mowed over by a group of executives with their heads buried in their phones.

      Both men and women are dressed in power suits, their heels and shoes polished to a shine, and I’m suddenly painfully aware of how out of place I am in my scrubs.

      I pull the elastic of my ponytail out and hide behind my hair. If I’m going to do this, I need the shield.

      “Welcome to North Industries. Can I help you?” A brunette woman with a big smile greets me. Her light eyes sparkle with friendliness but blink rapidly when they settle on my scar. She clears her throat. “Do you have an appointment?”

      “I’m here to see Kingston North?”

      Her eyelids drop a fraction in suspicion. “Is Mr. North expecting you?”

      “I’m returning his wallet.”

      She seems to mull that over and then hits a couple of buttons on her phone and presses the receiver to her ear. She angles her body away from me as if it’ll somehow keep me from hearing her. “I’m sorry to interrupt, but there’s a woman here to see Kingston.” I hear a couple of mm-hmms and fully expect her to hang up the phone and tell me to get lost. “She says she has his wallet?” More mm-hmms.

      This guy must be pretty important if he needs a sentry.

      “You can go on up,” she says and hangs up the phone.

      “Go where exactly?”

      “Executive level. Turn right out of the elevator, and Mary will help you.”

      The heat of curious eyes burns my skin as I wait for a chance to race into the elevator and hide. Only, when I do get inside, I end up surrounded by people who dress like they have money and smell like newly printed bills. The elevator car stops a few times until finally hitting the executive floor. A man races out from behind me, and I’m reminded how everyone in Manhattan is always in a hurry to get somewhere.

      I stand out of the way of traffic and take in the office space. Not at all what I expected from a stuffy New York corporation. The room is spacious and airy. The glass walls let in sunlight, and every office has a floor-to-ceiling view of the city. A blonde woman lifts her eyes from her computer screen as I approach.

      “I’m looking for Kingston North.”

      She, too, seems a little confused after taking me in. Either Kingston doesn’t often get female visitors, or he doesn’t often get female visitors who look like me. My guess is the latter.

      She picks up her phone and hits a button, apparently reaching out to another gatekeeper, and I wonder how many of these I’ll have to get through. She directs me where to go and tells me to ask for Danielle. I do as I’m told, and finally, after one more phone call, Danielle leads me to an office decorated like something out of an interior design magazine. I only have a second or two to admire it before a man peers up from his desk, looking wholly perturbed.

      “Mr. North,” Danielle says, her hands balled in front of her as if to keep them close for fear they may be bitten off. “This woman is here to see Kingston.”

      He sets a pair of cold, hazel eyes on me. “You’re here for Kingston.”

      I pull the wallet out of my pocket and show him. “Only to give him his wallet back.”

      His gaze drops to the wallet and then slides to Danielle, where he nods once to dismiss her. She backs out of the room quickly. His attention completely on me makes me feel exposed, vulnerable, and a little scared.

      He stands and motions to the chairs that face his desk. “Come in. Have a seat.”

      “Um…” I turn back to the door and find it closed. Danielle must have some super silent powers to have done that without me hearing it. “I’m sorry, maybe I have the name wrong. Are you Kingston North?”

      His eyes narrow in suspicion, and he doesn’t hide his inspection of my face. “No.”

      I absently touch my temple, where my scar disappears into my hairline. “They made it sound like he’d be here—”

      “Why don’t you sit down.” He motions again to a chair.

      I sit on the edge of the seat, my nerves making it impossible to get too comfortable. I met an old psychic last year. She came to visit her sister, who was in the final stages of breast cancer. She’d cleanse her room with sage and lay crystals around the bed. She taught me about auras, and this guy is giving off some serious red—passion, ego, danger, warning. Guys like this feed off fear, and I’m no one’s pig trough.

      He stands in front of me, leans back against his desk, and crosses his ankles. “How do you know my brother?”

      Brother? Strong brow line, full lips, hazel eyes. Not nearly as pretty, but that might have something to do with his fuck-off expression.

      I don’t know how much Kingston has told his brother, but I’m not about to rat him out.

      I stand and hold out the wallet. “If you could return this to him for me, I’ll get out of your hair.”

      “Answer my question.” He folds his arms over his chest.

      Yep, he’s a dick. I mirror his stance. “No.”

      The corner of his mouth ticks up. “You’re the woman he blacked out with.”

      “Hold on… he didn’t black out with me.”

      He shrugs. “Semantics.”

      Is he implying what I think he’s implying?

      “Your brother was mugged, and—”

      “What did you say?” His voice turns arctic-level cold, making the hairs on my arms stand on end. “He was mugged?”

      I slam my mouth shut.

      “Don’t hold back now, sweetheart—”

      “I’m not your sweetheart.”

      “What is going on in here?”

      I whirl around and, unprepared for the visual assault, I stumble back a step.

      It’s Mr. Handsome Pants. And although he looked incredible when he was passed out and hungover, he looks otherworldly hot now.

      His eyes are wide on me and bounce quickly to his brother before settling back on my face. “You,” he whispers.

      I instinctively pull hair over my scar.

      “You didn’t tell me you were mugged, fuckface.”

      I jump at Kingston’s brother’s growl.

      Kingston notices, and his wide eyes grow narrow and swing to his brother. “Calm down.”

      “No. You fuck—”

      “Now, Hayes. I’m serious.” After a brief stare-off, Hayes backs down with a shake of his head.

      Seeming satisfied, Kingston turns to me, his posture stiff. “Hey.”

      Not a single intelligent word comes to mind, so I shove his wallet toward him.

      He spots his wallet, and I expect him to look happy or relieved, but he seems indifferent as he takes it from me.

      “I found it. There’s nothing in it.”

      He doesn’t even look, just lets it dangle in his hand at his side.

      “Except for a business card and an insurance card.” I motion to the wallet, but he keeps his eyes on mine. “It’s how I found you.” Pulling my hair across my lips, I mumble, “I hope that’s okay.”

      The air in the room hums with a charge of electricity—or maybe the warm sensation against my skin is the result of having two handsome, powerful men staring directly at me in close range.

      “What’s your name?”

      I rip my gaze from Kingston to Hayes, who asked the question. “Gabriella.”

      “I owe you money,” Kingston says. He pulls a sleek brown billfold from his pocket, and I swear I can smell the leather from here. He fishes out a few bills, folds them, and offers them to me, pinched between two long fingers.

      I take the money and stuff it into my pocket.

      “She paid for my Uber home,” I hear Kingston say. I assume answering his brother’s unspoken question.

      “I can’t believe you were mugged,” Hayes grumbles. “You should’ve called me.”

      “They stole my phone, and I couldn’t remember anyone’s number.”

      Hayes rubs his eyes and then shakes his head. “Then you’re lucky Gabriella here found you.” He circles around to his desk chair and mumbles, “Dumbass.”

      I shift on my feet, my soles tingling with a desire to get away. “I should go.”

      Kingston steps aside, allowing me to pass, and stares at the floor.

      “Hold on,” Hayes says from a casual position, leaning back in his chair like some kind of corporate god. “I can’t just let you leave without properly showing my appreciation for what you did for my brother.”

      “Hayes,” Kingston says softly but with a stiff venom.

      Hayes smiles. “We have a party coming up. Why don’t you let Kingston take you as his guest.”

      “That’s not necessary. I was happy to help.”

      “Nonsense.” Hayes motions toward Kingston, who is still looking at the ground. “Bring Gabriella, ya know, as your date.”

      A muscle in Kingston’s jaw jumps, and he licks his lips as if trying to bite back an angry response.

      “No, thank you,” I say firmly. “I’m not interested.”

      Kingston’s gaze meets mine, and there is tension in his stare, some internal struggle that has me leaning in for a closer look.

      “Oh, come on, it’ll be fun. And you’ll be doing Kingston a solid.” Hayes sounds lighter, more relaxed. Dare I say… friendly. “There’s no hope of him coming out of that closet anytime soon. Our family is kind of a nightmare. Bringing you will keep them off his back.”

      I study Kingston under a different lens. Incredible body, perfect hair, fashion sense, and he smells better than any man I’ve ever—oh.

      Ooh…

      Kingston is gay.

      He catches my eye, and whatever he sees in my expression makes him wince.

      Poor thing, he’s probably getting pressure from his wealthy, traditional family to get married and produce offspring. Old money can be so archaic.

      “I’ll do it.” With straight shoulders and a stiff spine, I nod. “I’ll go.”

      Kingston’s body seems to melt a little in his well-tailored suit. “You don’t have to—”

      “Are you kidding? I’d love to go.” If for no other reason than to fuck with his family, who care more about their bloodline than they do about their own son’s happiness.

      “Great!” Hayes scribbles something down on a Post-it Note and hands it to me. “We’ll see you there.”

      I shove the note into my pocket, and as I pass Kingston on my way out, I stop in front of him.

      He hesitantly meets my eyes.

      “It’ll be okay,” I say softly and smile. “I gotchur back.” I reach out, squeeze his muscled bicep, and deny my hand permission to linger on the firm muscle there. “I’ll see you next week.”

      “Great,” he says with little enthusiasm.

      He’s worried.

      I don’t blame him.

      But he’s in good hands with me. I may have a love–hate relationship with the New York elite, but I know exactly how to handle this world of money and reputation.

      I was born into it.

      Kingston

      “You have no idea what you’ve done!” I pace the length of Hayes’ office, double fists in my hair and pulse racing.

      I was stuck in place for what felt like hours after Gabriella walked away. I couldn’t find my voice or sort my thoughts fast enough to reject Hayes’ stupid idea. Inviting Gabriella to my dad’s birthday party as my guest? Selfish prick.

      He wants to throw the redhead with the scarred face on my arm just to rile up our father, and usually, I’d be on board for his kind of fun, but not with her. Hayes is a cruel bastard. At the very least, he’s set Gabriella up for dirty looks and inappropriate comments. At the worst, well… I refuse to allow my mind to go there.

      “I got you a date for the party. You’re welcome.”

      I swing my arm out toward the door. “With her.”

      “Yes, with her.” He tilts his head. “She’s perfect. Feisty, outspoken, and you won’t be on August’s radar because he’ll be too busy looking at that nasty scar.”

      A surge of unholy rage floods my insides. “Don’t talk about her scar.”

      He narrows his eyes. “Since when did you become her protector? Did you leave your body while she was in here? She’s plenty capable of protecting herself.”

      A pin bursts my lungs, and I release my held breath. I blink away the red fog and try to act chill.

      “You’re acting like Alex.”

      “Shut up.”

      “What is up with you? You hardly spoke to her, didn’t flirt, barely looked her in the eye. Are you sure you didn’t fuck this girl?”

      My molars grind together.

      He holds his hands up. “No judgment. She’s got a hot little body—hey, where are you going?”

      I slam the office door and head to the elevators. I’m taking the rest of the day off.
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      Gabriella

      “You’re going out on a date with him?” Annette says while she takes Mrs. Lawrence’s vitals.

      I run my thumb along the paper-thin skin of her hand, noting how soft it is.  She was brought in two weeks ago, in the final stages of heart disease, and we’re keeping her comfortable. She sleeps most of the day, only waking when her ninety-eight-year-old husband visits once a day.

      “I am. But it’s not a real date. He’s gay,” I whisper, not that Mrs. Lawrence is alert enough to care.

      Annette nods knowingly. “The pretty ones always are.” She moves the stethoscope around Mrs. Lawrence’s chest.

      “He’s not out to his family. They’re wealthy. His last name is etched into glass on the biggest building in the city.”

      “So, what? He’s trying to keep up appearances to his folks?” She readjusts Mrs. Lawrence’s blankets.

      “That’s the feeling I got, yeah.”

      “A date with a beautiful man where you two get to pretend to be crazy about each other, but there’s absolutely zero pressure for sex?”

      “Sounds nice, right? I can wear sensible underwear and not worry about overeating—”

      “Or overdrinking.”

      “Exactly!”

      She frowns. “I’m jealous.”

      Annette has a head of gorgeous natural curls and a face with smooth skin and freckles, both a source of envy for me. She never has a problem finding a date. Or a bed partner.

      I haven’t been in a relationship since before the accident. God, it’s been three years. I’ve settled for flirtatious friendships that never lead to more. I have yet to find a man who sees beyond my scarred face. Not that I’ve been out there looking.

      “Where is the party?” Annette asks once we’re in the hallway.

      “It’s at that new French restaurant in Greenwich Village.”

      “The Cellar? It’s impossible to get in there.”

      “Not when you’re loaded.”

      “You’re so lucky. Take pictures. Text me from the bathroom. Oh! Take pictures of the bathroom!”

      Evan joins us in the hallway. “I wasn’t going to ask, but I gotta know. What bathroom?”

      Annette smirks at him. “Gabriella has a date with that super-hot guy she saved from the alley.”

      He frowns. “The drunk bum?”

      “He was drunk. I wouldn’t say one night of overindulgence earns him the title.”

      “You know him well enough to say that?”

      I cross my arms at my chest. “I’m giving him the benefit of the doubt.”

      He huffs out a frustrated breath. “Suit yourself.”

      Annette and I watch him walk away until he’s out of sight. “Someone’s jealous,” she says.

      “No way.” I rearrange a stack of old magazines on a table in the hallway.

      “He’s so into you.”

      “We’ve worked together for two years, and he’s never done more than a little harmless flirting. Honestly, I’ve had underwear make bigger moves.”

      She rocks into my side. “Men don’t always see that what they want is standing right in front of them.”

      I bat my eyes dreamily. “To think I’ve been sitting in front of my dream man for years just waiting for him to be desperate enough to notice me. Is there anything more romantic?” I sigh, then roll my eyes.

      Truth is, she’s not wrong. I won’t ever be the woman who sweeps a man off his feet at first sight. The best I can hope for is to be the friend that developed into more. The occasional drunken mistake. The funny girl with the great personality.

      And now, added to that, the beard.

      Kingston

      “Nervous for your date?”

      I shoot Hayes a glare. “Fuck off.”

      He chuckles from his leaned position on the bar at The Cellar and sips his vodka rocks. His date, Ellie, a call girl he calls on frequently, sits at his side quietly sipping a glass of merlot.

      “It’s just,” he lowers his voice, “you’ve been eyeing the door since you got here.”

      Yeah, I have. I don’t tell Hayes I’ve been eyeing it a lot longer from outside.

      I don’t know what happened. I slept in late this morning, hit the gym for two hours, and took my time getting ready for tonight’s dreaded family party, and I still arrived forty-five minutes early.

      I sip my scotch and find my gaze drawn to the door again. “This is your fault. You invited her to a slaughter.”

      “I invited her as entertainment.” He scowls into his drink. “You should thank me.”

      A hot pit of fire opens up in my gut. “You’re a real asshole.”

      He stares at me without a single flicker of regret. “Tell me something I don’t know.”

      I lean across him to Ellie. “You’re a saint to spend even a second with this prick.”

      She smiles, kindness in her eyes. “He pays well.”

      “Fuck,” Hayes mutters and shakes his head.

      “He better. You’re earning every dollar.” I decide it’s better to wait for Gabriella outside, or I may end up throat punching my brother and causing a scene.

      I slam back the rest of my drink and place my glass on the bar. When I walk away, I purposefully slam his shoulder with my own. “Dick.”

      The air outside is warm and muggy, and either the weather or my nerves make my shirt cling to my skin. I find a place to wait against a red brick wall and shuffle my suede Corthay boots. The valet is busy while black executive cars and luxury SUVs mixed with the occasional sports coupe drop off those lucky enough to get a reservation.

      When a Honda Accord with a missing hubcap pulls up, my stomach sinks. This has to be her Uber.

      The back door opens, and one pale, toned leg emerges, tipped with a black stiletto heel with a thin ankle strap—sexy, classy, timeless. She unfolds from the vehicle wearing an A-line LBD that is whimsical, contemporary, and ultra-feminine. I recognize the signature hemline, puff sleeves, and romantic silhouette as designers Nicky and Simone Zimmerman’s work. Gabriella’s auburn hair is gathered at her ear, the side-swept locks doing what they can to cover up the three silvery white scars that slash from her temple to her neck.

      She’s stunning, classy, and dressed to perfection.

      “Kingston, hey,” she calls to me while her long, pale legs eat up the distance between us. “I hope I’m not late.”

      Goddamn, she looks good enough to eat. “No.” My hands fist tightly from their position deep inside my pockets. “You’re fine.” And I mean that in every sense of the word. She looks incredible.

      Her big blue eyes captivate me, pull me deep, and—see, this is why she should not be here tonight! This is why Hayes totally fucked me with his impromptu asshole-invite. This is why I am so screwed.

      “All right,” she says soothingly and slips her hand into the crook of my elbow. “I have your back.”

      Her words cause a small spasm in my chest, but the feeling doesn’t settle because I’m too focused on what the fuck she’s talking about.

      She has my back? I’m leading her into the lion’s den, and she thinks I’m the one who needs protection?

      Before I can ask, she’s tugging me gently toward the front door of the restaurant and inside. Hayes and Ellie spot us immediately, so I steer her away from them and to the hostess stand.

      “Mr. North.” The pretty brunette’s eyes light up. “Your party is waiting.”

      We follow behind her through the crowded restaurant, and Gabriella tugs on my arm. “They know you by name here?” she says softly. “How many times have you been here?”

      “A few.”

      She mouths the word wow and seems genuinely surprised.

      “There he is!” My brother Hudson’s voice calls out from inside the private dining room, and I feel Gabriella tense at my side.

      She’s not the only one.

      My shoulders hurt, and my neck aches. This is going to be the longest night of my life.

      I internally cringe.

      I take that back. Second longest.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Gabriella

      The private dining room is decorated with dark wood, aged wine barrels, and candlelight. I hold on a little tighter to Kingston’s arm when I spot his brother making his way toward us.

      He stops a foot away, his smile aimed at me. His gaze darts to my scars, but he doesn’t stare like he did when I met him the first time. “And who do we have here?” He offers me his hand.

      Kingston shifts on his feet in a way that brings him closer to me. “Don’t worry,” he says. “He’s the nice twin.”

      Twin. I look back to the man with the offered hand and see him through the new information. “Gabriella,” I shake his hand, and he seems genuinely nice, not a hint of the serpent smile of his identical brother. “Nice to meet you.”

      His smile falls a little. “Let me guess, you met Hayes first. You have no idea how hard it is to have to follow up that asshole.” He winks.

      “I can imagine.” The tension leaves my muscles, and I settle back into my own skin. “It’s nice to meet you…”

      “Hudson.” He motions for us to come inside the space.

      Kingston introduces me to a sweet woman named Jordan with kind gray eyes and her husband Alexander, who is big and terrifying but didn’t once look at my scars.

      A man with salt and pepper hair that I’m assuming is Kingston’s dad strolls toward us with a rocks glass a quarter full of amber liquid. “Princess! You made it!”

      I recoil at his inappropriate nickname for his son and wonder just how much he knows of Kingston’s sexuality.

      On the one hand, Kingston doesn’t hide his flamboyant side. His clothes are loud and colorful. Like tonight, he’s wearing pale-blue skinny slacks and a white button-up shirt with colorful birds printed on it. And to top it off, he’s wearing black eyeliner that makes the light yellow in his hazel eyes stand out. He’s breathtakingly beautiful. He’s going to make some man very happy.

      “Be nice, August,” Hudson mumbles.

      I figure out that the older man is August, and he’s glaring hard at my face.

      Kingston stiffens at my side, and a nervous tension bleeds into the air.

      “Gabriella,” I say and hold out my hand. “It’s nice to meet you.”

      August blinks, looks at Kingston, then back at me before taking my offered hand. “You’re new.” He releases my hand and smirks at his son. “Hope you got a discount on this one.” He chuckles and eyes my scar.

      “Jesus,” Alexander growls.

      “Such an asshole,” Jordan says loudly.

      Kingston surges forward, but I dig my heels in and hold him back. “She’s not a fucking hooker,” he hisses.

      August frowns. “Then why is she here with you?”

      Even Hudson looks like he’s about to tear into his dad.

      I roll my eyes because, come on, like I haven’t heard the shit that pours from an asshole’s mouth before? “I can see where your son gets his glowing personality.”

      The older gentleman looks down his nose at me, confused.

      “Oh, I’m referring to Hayes.” I continue through the stifled and snorted laughter of Kingston’s brothers. “You share the same wit and stellar people skills.”

      His lips twist in disgust, but a blonde woman interrupts him before he has a chance to respond.

      “Everyone is here. We can sit down now,” she says with a slight slur, like she’s had one too many chardonnays. Her eyes lazily fix on me, and she smiles. “Honey, what on earth happened to your face?”

      “We’re done here.” Kingston grips my arm tightly to lead me away, but I resist, which is hard considering the foot of height he has on me and the fifty-plus pounds of muscle.

      “This?” I point to a tiny freckle on my cheek. “Angel kiss.”

      The woman points. “No. That scar.”

      “Scar? Oh… this?” I turn to give them a full view, letting them ogle their impolite hearts out. “I got shanked in prison.” The older woman gasps. “Big lady, she was in for murder and B and E. She mutilated a wealthy woman so that she could steal her Louboutins.”

      Hudson snorts, and Alexander rolls his lips between his teeth and stares at the floor. Jordan’s smile is wide, ear to ear, and she’s not doing a thing to conceal it.

      “You were in prison?” The woman rears back with a snarl.

      “No. I was volunteering. Foot rubs. Some people are so weird about their feet.”

      Her horrified expression brings me joy, and I can feel Kingston laugh silently at my side.

      “That is fascinating,” Jordan says, still smiling.

      “Leslie, dear,” August says with an evil grin. “Why don’t you give her your plastic surgeon’s number? He’ll fix her up in no time.” He swings eyes that match the color of his son’s to me. “Give you a face to be proud of.”

      Kingston’s muscles jump. “Fuck off, old man—”

      I squeeze his arm hard enough to get his attention. “That’s a kind offer, Mr. North, but…” I make a show of checking out his wife’s face, boobs, and body, then grimace. “I’ll pass.”

      Jordan snorts loudly then covers her mouth.

      “Gabriella, um….” Hudson looks like he’s trying not to giggle. “How did you guys meet?”

      “We met at my work, actually.” I don’t give any more information because I’m not sure how much of the story Kingston is comfortable telling.

      “Really.” Jordan looks between us. Her husband follows her gaze but doesn’t seem super invested in the conversation as much as he is in her. “Where do you work?”

      “City Hospice.” I make it a point to look at Kingston’s parents when I say it because there are two things wealthy people hate most in the world—aging and dying.

      Sure enough, they both cringe.

      “We should grab a drink,” Kingston says, and this time when he pulls me away, I let him.

      “Thank you,” I say quietly when we’re out of earshot.

      He lifts his chin to a server who comes ready to take our order. “If you want to leave, I understand.” He looks to the eager man in the black bow tie. “I’ll have a scotch on the rocks, anything over twenty years. She’ll have a dirty Kettle One martini with two olives.”

      I startle and stare up at him. “How’d you know what I drink?”

      He moves slowly but eventually looks down at me. “Lucky guess.” He shrugs one shoulder. “Figured you’d need something strong to get through the night.”

      He’s not wrong.

      I’m grateful to have that martini in my hand when Kingston’s brother Hayes walks in with a pretty brunette on his arm. I wonder what’s wrong with her that she chooses to be with a man who is constantly scowling and only speaks in barked single syllables.

      We take our seats at a long table, and I breathe a sigh of relief when Jordan takes the seat at my left.

      She puts her drink to her lips and says softly, “I don’t know if Kingston just fell in love with you for the way you handled August and Leslie, but I just did.”

      “Their type is so predictable.” I place my napkin on my lap and notice how Kingston is listening to me and Jordan talk even though he’s pretending not to.

      The mood at the table is tense, and the only person talking is August, who doesn’t seem bothered that no one is listening.

      “So,” I say and rock into Kingston’s arm, hoping to play up the whole we’re a straight couple thing. “What’s good here?”

      “Listen, you don’t have to stay. Just say the word, and you can go.”

      “Are you kidding? I’ll never get another chance to eat here.” I smile, and that seems to relax him a little. “Besides, I have your back, remember?” Feeling his family’s eyes on us, I reach up and gently push back a lock of hair that had fallen against his forehead.

      He freezes. I think he even holds his breath as I let my fingertips run along his temple before putting my hand in my lap. His skin is like velvet, so soft and smooth.

      “Why don’t you order for me. I only get one chance to eat here. I don’t want to mess it up by ordering the wrong thing.”

      “The—”

      A waiter interrupts him. “Are you ready to order, Mademoiselle?” he says in a heavy French accent.

      Kingston tilts his head to the man but doesn’t take his eyes off my lips. “Nous aurons tous les deux l’agneau et une bouteille de Château Calon-Segur, s’il te plait.”

      “Très bien, merci.”

      As the waiter moves on to the next order, I try to pick my jaw off the floor. “You speak French flawlessly,” I say, stupidly stating the obvious.

      “I lived in France until I was sixteen.”

      As if he could get any hotter.

      Or any more out of my league.

      In every possible way.

      Kingston

      “Growing up on Hunts Point taught me a lot about survival.” Gabriella takes a bite of her lamb, leaving August and Leslie to stare at her as if she’d grown a third eyeball. “You don’t know hunger until you’ve gone a week without food.”

      “A week?” Leslie’s glazed-over eyes widen. “What did you people do for work?”

      Gabriella shrugs. “My dad dealt meth. Mom sold BJs to the wealthy.” She points her fork at the couple. “You’d be surprised how many millionaires hit the slums for a little sucky-sucky.”

      I hear Jordan snort-giggle, and the sound threatens to burst my own barely held control.

      When Leslie slowly turns to glare at August, who suddenly finds his meal the most interesting thing in the room, I lose it and choke on a laugh.

      Gabriella is fucking phenomenal.

      She’s quick, witty, and lying through her teeth. She did not grow up poor—or spend any time volunteering in prison. She’s saying this shit to upset August and Leslie, and I want to hug her for it.

      “I remember this one time I was in the Terminal Market. Don’t judge me, but…” She leans toward them and cups her mouth. “I used to steal food for my family,” she whispers, then leans back and sips her wine. “I ran into this kid who was getting into some trouble for giving an apple to a homeless boy. Anyway, long story short, turns out he was of royal lineage, there in disguise. He just wanted to see how the normal folk lived, ya know? I helped him escape from the authorities because I knew all the cracks and secret hiding places. We ended up dating for a while.” She sets down her wine and takes a bite of lamb.

      “You dated a royal?” Leslie asks, clearly skeptical as she looks pointedly at Gabriella’s scar.

      “I did,” she says matter of factly. “It didn’t work out, though. He had this weird fascination with magic carpets,” she mumbles, loud enough only for me and Jordan, who are closest to her, to hear.

      A burst of laughter comes from my lips, and Jordan follows suit. Meanwhile, my brothers all stare at us like we’re insane.

      “That’s, like, a whole new world,” Jordan says, then dissolves into laughter again.

      Gabriella nods and smiles. “He never had a friend like me.”

      I cover my mouth with my napkin and laugh as she and Jordan go back and forth talking about genies and monkeys wearing hats.

      In the past, I’ve barely endured these family dinners, but tonight, I’m enjoying it. I don’t find myself checking the time, wishing the food would come quicker, or counting the seconds until I can get the hell away. Instead, I’m dreading the moment I have to say goodbye to Gabriella and never see her again.

      “Fascinating story,” Hayes says sarcastically. “But I prefer non-fiction.”

      Leave it to Hayes to crap all over my good mood.

      “Dick,” Jordan says under her breath.

      I second that.

      Gabriella delicately places her fork and knife on her plate and folds her hands under her chin. “Why am I not surprised.”

      Hayes’ eyes take on a predatory glint that has me sitting up taller in my chair. I’m not a violent man, I have never been, but given the way he’s looking at Gabriella like he’s gearing up to humiliate her, my mind conjures up images of blood and death.

      “What’s your last name again?” he asks as if she’d already told him.

      “Sterling,” she answers without missing a beat.

      “Sterling. That name is so familiar. I believe I know a Sterling,” August says like the stuck-up snob that he is.

      “Sterling…” Hayes deliberately sets down his silverware slowly. “As in Penn-Sterling?”

      She doesn’t respond except for a slight clench of her jaw.

      He sips his wine and shrugs. “Not many Penn-Sterlings living in poverty in New York.”

      My stomach turns to concrete. The guy gets off on causing drama. He’s such a little bitch.

      “Penn-Sterling?” August says predictably. “As in William Penn-Sterling?”

      Gabriella doesn’t react to the name, not so much as a twitch. She smiles endearingly and looks between August and Hayes. “Who?”

      “William Penn-Sterling,” August says, this time over-enunciating the name as if she’s hard of hearing.

      She chews her lip then shrugs. “Never heard of him.”

      Hayes huffs out a humorless laugh. “Penn-Sterling is one of the biggest multimedia corporations in the country, but something tells me you already knew that.”

      She screws up her mouth and squints one eye as if she’s thinking hard, then shakes her head. “Nope, doesn’t ring a bell. But really, I don’t watch a lot of television. I prefer reading to mindless entertainment.”

      So sharp, she continues to throw barbs at Hayes as she plays stupid, which only manages to drive him crazy.

      “You think I believe you’ve lived in New York and never once heard of the Penn-Sterling dynasty?”

      She blows out a breath and sighs. “Man, I wish I had. Imagine the ways I could’ve used my last name to swindle money out of people? Seriously, Hayes, where were you when I was ten and eating dog food out of a can? This information would have been a lot more helpful then.”

      “Unbelievable,” Hayes mutters and shakes his head.

      I happen to agree.

      She turns to me and smiles. I don’t see even a hint of deception in her blue eyes, not a tinge of dishonesty. If I didn’t know better, I’d think she believes the lies she’s been telling tonight.

      And I respect the hell out of her for that.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “That was interesting,” Gabriella says as I walk her outside to wait for her Uber.

      I take the opportunity to press my palm to the small of her back as I guide her through a crowd of people. “Thank you for enduring it.”

      We walk a few yards down the sidewalk away from the valet. The wind picks up a lock of her hair, and with delicate fingers, she gracefully tucks it back into place.

      “Listen,” she says, looking up at me.

      I dart my eyes away like I have been doing all night. Her introspective gaze makes me worry about what she might see.

      “I know what it’s like to be the black sheep.” She smiles sadly. “I can’t imagine how hard it has been for you—”

      “Understatement of the year.”

      “—hiding who you are for fear of being rejected.”

      I allow my gaze to lock with hers and settle. And, fuck, I feel that in my chest. “You have no idea.”

      She grabs my hand and squeezes. Her skin is so soft and her palm so warm it makes me long for things I shouldn’t. “I do. Your family isn’t much different than mine, and although our struggles are different, I can’t imagine coming out to your family.”

      Pump the breaks. Hold the fuck on. Did she say coming out?

      “They don’t strike me as an overly tolerant or accepting bunch. Except Jordan. I really like her.”

      “Wait…” I close my eyes as I replay the last ten seconds, wondering if I misheard. “Coming out?”

      She shrugs. “Hayes made it pretty clear when he invited me. Although, I’m surprised you’d choose to tell him first.” She makes a face like she just sucked on a lemon. “He’s a grade-A dickface if you ask me.”

      “Look, Gabriella, I’m not—”

      “You don’t have to apologize for him. I’m glad he invited me tonight. Trust me, messing with your mom and dad was therapeutic.”

      “Stepmom.”

      She looks down at her phone as if it buzzed in her hand. “My Uber is close.” She turns toward the street to look out for the car.

      She thinks I’m gay.

      And closeted.

      This isn’t the first time someone has mistaken me for being homosexual—I love fashion, and I don’t conform to my gender’s stereotypes. I’d have more fun at Fashion Week than I would at a Super Bowl, I prefer an elegant steak tartare to a burger, and I get facials rather than use the same soap on my face that I do on my balls. My clothes are colorful, I’m a fan of a floral pattern, and I own multiple brands of eyeliner.

      But I am very much a straight man.

      A white compact car pulls up in front of us, and a man gets out. “Are you Gabriella? I’m Manny.”

      “Yes,” she says and turns to me. “This is me.”

      I watch as Manny takes her in from behind, the way his eyes linger on the bare skin of her shoulder and then slip down and widen at her ass. He licks his lips.

      “No.”

      Her brows pinch together. “What?”

      “I’ll take you home.”

      A flicker of unease sparks in her eyes. “That’s crazy. I have an Uber right here.” She backs away from me, and a growl bubbles up from my chest as I resist the urge to snag her and pull her closer.

      She’s slipping away.

      This is it.

      There’s no reason for us to ever see each other again after tonight. And that’s the way it should be. She doesn’t belong in my world, and I certainly don’t belong in hers.

      And yet, my fingers ache to reach out.

      She opens the car door, and with one slender leg inside, she turns back. “If you ever need a wingman again—”

      “Yes!” Oh shit, did I that just say that?

      “Really?” With her phone already in her hand, she asks for my number.

      Without giving my mouth permission to do so, I rattle off the digits, and seconds later, my phone vibrates with an incoming text.

      From her.

      “Text me when you need me.” She flashes another gorgeous smile. “Goodnight.”

      It isn’t until the taillights of the Uber disappear in the distance that I respond. “Goodnight, Bee.”
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      Kingston

      “I don’t see what the big deal is,” I say to Hayes as he glares at me from one of the million filing cabinets.

      “You don’t see what the big deal is?”

      I shrug. “Not really.”

      His jaw hardens, and his nostrils flare.

      I roll my eyes. Great, here we go. I know the storm that’s brewing, and I’m fully prepared for his fury.

      “Are you stupid?” he says.

      My molars slam together. Okay, maybe I wasn’t fully prepared.

      “How did you graduate from Burton Prep without knowing your fucking ABCs, dumbass?” He motions to the files with an angry slash of his hand. “I can’t find the Montgomery file.”

      I cross to him and quickly finger through the files, finding the one that says Montgomery. I slap it into his chest. “Who’s the dumbass now?”

      His forehead gets redder as if the top of his head is about to blow. “M. O. Why is it down here with the Murry file?”

      “It’s in the M section. God forbid you dig a little deeper.”

      He slams the drawer closed. “If August didn’t insist on keeping you on, I would’ve fired you weeks ago.”

      I shove my hands in my pockets and shrug. “That says a lot more about you than it does about me, brother.”

      “Fuck off.”

      “You first.”

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa…” Hudson comes sauntering into the file room with a casual and slightly entertained smile. “The love pouring from this room is beautiful.”

      “You can fuck off, too.” Hayes pushes past his twin, and thankfully, the legion of evil spirits follow.

      “What’s his problem?”

      I fall back into the closest chair with a groan. “Like he needs an excuse to be a complete cockface?”

      “Excellent point.” Hudson goes to one of the file cabinets and pulls open a drawer. “You doing okay?”

      “Fucking fantastic.” I rub my eyes and swallow back the insecurity and feelings of inadequacy that wash in when I’m around my brothers.

      Fact is, I’m nothing like them.

      I was an outcast in this family at sixteen, and nothing has changed since.

      He tucks the file he came to grab under his bicep and leans back against the wall of cabinets, studying me.

      “What?”

      A slow smile spreads across his face.

      I run a hand through my hair. “You got something to say?”

      “You’re unraveling a little bit.”

      “Am not.”

      He lifts his brows. “Dude, it’s okay to—”

      “I’m not unraveling!” What does that even mean?

      He holds his hands up in surrender. “I’m just calling it like I see it.”

      I fold my arms across my chest. “Yeah, and what do you see, Theresa Caputo? Please share.”

      “Who?”

      “Seriously? The Long Island Psychic. The lady who talks to dead people.”

      He shrugs.

      “Forget it.”

      “What’s up with you and that Gabriella chick?”

      I shake my head. “Nothing.”

      “You know how many women I’ve seen you invested in?”

      “None. I never get invested.”

      “Keep telling yourself that, bro.”

      I will, fuck you very much.

      “In the meantime, I’ll tell you what I saw last night.” His eyebrows raise. “Investment.”

      “Not even close,” I say with my back to him so he can’t see my face. Apparently, the asshole really is some kind of psychic.

      “Your defense only confirms—”

      “You don’t know anything about me or my life.” I hold eye contact, and he smirks, which just pisses me off more. “I’m not into Gabriella. I don’t even like her.” Lies lies lies. “Maybe it’s time you find a woman to settle down with so you’ll stop meddling in other people’s relationships.”

      “Ah ha!” He points at me. “So you admit you’re in a relationship.”

      “What? No. You need to… I… fuck it.” I slam my lips together and storm out of the room.

      Rather than go back to my closet in Hayes’ office, I head to the elevator. I punch the lobby button and fidget like I’ve got a million butterflies under my skin. I walk to Central Park and find a bench with a view of the cherry blossoms.

      I want to get on a plane and disappear for a month. Sit on some white sandy beach sipping umbrella drinks with a tan, bikini-clad stranger at my side. As soon as the image forms in my head, I rebuke it. And I refuse to think too hard on why.

      One thing Hudson is right about? I’m different when Gabriella is around. She understands the burden of my life better than any of my trust-fund friends. I’m deep in the friend zone, which is the safest place to be. She thinks I’m gay, so there’s no way a romantic relationship would develop. There’s no harm in spending more time with her. She’s offered to be my wingman.

      Text me if you need me.

      I roll my phone around in my palm. I know I’m weak. Working at North Industries has brought me to a new low.

      One month ago, I wouldn’t have found myself in this position, but here I am, unlocking my phone and punching out a text message.

      I hit send and lean forward with my head in my hand.

      If she ghosts me, I’ll block her number and move on with my life.

      Ignoring me would be better for us both.

      Gabriella

      
        
        I need you.

      

      

      I read Kingston’s text message for the hundredth time today, smiling like an idiot. Literally, my cheeks hurt.

      He needs me. Why does that feel so good?

      A heartbroken sniffle comes from the opposite side of Mr. Humphries’ bed, where his daughter Paige glares at me. “I’m glad someone in the room is happy,” she says and sobs.

      Oops. I shove my phone into the pocket of my scrubs and wipe the grin from my face. “I’m sorry. I’m not happy you’re losing your father.” Shit. “It’s just…” I clear my throat. “Death isn’t the end as much as it is a beginning.”

      “I’m not religious.” She swipes at her nose. “I don’t believe in all that crap.”

      “Well, you don’t have to be religious to believe that there’s something more, something bigger out there.”

      Her glare tightens. “There is something bigger. It’s called the circle of life. We become worm food, go back into the earth, and that’s it.”

      “You know,” I say and pick up Mr. Humphries hand that’s quickly turning cold and clammy, “I’ve been to the other side.”

      She sniffs and dabs tissue at her eyes. “You have?” Her gaze darts to my scars.

      “Yes. My heart stopped beating for six and a half minutes. I saw this glowing light, felt a sense of peace and rightness, and I swear I saw my dog Peaches, who died when I was twelve, running toward me before I was pulled back.”

      “Back?”

      “Into this body. This life.”

      She blinks down at her father. “Is that true?” A tiny smile tilts her lips. “His dog Ollie died last year. It broke his heart.”

      “See? Imagine that reunion. There is a reason to smile.”

      She nods, and her expression becomes more peaceful.

      “I’ll leave you two alone.” I turn my back to them and breathe out a sigh of relief.

      I can’t believe I was so insensitive to smile like a lunatic while a daughter is saying her final goodbye to her dad.

      All because some handsome guy needs me.

      Dammit, I’m smiling again.

      I head to the break room, grab a Diet Coke, and get comfortable so I can compose my response.

      
        
        Dear Kingston…

      

      

      Nope, too formal.

      
        
        Yo.

      

      

      Ugh… No. Delete.

      
        
        Wassup

      

      

      No. My gosh, just be myself.

      I take a deep breath, text, and hit send before I can overthink it.

      “Someone’s happy to see me.” Evan takes the seat across from me, and his foot brushes up against mine beneath the table. “What’s going on?”

      “Just having a good day, that’s all.” Still smiling.

      “People dying, loved ones crying, and you still manage an upbeat attitude.” His brown eyes sparkle a little. “I like that about you.”

      I feel my face heat at his friendly flirtation.

      He lifts his chin, and I feel his Nike brush softly against my Croc. “We should hang out sometime.”

      Um… what? “Really?”

      He’s never asked me out before. Don’t jump to conclusions.

      I’ve had two men ask me out in the last three years. First, there was David, who asked me to a movie, but when I got there, he had his brother Charlie with him. Charlie had burns up the left side of his body from falling into a fire pit years before. I guess David was trying to set us up. The second date I had was with a guy I met at a coffee shop. He asked me to a play. Turns out, it was his daughter’s fifth grade play, and he wasn’t exactly divorced yet.

      “All right. You need me to help you pick out furniture or buy a suit or something?”

      He throws his head back and laughs. “Those don’t sound like date-worthy activities.”

      “You’re asking me out on a real date?”

      “I am.” He tilts his head. “Does that surprise you?”

      I cross my arms at my chest. “A little. As long as we’ve worked together, you’ve never asked me out before.”

      “I am now.”

      “Okay.”

      He grins kind of crooked, and it’s endearing. “That’s a yes?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Cool. This weekend work? I get off at two on Saturday, and you have the day off.”

      “You scouted my schedule before asking me?”

      “A man needs to be prepared.”

      “Saturday works.”

      “Great, I’ll pick you up.”

      “How about I pick you up.”

      “Modern day woman.” His expression softens. “I like it. Seven o’clock?”

      “Perfect.”

      “I’ll text you my address.” Another brush of his foot against mine, and he leaves.

      I look down at my phone and see a new text from Kingston. An address followed by the words see you tonight.
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      Gabriella

      When Kingston asked me to meet him in SoHo, I made sure to go home and get cleaned up first. The address he gave takes me straight to the Balenciaga store, and my nerves threaten to send me back home.

      Why would he want me to meet him here?

      “Everything okay?” Tamara, my Uber driver, looks over her seat at me after I stall and don’t get out of the car.

      “I’m good.” I give what I hope is a reassuring smile. “Thanks for the ride.”

      I grab my purse and get out of the car. With little time to get ready, I ended up leaving with damp hair, opting for it to air dry, and the natural waves fall around my shoulders. I dip my forehead to hide my scar.

      “You came.” Kingston’s smooth, velvety voice comes from my scarred side, so I didn’t see him approach.

      There’s no hiding my ruined skin when I look up at him, but he doesn’t pay the damage even a passing glance as his gaze settles on mine.

      “Of course I came.” You need me.

      He smells incredible—like cedar, cinnamon, and citrus blossoms. His hair, which is usually pushed off his face, hangs longer around his cheekbones as if he also left with it wet, and he’s dressed more casually than I’ve seen him, wearing a T-shirt, blue jeans, and tan leather, lace-up boots.

      “You look great.” He takes me in from top to toe.

      I squirm under his inspection, feeling insanely inadequate in my jeans and pink velvet cami.

      “May I?” He holds out his hand with a crooked smile that makes my body feel warm all over.

      When I put my hand in his, he twirls me slowly in a circle, and when I come back to face him, he’s grinning.

      “Pink is your color.”

      “It is?”

      He hums softly.

      I tuck my hair behind my ear on my good side and shove my hands into my back pockets. “So, uh… what are we doing here?”

      “Retail therapy.” He motions for me to walk ahead of him to Balenciaga.

      “Bad day, huh?”

      “The worst.”

      Kingston

      “No.” Gabriella stares into the full-length mirror, eyes wide as she slowly turns from side to side wearing the Balenciaga bodycon mini-dress I begged her to try on.

      A little breathless, I lean against the wall and meet her eyes in the mirror. “Yes.”

      “Are you crazy,” she hisses. “Absolutely not.” She does another half-twist, checking out her body’s profile in the matte spandex—round breasts, flat stomach, full hips, and a pert little ass. The woman is a Bernini sculpture, all marble skin and soft curves.

      “Are you crazy?” I push off the wall and walk around her while studying the way every hem hugs her body. “I can’t let you leave here without that dress.”

      “How can you say that so casually, like I’m buying lipstick instead of a two-thousand-dollar dress?”

      I imagine her in heels wearing blood-red lipstick and instantly swell behind the button fly of my jeans.

      “We’ll take it,” I say to the salesperson, who has been standing dutifully by, awaiting instructions.

      His eyes light up. “Great choice.”

      I lift my brows at Gabriella. “See? Even he agrees with me.”

      She props her hands on her hips. “I thought we’d be doing retail therapy for you, not me.”

      “We are.” There’s nothing sexier than watching women try on expensive designer clothes. The way they light up when they see themselves encased in the kind of fabrics and design their beautiful bodies deserve. The look of awe when they see their reflection in the mirror and actually feel sexy. It’s my favorite kind of porn. “This is very therapeutic.”

      Being with her, watching her try on clothes, I nearly forget how much I hate North Industries and August. And fuck Hayes, too.

      “Do you own red lipstick?”

      She licks her lips self-consciously. “No.”

      “That’s next on the list.” I nod toward the dressing room. “Go get changed.”

      “You know, you’re a lot bossier than I thought you’d be.”

      She has no idea.

      She disappears into the dressing room, and I close my eyes and listen to the sound of fabric sliding off her skin. I bite back a moan and then give myself an internal bitch-slap for being such a creep.

      She steps out with the dress back on its hanger. “I’m not buying this.”

      “I know.” I take the dress from her and hand it off to the salesperson. “I am.”

      “No, you’re not!” She chases after me as I follow the man to the register and hand him my black Amex.

      “I thought you said you’d be my wingman.”

      “I did! I am!” She looks confused until her gaze darts to the salesperson. Her big eyes get bigger when she looks back at me. “Ohhhh.” She smiles knowingly. “Got it.” She winks, using not just her eye but the whole side of her face, then bounces her eyebrows.

      What the hell…?

      She saunters up to the salesperson as if she’s John Wayne and leans an elbow on the register. “So… Burke is it?”

      “Yes,” he says, smiling with glossy lips.

      “Tell me… are you single?” She gives me another obvious wink.

      “Stop it. That’s not what I—”

      “I am,” Burke answers and slides my card while eyeing me.

      “Really.” She mouths he’s single at me.

      “I heard. I’m standing right here.”

      Even if I were gay, and she was my wingman, she is the absolute worst at subtlety.

      I take my card back and grab the garment bag. “Thank you. We’re leaving.” I hook my arm around her neck and pull her toward the door.

      “But wait, let’s get his number—”

      “No.”

      “I’m your wingman!”

      I sigh and hang a left out the door, where just a few yards away, my driver James waits outside the black SUV. He pops open the back door and smiles at Gabriella as I motion for her to get in.

      “I could’ve sealed the deal for you if you’d just given me another minute.”

      After shoving the bag into her lap, I climb into the backseat with her. “That’s really sweet of you, but no thanks.”

      “Why not? He was handsome.”

      “He’s not my type.”

      “What is your type?” she says just as the SUV lurches forward into traffic. “Where are we going?”

      “Dinner.”

      “Fine. But this conversation isn’t over. I need all the details, Kingston North.” She leans in close enough for me to see the flecks of navy in her pale blue eyes. “Because I’m going to be the best wingman you’ve ever had, and I will not give up until we find you a man.”

      “Great,” I say deadpan.

      She doesn’t seem to pick up on my tone because the next thing she does is grab my hand excitedly and squeal. She pulls my hand into her lap and holds it there, just inches from her pussy.

      I watch intently at how our hands are intertwined and think how easy it would be to slip my hand higher into her sweet heat—no! I rip my hand from hers and play off the sudden move by reaching into my pocket for my phone.

      This woman is turning me inside out.

      Again.
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      “Are you sure you wouldn’t rather grab something from a restaurant?”

      The man cooking the food has long hair and is wearing a faded Grateful Dead T-shirt with the sleeves cut off. The brown, wiry hair that sticks out of his armpits makes it look like he has two guinea pigs clamped under his biceps.

      “I can’t believe you’ve never had jerk chicken from a food truck—yes, extra gravy, please,” she says to the man taking her order.

      “I don’t eat food from automobiles. It’s weird.” I tried to take her to a nice place in SoHo, but she insisted I let her buy and dragged me to a Midtown food truck.

      She pays for our food with a twenty-dollar bill. Another thing I don’t make a habit of? Eating food that costs less than a parking ticket.

      “Don’t be such a snob.” She rocks into my side. “I used to eat here all the time. You’re going to love it.”

      She hands me a bottle of water and then snaps the tab of her Diet Coke.

      “You spend a lot of time in the city?”

      “Not so much anymore.” She sighs and closes her eyes into the warm breeze. “I love springtime in the city.” She inhales deeply. “You ever notice the smell?”

      I do. It’s a common topic. The Callery pear trees in bloom have a very distinctive and erotic scent.

      I run my teeth along my lips to keep from smiling. “Smell?”

      “You don’t smell that?”

      I inhale. “I smell exhaust and Jamaican food.” I tilt my head to get her eyes. “Why? What do you smell?”

      “It smells like cum.”

      I choke on a laugh but cover it by clearing my throat. “Male or female?”

      She smacks my chest and laughs. “Male! Don’t pretend you don’t smell it.”

      I take another sniff of the air. “Is that what that smell is?”

      “You’re trying to tell me you don’t know what semen smells like? Now I know you’re lying.”

      I don’t correct her. Of course, I know what it smells like, though not for the reason she thinks.

      “You know when you get it on your—”

      I hold up a hand. “You don’t need to elaborate.”

      “Anyway, I call them cum trees, and I know I should be grossed out by the smell, but I kind of love it—”

      “Our food’s ready.” I step away from her to grab our food, walking awkwardly because apparently, my body can’t handle shit when it comes to this woman. She mentions cum, and my body acts like she’s offered a formal invitation to do so.

      And here I thought being her gay friend would keep me safe from any kind of romantic possibilities, but her brutal honesty is making me hot.

      I hand her a Styrofoam bowl and sit next to her on a bench.

      She takes a bite and moans around the food. I grit my teeth and push the food around before forcing myself to take a bite—hold on… I chew the chicken, rice, and gravy, and the flavor explodes on my tongue.

      “Good, right?” she says with a cheek full of food.

      “Really good.” I take another bite.

      She leans into my side and drops her head onto my shoulder for a few seconds. “I told you.”

      I turn to bury my nose in her hair, maybe even press my lips to the shiny, auburn locks, but all too soon, she lifts her head and goes back to her food.

      “I’ll pay you back for that dress.”

      “Not necessary.”

      “I can’t let you spend two thousand dollars on me.” She shovels another bite into her mouth. “You hardly know me.”

      “I begged you to meet me and forced you into that dress. The least I can do is pay for it. Besides, I have money to burn and no one to spend it on.”

      “Aww, don’t worry. We’ll find you someone.”

      “That’s not what I mean—”

      “Oh!” she bounces on the bench next to me. “I can wear the dress on my date this weekend.”

      “What the fu—” A piece of chicken gets lodged in my throat. I clear my throat to try and knock it loose. The meat doesn’t budge. I grip my neck and cough, forcing the food deeper.

      “Oh, my God, are you okay?” She bangs her palm on my back.

      The chicken doesn’t budge. I break out in a sweat. My pulse rockets through my veins. Is this how I die? By a food truck in the street?

      She jumps to her feet, and I cough, hack, and gag. “He’s choking!”

      A pair of large arms come around me from behind, wrenching me from my seat and violently pressing on my sternum. My ribs feel like they’re going to snap. Before they do, the chicken dislodges and shoots from my throat, off the sidewalk, and down into a subway grate.

      “You okay, buddy?” The guy at my back has a thick New York accent.

      “I’m fine.” I step out of his hold and away from him, my face hot with embarrassment and damp with sweat. “I’m good, thank you.”

      I’m not good. I’m a fucking mess around this woman. I can’t speak, and when I do, I say the stupidest things. I can’t eat without practically dying. I look like a bumbling idiot without an ounce of swagger. What the fuck is my problem?

      “Oh, my God.” Gabrielle slams into my chest, her arms wrap around my middle. “That was so scary.” She squeezes me tightly. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      Everything inside me melts at feeling her against me. I shouldn’t hug her back, but I want to, so I do. I bury my nose in her hair and breathe, holding her tiny body against mine.

      Looking like a complete doofus has its benefits. If I’d known all I had to do to get her into my arms was choke on my dinner, I would’ve done it sooner.

      She pulls back and looks up at me. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      No. I’m not okay. Not at all. “Did you say date?”

      Her brows pinch together. “What?”

      “You’re going on a date this weekend.”

      “Yes. A guy from work.” Her eyes light up. “Will you help me get ready?”

      “I don’t know—”

      “Please?” She pouts, and that bottom lip taunts me. “I haven’t been on a real date in… well, a really long time.” She chews that lip self-consciously.

      Guilt slams me in the ribs along with a lot of other shit, all of it bad. I can’t have her, so what? No one else can have her either?

      Fuck, yes. No one.

      I shake my head to rid those unfair thoughts. I could help her get ready, maybe even meet this guy, make sure he’s good enough for her. There are perks to being the friend. If this guy is a douchebag, I could talk her out of seeing him again.

      “Fine.”

      “You’ll do it? You’ll help me?”

      Fuck. “Yes.”

      She goes back to hugging me, and I hold her there, thinking that maybe Hayes was right.

      I am a dumbass.
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      Gabriella

      Kingston told me to come over early since neither of us had to work, and he said getting ready for a night out should be an event, whatever that means.

      I showered, shaved, and shoved my makeup and hair products in a bag, along with my sexiest undergarments and a few options for shoes.

      It’s almost four o’clock when my Uber drops me off in front of the Lenox Hill building. The doorman greets me by name, as does the elevator attendant.

      “He’s expecting you, Miss Gabriella,” the gray-haired man says with a tiny bow.

      I exit on the top floor, which opens to a small lobby and large double doors. Before I can lift my fist to knock, one the doors opens, and Kingston appears, wearing nothing but sweatpants, slippers, and a smile.

      “Holy fuck,” I breathe and try to close my mouth, which refuses to listen to the ‘shut it’ command.

      “Hey, beautiful,” he drawls and motions for me to come inside.

      “He—hi. You…” I swallow hard. “Where’s your shirt?”

      He narrows his gaze, and heat flares at my neck. “Does my bare chest bother you?”

      “No?”

      A slow smile tilts his lips. “You sure?”

      “No… I mean, yes. Yes, I’m sure.”

      “I just got out of the shower.” He closes the door behind me. “I’m still hot from my workout.”

      Yeah, you are.

      I can’t look at him without gawking, so I redirect my attention to his space. I can tell a lot about a person from their home, and modern design filled with overstuffed couches and bright artwork is exactly the kind of beauty–comfort combo I would expect of the man I’m getting to know. Stylish, sleek, masculine with a hint of feminine flair, and filled with light.

      “I’ll take these.” His warm fingers brush against mine, and he takes my bags and my dress. He hangs the dress in a coat closet and sets the bags nearby. He stands to his full height in front of me, and I shiver at his nearness. “Are you nervous?”

      I lick my bottom lip in the hope that it’ll kill the mild tingling I feel there. “You’re just…” Another thick swallow. “You look really good without a shirt.”

      “Hmm…” He steps closer, his voice almost a whisper. “That’s sweet, but I meant, are you nervous about tonight.”

      My cheeks turn to torches, and I press my fingertips against the heated flesh. “Oh, um, no, not really. I’ve known Evan for a while.”

      Kingston’s eyes take on a predatory glint. “Evan.”

      “Yeah, you uh… you met him… the night you passed out.”

      He blinks as if searching his memory bank.

      “You probably don’t remember. You were pretty out of it. He’s the one who helped me bring you to a bed.”

      He grunts and then crosses to the kitchen. “Drink?”

      “No, uh… no, thank you.”

      He pulls a bottle of Krug Rose Champagne from his window-front refrigerator, followed by a cold glass. “You should sip on something while you get ready.” He pops the cork, then pours the blush bubbles. “Help settle the nerves.”

      That’s probably a good idea. If he doesn’t put on a shirt and I don’t calm down, I’m liable to ask if I can touch his belly button or take a nap on his nipple. I take the glass and greedily suck down two big gulps.

      He flashes a satisfied, almost smug, smile and motions to his couch. “Sit. You have some time yet.”

      I kick off my sandals and pull my legs up on the couch. He asks me about Evan, how I know him, for how long, and what he’s like. He listens without much response, except for the random jump of his cheeks and flex of his muscles. Or maybe I’m staring too hard at his muscles.

      “You mentioned you haven’t been on a date in a while.” He doesn’t word it like a question, but I answer anyway.

      I tell him about the last two dates I went on, and he shakes his head and mutters curse words.

      “What about you?” I ask as he fills my champagne glass for a second time. “Any notable dates recently?”

      “Recently? No. But there was someone,” he says and reclaims his seat a few cushions down the couch from me. “It was a long time ago.”

      “In France?”

      “No.” His grin is sheepish and shows all his white teeth. “Here in New York.”

      “Tell me about him.”

      His expression falls, and he clears his throat. “She, actually. We met through some mutual friends. She wanted nothing to do with me.”

      What an idiot. I sip my champagne. “Her loss.”

      He looks off into the distance at nothing. “No, she was smart. So fucking smart. I was such a dick back then.”

      “So what happened?”

      His hazel eyes turn dark, haunted. “It didn’t work out.”

      He doesn’t expand, and getting the sense that he’s not comfortable sharing more, I don’t ask. I assume he realized he was gay and couldn’t lead her on. Or maybe she let him go so that he could be happy?

      “Is there anyone you’re interested in now?”

      “Not really,” he says and doesn’t take his eyes off mine. “No one I can pursue.”

      “Because he’s not gay?”

      “Something like that, yeah.”

      I reach over and rub his thigh, pretending the firm muscle under the soft fabric doesn’t make my heart kick up a little. “That sucks. I’m sorry.”

      He watches my hand make a pass up and down, up and back again. “Me too.”

      “There’s still hope.” I squeeze his thigh. “We should go to one of those gay clubs.”

      He frowns, shakes his head, and stands. “Enough about me. Let’s plan your night.”

      I slug back half a glass of champagne because it really is helping with my nerves. “I’m excited.” I take another sip. “I haven’t had sex in years—”

      Glass shatters behind me, and I turn around to see Kingston staring down at a broken champagne glass.

      “Let me help you.” I scurry to him.

      “Don’t. There’s glass—”

      “Ow!” I grip the island and pick up my foot. A shard of glass sticks out from a bloody gash just below my big toe.

      He comes around, grips my biceps, and lifts me as if I weigh nothing. He sits me on the island and drops to a squat at my feet. His long, elegant fingers are gentle as he inspects my wound and—

      “Ouch! Fuck!”

      “Sorry.” He tosses the bloodied glass on the floor with the rest, then snags a dishtowel off the counter.

      I pull up my leg. “Don’t. I don’t want to ruin your dishtowel.”

      He shakes his head, snags my foot back, and wraps it in the warm cotton. “Like I give a shit about a towel.”

      He grabs my champagne glass, tops it off, hands it to me, and tells me to stay put while he sweeps up the mess. Once the floor is safe again, I move to slide off the island, only to have him scoop me up into his arms. His bare chest is hard and has the most perfect sprinkling of pale brown hair. He’s warm, he smells amazing, and when he carries me down a hallway, I allow my mind to pretend he’s taking me to bed as a lover.

      He carries me past a mirror, and I catch a glimpse of my reflection and the pale silver scar that runs the length of my face. I’m reminded that in my dream world where Kingston likes women, he’d never pick a woman who looks like me. He has his pick of supermodels or a Hollywood actress with a Harvard education. From Olympic athletes to the most desirable socialites in the world. A woman like me would never stand a chance.

      All I’ll ever have is his friendship. His attention. Not attraction. Best for me to remember that.

      He lays me down on his bed and heads to his bathroom. I scoot back to sit against the leather upholstered backboard that’s the size of his double front doors. His bedroom is dark compared to the rest of his condo—coal-colored walls, faded leather couch and chair, and a bed that I’d swear is bigger than a standard king. The floor is dark wood herringbone, and although there are floor-to-ceiling windows, they’re covered in luxurious curtains that block out the light. I’m not surprised to see that his closet looks like a second bedroom filled with clothes and shoes, and it even has its own island.

      “Let me see your foot again.” He saunters to the bed, and I stare at those muscles that disappear into the front of his sweatpants as they flex with every step. He sits at my feet.

      “I don’t want to bleed on your bed.”

      His gaze slips up my legs. “I don’t mind a little blood on my bed, Gabriella.” His voice is low and vibrates through the air between us.

      I bite my lip as all my insides clench. He seems to notice as a soft chuckle rumbles from his chest. Dammit to hell, I must really need to have sex.

      But with Evan?

      Talk about complicating my work situation.

      What if we have sex and it’s awful? What if we have sex and it’s great? Either way, how will I face him at work again after he’s seen me naked? Slow down, no one is having sex tonight. But I’m sure he’ll try and kiss me. What if he kisses me?

      I’ll just tell him I don’t kiss on the first date.

      But I want to kiss him. Not him so much as anyone. I haven’t been lost in a good kiss in, well, have I ever? Do I even remember how?

      Kingston puts some ointment on my foot, then adds two thick Band-Aids. When he’s finished, he gives my ankle a gentle squeeze. “How does it feel?”

      “Pretty good, thanks to this.” I hold up my champagne.

      He stands to his full height, and those hazel eyes slide from my feet to my face. “You’re wearing heels tonight?”

      I nod.

      “Hm. Will your foot bother you?

      “I’ll be fine.”

      “You could always cancel. Reschedule for when your foot feels better.”

      “No, I want to go.” The way Kingston makes me feel, I must put the fire out quickly. If that’s with Evan, so be it.

      Kingston

      Gabriella’s been in my bathroom for an hour, putting the finishing touches on her look. During that time, I slammed back several fingers of scotch in hopes of numbing the possessive ache that flares up when she’s around. I’m restless to bust the door down and tie her to my bed. To keep her from going out with Evan. A douchebag who doesn’t deserve her. Doesn’t appreciate her.

      Not like I do.

      But Gabriella is way too good for me. I’m more suited for the kind of woman who doesn’t dig too deep and is content with a lavish lifestyle over any real, meaningful connection.

      Connection? Jesus, Gabriella seems to rip into my soul every time she looks into my eyes. As if she really sees me. Can she see the shame? The secrets? All the goddamn regret?

      I jump up to pour myself another drink just as the lock on my bathroom door clicks. The soles of my Gucci slippers become one with the floor as she steps into the bedroom.

      I’ve seen her in the dress before, and I imagined what she would look like when she’s all put together, but even my most vivid imaginings didn’t prepare me for the stunning woman who stands before me. Smokey eyes, full red lips, a short skirt, and tall heels that make those legs look a mile long.

      “Is it bad?” She balls her hands together at her midsection and shifts uncomfortably on her feet.

      “No—” I croak and cough to clear my throat. Swallow and try again. “Not bad. Not bad at all.” She looks… “Good.” What? No, not good. “I mean…” Another dry swallow. “Really good.”

      I am literally at a loss for words. And I’m never at a loss for words, especially around women. Gabriella is flipping the script and changing all my games. I can’t even think straight.

      She dips her chin and looks down her body. All that auburn hair falls forward, making it hard to see her face. “Are you sure?”

      “There is one thing.” I cross to her and stop just shy of being in her space. “May I?” I ask for permission to touch her.

      She nods her consent.

      I turn her around so she’s facing the full-length mirror.

      Even with her in heels, I’m nearly a foot taller than her, and the reflection of me standing behind her, shirtless and a little flushed, conjures up fantasies that are not doing my whole homosexual charade any favors.

      She meets my eyes in the mirror. “What?”

      I blink because where the fuck was I? Oh, right… “I’m thinking, because of the high neckline…” I step so close to her that her ass brushes my thighs. I bite back a groan and angle my lower half to keep her from feeling the sudden stiffness behind my sweatpants. I fork my fingers and put both hands into her long, silky hair while I tell myself not to fist it, wrench her head back, and bury my tongue in her mouth.

      Focus, dammit!

      I pull the strands back, up, twist, and hold. When I look in the mirror to see my work, I find my lips parted and my eyelids low. I shake off my sex face and hope like hell she didn’t notice.

      “I think you should wear your hair up,” I croak, my voice shredded.

      Her beautiful face pales. Her lips turn downward, and she ducks and steps away from the mirror.

      I force myself to stay in one place and not chase after her just to get my hands back on her. “What’s wrong?”

      She shakes her head and busies herself by packing up the things she brought over. “Nothing.”

      “You’re lying.”

      Her hands freeze midway into shoving a pair of shoes into her bag. “So are you.”

      “What the fuck are you talking about—”

      She whirls around. “You act like you don’t even see them!”

      I don’t have to ask for clarification. I know she’s talking about her scars and playing dumb would be cruel. “I see them.”

      “Then you know why I can’t just wear my hair up. Especially on a date.” She huffs out a defeated sigh, then goes back to shoving her things into her bag. “People stare at them like they forget there’s a whole human being attached to them who has feelings and a beating heart.”

      I risk getting closer and sit on the edge of the bed next to her bag.

      She turns her face away just enough to hide her scarred side, and I wonder if it’s intentional or a force of habit.

      “You don’t have to hide. The scars are part of you, and anyone who wants to know you should see them.”

      She makes a sound that’s half laughter, half tears.

      “Gabriella.” I say her name to get her attention, and she looks at me with emotion filling her eyes. “I’m serious. There’s nothing wrong with your face.”

      Her sadness morphs into a brutal chill. “Says the guy with the perfect face.”

      “Gab—”

      “Don’t.” She puts her face so close to mine I can feel the heat of her breath and smell her minty toothpaste. “You have no idea what it’s like to look like this.”

      I slam my teeth together and nod.

      She’s right. My deficiencies aren’t seen by the naked eye, but that doesn’t mean I don’t know what it’s like to have parts of me I hide away. Parts of me that I can’t fathom exposing to the light of day. In that sense, I’m a total fucking hypocrite.

      “Thanks for everything.” She slings her bag over her shoulder. “I better go.” With that, she walks out and slams the door behind her.
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      Gabriella

      “I’m sorry. I feel like a dick,” Evan says again from across the dinner table. “I didn’t think you’d want to get so dressed up.” He eyes my chest, then quickly darts his gaze away.

      “Stop apologizing. You only see me in scrubs. For all you know, I don’t even own a dress.” I push around the potato skin on my plate, picking at it with my fork.

      The bar full of sports fans erupts in cheers as some team scores on one of the thirty flatscreens hanging above our heads.

      Evan’s attention is on the screen just over my head, and he shouts his excitement around a cheek full of fried mozzarella.

      “I should’ve asked where we’d be going,” I say and glare at a table of men who haven’t been able to stop staring at me since they got here. At first, they were staring at my legs and grinning. But after they got a better look, they’ve been fixated on my face. I pull my hair over my shoulder and do my best to hide my scars from their view. “I don’t get opportunities to dress up much anymore, so I like to take advantage.”

      “Uh-huh,” he says absently, his attention fully on the game.

      “I don’t usually wear skirts because….”

      “Yeah…” He drinks his beer, still looking just over my head.

      “…it’s much harder to hide my dick.”

      “Totally,” he says.

      I sigh long and hard and sip the cheap wine Evan ordered for me off the happy hour menu.

      This date has been a disaster. I had more fun stepping on glass with Kingston. While Evan has been preoccupied with the game, I’ve been going over the way I left things with Kingston. I may have been too hard on him for suggesting I expose my scar rather than hide it. If only he were here, he could see firsthand the gawking stares, unguarded sneers, and visible bristling. He’d understand if he could see the way other people look at me. Not everyone can ignore it like he does.

      When Kingston looks at me, I forget about my scar. It’s as if he doesn’t even see it. He doesn’t avoid looking at me or my face, but he never fixates. Not once.

      “I gotta take a piss,” Evan says and slides out of the booth.

      “Must be halftime,” I mutter to myself when I see the mass departure of bar patrons to the restrooms and the uptick in conversation.

      I check the time, surprised to see we’ve only been here for forty-five minutes. What’s the expected length of time a date should last? An hour? Can I excuse myself, say I’m tired, and leave now—

      “Hey there.”

      I look up from my phone to see one of the men from the table that’s been staring, standing near Evan’s empty seat. “You lost?”

      He chuckles and motions with a half-empty pint of warm beer to his table, where his four friends all have their stools turned to face us. “My friends and I have a question.”

      “Small penis size.”

      “What?” His teasing smile falls a little.

      “Oh, is the question not why you’re single?”

      “Funny.” His glazed-over eyes flash with an evil glint. “Actually, we were wondering what happened to your face.”

      The four men at his table all laugh, amazed that their little messenger here actually had the balls to ask.

      “What happened to yours?”

      “No, seriously,” he says with a slight slur. “We’re thinking it’s either a car accident, you walked through a glass window, or plastic surgery gone wrong.”

      “I’m a little disappointed by your creativity, boys.” I sip my wine and force the vinegar-tasting sludge down my throat.

      “Come on, we got money riding on it.”

      “Who wins if you’re all wrong?”

      “No one.”

      “Well, I’m sorry to disappoint you, but these scars aren’t from any of those things.”

      “No? So what happened?” He leans in a little, clearly interested.

      “I was attacked.”

      His expression falls, and I sense that a spear of regret has penetrated the drunken fog.

      “My boyfriend here?” I motion to Evan’s empty seat. “Real possessive type.” I lean in and whisper. “He stabbed a man for asking me for directions. I tried to break it up, and I took a knife to the face.”

      He swallows hard. “No shit?”

      Evan is over six feet tall, and in street clothes, he looks like a tough dude. Nothing like the big ole teddy bear he resembles in his pale blue scrubs.

      I turn around, look in both directions, and act paranoid. “Look, if I were you, I’d—oh! The bathrooms are over there.” I shove a finger in the direction of the restrooms right as Evan gets back to the table.

      “Hey,” Evan says.

      The man jumps.

      “What’s going on here?” Evan faces the guy.

      He shrinks back on himself and takes a step back.

      I lean around Evan’s body and mouth run.

      “I was just leaving.” He scurries back to his table.

      “Bye! It was nice chatting with you!” I give him and his friends a little finger wave.

      Evan eyes the guy until he’s back in his seat with his buddies and then slips into the booth. “He bothering you?”

      “Nope. He just wanted to ask about the appetizer platter. Guess he has irritable bowel syndrome and wanted to see how much gluten was involved.”

      His eyes are back on the television, and rather than sit here and talk to his chin, I get on my phone and order an Uber.

      Thirty minutes away.

      Great.

      That’s how long it will take me to force down the rest of my wine.
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      “Are you sure you don’t want to come in?” Evan pleads with me from the open door of the Uber that’s parked outside his apartment complex. “We could watch a movie. Or just talk.”

      The guy had an hour and a half sitting across from me at dinner, and now he wants to talk?

      Men are so transparent.

      Once I announced that I was ready to go home, we split the bill, and he tried to hold my hand on the walk out to the street. He put his arm around me in the backseat of the car and even pressed his lips to the side of my head. Now that we’re here dropping him off, he seems surprised that I’m not ready to fall on my back with my legs open.

      “I’m sure.” More sure than I’ve ever been about anything. “I’m going home, Evan.”

      I don’t thank him for the date because what the hell would I be thanking him for? I paid for food I didn’t even eat and stared at his throat all night while he watched television. Not my idea of foreplay.

      Hell, I was more turned on by Kingston doctoring up my bloody foot!

      “See you at work,” I say and lean over to close the door. “Please go,” I ask the driver.

      Evan looks like a wounded bear while he waits, standing on the sidewalk, as we pull away.

      “Good call,” the female driver says while meeting my eyes in the rearview mirror. “Could he be any more obvious about wanting to get laid?”

      “Right?” I laugh, but inside, my chest aches.

      It doesn’t take a genius to figure out Evan’s end game here.

      He’s lonely, horny, and because I don’t have a horde of men begging to date me, he thought I’d be an easy lay.

      I can’t blame him for thinking I’d be easy. I long for the skin-on-skin connection that a sexual relationship brings, the intimacy, the pleasure of another person. I may not be the most desirable woman, but I’m not so desperate to end years of celibacy for a man who values a sports game over me.

      I’m not that hard up.

      Going on a date with Evan has taught me one thing—I may not be the woman I used to be, but I still have some pride left.
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      Kingston

      “What the hell’s wrong with you?” Hayes glares at me from across the conference table where we’ve all been called by the almighty August North for a meeting.

      “What?” I cup my ear. “I can’t hear you from your position with your head that far up my ass.”

      “Now, boys,” Hudson, always the peacemaker, says. “Calm down.”

      “He’s right,” Alex says to Hayes in his usual deadpan tone. “You’ve been up his ass since you walked in here.”

      Hayes throws out a frustrated hand. “Because I asked him if he came prepared?”

      I roll my eyes. “You asked me if I brought something besides crayons to take notes with and then asked if I’d prefer a crib in the corner so I could take a nap while the big boys worked.”

      “You did say that,” Hudson says.

      “You shut your face,” Hayes barks at his twin. “You have no idea what it’s like to have to manage this entitled little prick.”

      Alex’s glare tightens. “Says the other entitled little prick.”

      “Fuck you.” Hayes scowls around the table. “Fuck all of you.”

      I swing my arm in his direction. “Up in our asses. You see what I mean?”

      Hudson chuckles, and Alex grunts an affirmative.

      “Anyone know what this meeting is about?” I ask.

      “August does this sometimes,” Hudson says. “Usually for no other reason than just because he can.”

      I check my phone for the time but also notice I have no new text messages from Gabriella.

      It’s been three days since she stormed out of my bedroom looking like a wet dream and into the arms of another man. I convinced myself that her leaving upset was for the best. I vowed not to reach out, to follow up, to reopen the door she so firmly closed.

      That doesn’t mean I’ve been able to stop thinking about her.

      I had to drink myself into a coma to stop imagining her on a date. And worse, to stop imagining what happened after the date. I thought it would help to wish that the man was a selfish lover, that he took all the pleasure from her body and left her unsatisfied. But she deserves better. She deserves to be loved slowly, thoroughly, to have every inch worshipped by a man who truly understands the gift she’s giving him. I want that for her, and I selfishly wish I was the man to give it to her.

      The conflicted feelings are at war in my head until I slip into madness. Maybe I need to go out, meet someone new, lose myself inside a woman who doesn’t have thick auburn hair that I want to fall asleep in, probing blue eyes that shred me with a look, plump pink lips that beg to be bitten, and—

      “Hello?” Hudson says and waves a hand in front of my face. “You still with us?”

      I bat his hand away.

      “You okay? You look a little sweaty,” he says.

      “It’s hot in here.” I rip off my suit coat and toss it onto the chair next to me.

      “The air is always set to sixty-two.” Alex nods to the thermostat in the room. “It’s never hot in here.” His perma-glare tightens. “Are you sick?”

      “Sick of being at August’s beck and call.”

      I hear our father’s voice before I see him. When he comes around the corner and into the room, he’s accompanied by two women—Miss Vogul, his assistant with benefits, and a dark-haired woman I’ve never seen before.

      “You’re all on time,” he says dryly. “What a surprise.” He pulls out a chair for the brunette in the form-fitting, midi-length skirt and matching coat with an embroidered collar. Gucci, if I had to guess. Maybe Armani.

      “Boys, this is Sophia Coleman.” He puts his hands on her shoulders, and I don’t miss the way Miss Vogul glares at the point of connection. “Isn’t she beautiful?”

      “If we could get to the point of this meeting.” Alex’s glare matches his surly tone. “I have work to do.”

      “I wanted to introduce you personally to Ms. Coleman as she is the new Senior Project Manager.”

      “You could’ve sent a memo,” Hayes growls.

      I easily predict where this meeting is going, and so I tune out. I don’t care to hear my brothers argue or give a flying fuck about North Industries’ upper management.

      “Princess!” August calls to me. “Ms. Coleman asked you a question.”

      I lift my brows at her, bored and tired. “Come again?” How did I manage to say that without a hint of innuendo? Jesus, maybe I am sick.

      “I’m looking for staff in my department.” She taps one long, red fingernail on the table. “August has told me a lot about you. He mentioned you’ve outgrown your position in the legal department.”

      I look between Hayes and August. “Did he?”

      “I need a few project leaders.” She smiles in a way that I’m sure makes most men fall to their knees. “I’d be happy to train you.”

      “I bet you would—”

      “Kingston,” Hudson hisses and shakes his head.

      “If you’re free for dinner tonight, we could discuss the details—”

      “I’m not free for dinner tonight. I have plans.”

      “You’ll cancel them,” August says with the rumble of authority and a face-melting glare. He turns to Ms. Coleman. “Seven thirty at Palmettos. Miss Vogul will make the arrangements. He’ll be there.”

      I shake my head because why do I even get asked if I have no say?

      “Great.” She smiles as if she’s won an award.

      Trust me, sweetheart. I’m no trophy.

      “I’ll see you then,” she says.

      “Not like I have a choice.” I grab my coat and avoid everyone’s eyes as I say goodbye and walk out.
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      I don’t know what time it is when I finally arrive at Palmettos.

      I went straight from North Industries to a little Irish pub to avoid going home. I knew that if I went home, I’d drink myself to sleep, which now, as I stumble through the front door of the restaurant where I’m supposed to meet Ms. Coleman, would’ve been a better idea.

      I see the brunette waiting for me at an intimate table for two by the window.

      “Am I late?” I say as I take the seat across from her.

      “A little.” Her spine is stiff as she refolds her napkin in her lap. “I hope coming late isn’t something you make a habit of, Mr. North.”

      “It is, actually,” I smirk. “But most women like that about me.”

      Her cheeks flush pink, and I look away as the sight of it makes me a little ill. Or maybe that’s the booze swirling in my gut.

      The server, a woman in a black dress shirt and bow tie, smiles at me. “Can I get you something to drink?”

      “McCallan. A double… You know what? Just bring me the bottle.”

      “Sir?” She looks to Coleman, who shakes her head ever so slightly.

      “Just a glass is fine,” Coleman says. “And we’ll take the pasta with truffles and the halibut, please.” She hands the server our menus.

      “Hungry?”

      “Listen, Kingston…” She leans forward with her elbows on the table. “Is it all right if I call you Kingston?”

      “Would it matter if I said no?”

      Her grin is mocking. “I’m going to cut to the chase.”

      “I wish you would.”

      “August led me to believe you two have a fractured relationship.” She picks up her wine glass and swirls the red liquid around the bowl.

      “That’s putting it mildly.” I lean back in my seat, settling in the new information. “Dear old dad shared the family shame with you then, did he?”

      “He did.” Her chin kicks up a fraction. “And it’s my observation that your brothers don’t seem to share the same tension with August as you do.”

      I don’t respond in words or reaction, but she’s right. I’ve always been the black sheep, the odd man out, the stain on the great North name.

      “Wouldn’t you love to—”

      The waitress reappears with our drinks, and I accept the disappointingly small glass of scotch. “Thank you.” I sip but hardly taste it.

      She sips her wine until the server is out of earshot, then she leans her elbows on the table. “Wouldn’t you love for August to finally give you the respect you deserve?”

      I throw back what’s left in my glass and swallow. “You think I deserve respect?” I chuckle and lift my glass toward the waitress and point for another. “You don’t even know me.”

      “I know August—”

      “Spare me the details.”

      “—doesn’t deserve the success of North Industries.”

      The indignation in her voice catches my attention. Her jaw is hard, and the skin on her neck is red and looks hot to the touch. “Go on.”

      “August holds a position of power over you, and you want to be free of his control. Is that accurate?” Her shoulders straighten, and her spine stiffens. “I can help you get out from under that.”

      “How?”

      She leans back in her seat and sips her wine. “Get me dirt on August. I’ll knock him off his pedestal, and in return, you’ll stay on the North Industries payroll as a consultant for life.”

      The waitress sets down my second drink, but I ignore it because what Ms. Coleman is offering is more satisfying than the drink. “You’re saying if I give you information on August, the life-ruining kind, you’ll take over his position at North and keep me on?”

      She nods. “You never have to show your face in the building when it’s all said and done, but you’ll continue to receive the paycheck.”

      I whistle, drop back in my seat, and drag my scotch to my lips. The opportunity to take down August permanently is too attractive not to consider. But there’s only one thing… “What about my brothers? Hayes would rather die than allow an outsider to run the family business.”

      “I’ll deal with Hayes when the time comes.”

      I swirl my drink and imagine a life free of August and his expectations. She’s offering me that freedom, but at what cost? Trading one master for another?

      “Defective.”

      I lift my gaze to hers.

      “That’s what August calls you. ‘Kingston, my defective offspring.’”

      I chuckle because he’s not wrong.

      “You don’t have to take his abuse anymore if you don’t want to. I’m offering you a way out.”

      I slam back the rest of my drink, fish around in my pocket, and drop a fifty-dollar bill on the table. “You’ve given me something to think about.” I stand to leave. “Enjoy your dinner.”

      As I walk out, a heavy sense of dread presses against my shoulders. I don’t have an allegiance to my family name like some of my brothers do. And a chance to hurt August where it counts, his business, is an attractive offer.

      But my brothers are my family. And hurting August will hurt them, mostly professionally. I can’t do that to them.
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      Gabriella

      The room is quiet and somber. The last of Mrs. Lawrence’s family left after saying their final goodbyes. She passed away just over an hour ago, surrounded by her loved ones. And now it’s time to get Mrs. Lawrence transported to the morgue.

      Evan stands on the opposite side of her bed, and we cover her body with a sheet. He looks over his shoulder at the door and then turns back once he’s sure we’re alone. “You’ve been avoiding me,” he whispers.

      I lower Mrs. Lawrence to a flat position rather than the slightly elevated posture she had been in for viewing. “No, I haven’t.”

      Okay, I kind of have been. I chose to eat my dinner in Rita’s office rather than the break room because I knew Evan was in there. And when we pass in the hallway, I pretend I’m sending a vital text message until I’m out of sight.

      It’s only been a few days since our disastrous date, and thankfully our shifts have overlapped only twice since, so he’s been easy to avoid.

      “Give me another chance.” He kicks the lock on the bed wheels and pushes it toward the door. “I can do better.”

      I don’t open the door yet. “Evan, I like you, I really do. But the date made me realize I don’t like you in that way. Do you understand?”

      “I shouldn’t have taken you to a sports bar,” he says and shakes his head. “I see that now.”

      Our entire conversation is whispered over Mrs. Lawrence’s dead body.

      “I’m sure there are a lot of women out there who would love a sports bar date.” I push the door open in hopes that being out of the privacy of this room will end the awkward conversation.

      I want to be honest with Evan. I think he deserves it, but I can’t tell him the truth. That I have a crush on a beautiful gay man, and until these feelings run their course, I can’t look at Evan with anything other than lukewarm feelings.

      If I told him that, he’d think I’m pathetic.

      Hell, I think I’m pathetic.

      I haven’t had the guts to reach out to Kingston and tell him about the awful date he helped me prepare for. I’m too embarrassed. He’d be appalled to hear I ate potato skins and drank cheap wine in a two-thousand-dollar Balenciaga dress.

      I open the door to the back room, where Mrs. Lawrence will wait for her transport to the morgue. Evan pushes her bed against the wall and locks the wheels.

      “Gabby, wait,” I hear him say.

      A thick hand wraps around my bicep and spins me, and then his mouth is on mine.

      The rough stubble of his upper lip rakes against my skin, and I wince and pull away. “What are you doing?”

      “What does it look like?” His breath is hot against my lips, and he presses his mouth against mine again, this time using his tongue to probe between my lips.

      I give his chest a firm shove. His other arm wraps around my lower back, holding me in place.

      “No,” I say and turn my head away.

      I don’t realize until I hear a soft intake of breath that I turned my scars toward him, giving him my ugly side to push him away. It works. His hands release their grip, and I scurry to the door that leads to the alley.

      “Gabby, hold on,” he says as he comes after me. “I’m sorry, okay? Don’t be like this.”

      My heart hammers in my chest as I jog around the building to the main street. In that short span of time, I pick apart our conversation, wondering what I might have said to lead him on, and I come up with nothing. I should’ve pushed him away sooner. Why would he do that? I don’t know if running was the right thing to do, but instinct prevailed over rational thought.

      I pull out my phone to call an Uber.

      My shift is over in an hour. I’ll leave early and tell Rita I had a family emergency. She never argues when I use my family.

      “Gabriella.”

      I recognize the smooth, lazy timber immediately, and relief floods me. “Kingston?”

      He steps out of the same black SUV we rode in the day we went shopping in SoHo. My pulse calms at the sight of him. He is stunning in his black button-up shirt and gray checkered pants. There’s not a man alive who can pull off the bold pattern in a way that still looks masculine.

      “What are you doing here?”

      He crosses the few yards of asphalt between us, and I’m drawn to him as if by a magnet.

      “Just came from a dinner meeting. Passing by. I saw you.” One half of his mouth tips up slowly, and he licks his lower lip. “What are the chances,” he says in a whisper.

      “You expect me to believe you came from Manhattan to Brooklyn for dinner? It’s eleven o’clock at night, and you just happen to be driving by right as I walk outside?”

      That crooked grin widens.

      My eyes narrow.

      “Fine, you got me,” he says playfully. “I did have a dinner meeting, and then I wanted to see you, so I’ve been sitting out here waiting for you to get off.”

      “How’d you know I’d be working?”

      “I asked the lady who left a couple hours ago.”

      Annette. Of course, she’d tell him I’m here.

      He looks at me from head to toe. “You are a sight for sore eyes.” He does that thing where he takes my hand and has me spin for him. “These scrubs are freakishly flattering on your body.” Once my full rotation is complete, I find him glaring hard at my feet. “But what the fuck are those?”

      I look down, rock back on my heels, and wiggle my toes. “Crocs.”

      “Yes,” he says, still looking at my shoes with utter disbelief. “But why are you wearing them?”

      I shrug. “Because they’re comfortable and easy—”

      He presses one long forefinger to my lips, and the contact sends a zap of electricity through my blood. “Shh…” he whispers while staring at the spot where the pad of his finger is pressed against my lips. “That was a rhetorical question.” He drags his finger down ever so gently so that it tugs on my lower lip before releasing it completely. “We need to update your shoes.”

      My pulse scrambles to recover from the sensual touch of his finger. Evan nearly had his tongue in my mouth minutes ago, and I felt wretched. Kingston puts his finger on my lip, and I’m a puddle at his feet.

      Of course, this would happen to me.

      Fall for the one who isn’t available.

      Perfect.

      I straighten my spine. “I like my Crocs. I don’t want updated shoes.”

      He shrugs. “We’ll see.”

      I cross my arms at my chest. “Are you going to tell me why you’re really here?”

      “I came to see if you’d need a ride home.”

      I catch a whiff of expensive liquor. “Are you drunk?”

      His smile is slow, lazy, and so sexy. He pinches a lock of my hair and rubs it between his fingers. “Not anymore.”

      Why does he have to be so sexy? “You sat here all night just so you could give me a ride home?”

      “Not all night, just a few hours.”

      “You could’ve texted me.”

      He tilts his head. “I could say the same to you. I haven’t heard a peep from you in days.”

      “I—”

      “Gabby.” Evan’s voice sounds from behind me, making me jump.

      I turn to find him standing in the propped-open doorway.

      He glares at Kingston. “Everything okay out here?”

      As if Kingston is the threat? Ha.

      “I’m leaving for the night.” I turn back to Kingston. “Give me a minute to grab my things.”

      “Of course.” His hazel laser beams stay aimed at Evan.

      I stomp past Evan and head straight for the back room to grab my purse.

      “You’re not serious about this guy, are you?” He chases after me.

      “That’s none of your business.”

      “Open your eyes,” he says as I push past him with my purse. “He’s a fuckboy! He’s using you.”

      “Idiot,” I mumble quietly as I pass through the lobby. When I get to the door, he reaches around and holds it closed in front of me. “Let go of the door.”

      “Jesus, Gabby, look at him. His money, his fucking clothes.”

      “Stop it.” I close my eyes to push out the ideas he’s trying to plant in my head. “You have no idea who he is, and you certainly know nothing about me. Back away from the door. Now.”

      Rather than back away, he throws it open.

      The sound gets Kingston’s attention, and when he looks over at us, he sees Evan towering over me. His expression turns glacial. “Are we going to have a problem here?”

      The driver of the SUV steps out and circles the hood to stand at Kingston’s back. He’s a little shorter than Kingston but double his width, and he looks at Evan as if he’d enjoy rearranging his body parts.

      Kingston gets close, so close I can smell his cologne. He offers me his hand without sparing Evan a glance. “Give me the honor of getting you the fuck out of here?”

      I take his hand and immediately feel wrapped in warmth and safety. “Gladly.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Evan mumbles seconds before I hear the door slam closed behind me.

      I slide into the backseat of the SUV, and Kingston follows me in. “That’s going to make work tomorrow a little awkward.”

      “Call in sick,” he says as if it’s the easiest solution ever. “Or better yet, quit.” He nods to the driver, who spots him from the rearview mirror. “You’re too talented to be wasting away at a place like this.”

      “Is that right? And what would you know of my talent?” I’m joking. I don’t even care if his compliment is a lie, I love it anyway.

      He looks me dead in the eye. “Do you want me to take you home?”

      “No!” I cover my mouth and laugh nervously. “Sorry, it’s just… it’s been a long night. I’d kill for a slice of Nana’s apple pie.”

      “Nana’s Diner it is.” He lifts a chin. “You hear that, James?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      He angles his body toward me and leans his head against the back of the leather seat. “Tell me, Gabriella.” He says my name slowly as if wanting to experience every syllable on his tongue. “What made the night long?”

      “We lost Mrs. Lawrence tonight. Her family was a mess.” I dart my eyes to his but can’t look for long for fear I’ll get lost in the warm acceptance of his gaze.

      “What else?”

      “Hm? Nothing. That’s it—”

      “You ran out from around that building like you had a madman at your back. Then Evan comes out all fee-fi-fo-fum and banging his chest.” He reaches out and runs his fingers along a lock of my hair. The innocent touch gives me goosebumps. “What happened?”

      “The date was awful.”

      He grins. Wide. “Sorry to hear it.”

      I slap his chest, and he falls back laughing.

      “Don’t laugh.” I can’t help but join in his laughter.

      “I’m sorry. It’s not funny.” He rolls his lips between his teeth and then bursts out cackling again.

      “Okay, get it out. It’s so funny that my date was a disaster.”

      I tell him about the sports bar, the food, and Evan being more interested in the game than me.

      “What a stud,” he says sarcastically. “I could’ve told you just by looking at the guy that he knows nothing about creating the perfect date.”

      “How could you tell that just from looking at him?”

      He lifts a brow, seeming to enjoy the challenge. “He has a ten-dollar haircut, overgrown eyebrows, his scrubs were wrinkled and two sizes too big, and his shoes were filthy. This tells me he takes no pride in his appearance and that he pays zero attention to the finer details. He’s a Netflix and Chill Tinder date at best.”

      I groan and drop my head into my hands.

      “I’m right, aren’t I?”

      “Yes.” The one word is muffled into my palms. “From now on, you’re meeting every guy I agree to go out with.”

      When he doesn’t answer, I sit back and look at him.

      “But I’m also not one of those girls who needs the fancy dates or to be wined and dined.”

      “It’s not about money. It’s about attention to detail.” That playful smirk is back. “Let me show you.”

      My pulse flickers behind my ribs. “Okay.”

      Kingston

      We pull up to the curb in front of Nana’s Diner. The old train car turned restaurant is the perfect 1950s throwback and ideal for a low-key date.

      “I got it, James,” I tell the driver, letting him know he doesn’t have to get out and open the door.

      On a date, I’d never let another man attend to the woman I’m interested in.

      I pop the door, climb out, and hold out my hand.

      She slips her delicate fingers into my palm, and even in her scrubs and ridiculous shoes, she’s royalty exiting the car.

      I pull her hand into the crook of my arm. “Watch your step,” I say and point out the curb. I keep pace with her as we walk to the door. Too often, men drag a woman behind them, not thinking about how they have a shorter stride or how walking in heels might slow them down. I open the door and guide her in ahead of me before regaining her hand on my arm. “Two, please,” I tell the hostess. “Preferably something private. Quiet.”

      “Yes, of course,” the woman says with a slight flush.

      “Okay, we haven’t even sat down yet, and this is already a better date than the one I had with Evan.”

      I wink at her while inside my head I’m bitch-slapping that little Evan prick for throwing away the time he had with her. He deserves to have his man card revoked for such an offense.

      We’re taken to a small booth at the far end of the restaurant, and I let her pick her side before taking the seat opposite her. She orders a strawberry shake and a slice of apple pie, and I order a root beer float.

      “Where did you learn your stellar dating skills?”

      I don’t take my eyes off hers when she talks. Eye contact is key. It’s the first step of foreplay. “I grew up quickly. The French don’t have all the sexual hang-ups that American’s do. I learned about women from women.”

      “You’re a quick study.” She swirls her straw in her water before putting her lips around the tip.

      I hold her gaze, even though I worry she might see the flash of insecurity in my eyes. “I can be.”

      Our drinks and her pie arrive, and I wait for her to direct the conversation. Men are too quick to jump in and dominate the quiet parts of a date. If they only shut up and watch a woman enjoy her meal and drink and enjoy the pleasure of her indulgence, it’s all hot, and most men miss it completely.

      “Mmm, you have to try this.” She forks a bite of pie and holds it out to me.

      Fuck, yeah. This is a great sign. Sharing silverware means she’s considered our mouths touching, and she’s okay with it.

      I moan around the sweet apple and buttery crust. “Delicious.”

      “Enough about my love life.” She slurps back a gulp of her shake. Her free hand folds the corner of a paper napkin, and I wonder if it’s a nervous habit or if she even realizes she’s doing it. “Tell me more about the special someone you have your eye on at the moment.”

      I lean back in my seat. “There’s so much to tell.”

      Her blue eyes widen with excitement. “Don’t skimp a single detail. Where’d you meet? Have you asked him out yet? Date?”

      “No, nothing like that. Like I said the other night, I don’t think it’s possible.”

      Her fingers still work on that napkin. “That’s ridiculous. Anything is possible.”

      I record those words in my head, tattooing them into my brain to be used at a later date.

      I reach across the table and slip my fingers beneath her fidgeting ones. “Has anyone ever told you that you have gorgeous hands?”

      “No, never.” She sucks back more shake, and her eyebrows pinch together. “Ouch, brain freeze.” She uses that hand to press between her brows, leaving my hand cold and alone.

      I slide it back into my lap.

      “You’re good,” she says, squinting through one eye. “I’ll give you that.” She blows out a breath. “Whew, this is a bad one.”

      When the pain finally subsides, she no longer fidgets with the napkin but keeps her free hand in her lap.

      “What do you like to do for fun?” I ask, hoping to redirect her thoughts.

      “You mean, hobbies?” She scowls at an empty spot on the table. “I don’t have any.” She chews her bottom lip. “I think I used to, but… that was…” She shakes her head, and her face pales.

      Sensing her mood, I scramble for a subject change. “My brother Hayes used to play hockey in college. When I came to live with August, Hayes came home for winter break, and he brought a week’s worth of dirty, sweaty clothes with him. I’d never met him before, and I woke up covered in his filthy jockstraps and stinky underclothes.”

      “What a jerk!” She laughs, and the sound is the best therapy.

      “Smelled like Époisses de Bourgogne.”

      “Do I even want to know what that is?”

      “It’s a soft cheese. The smell is so foul it’s banned from public transportation in France.”

      “Gross!” She forks another bite of apple pie. “Sounds like Hayes has been an ass from the beginning. How can you stand to work with him?”

      My quick meeting with that snake Ms. Coleman comes back to me. “I won’t be for much longer. I’m being transferred into a different department.”

      “You don’t look happy about that.”

      I shrug. “I’m considering all my options.” I smile sadly and then want to kick myself in the nuts for bringing down the date vibe. Rule number whatever, never complain about life on a date. No one fucking cares.

      She puts an elbow on the table and her chin into her palm. “What would you do if you could have any job in the world?”

      “Something that makes the world a more visually appealing place.”

      “You want to make things pretty,” she says dreamily. “I love that.”

      “What about you?”

      The contented look on her face dissolves, and she avoids my eyes. “I like what I do now. I wouldn’t change a thing.”

      “Is that true? Because in my experience, everyone always wants something more.”

      She smiles and shrugs. “Not me. I’m exactly where I want to be.”

      Bullshit.
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      “My Uber is here,” Gabriella says as she looks between her phone and the curb outside the diner.

      “This is not the way a proper date is supposed to end. Why won’t you let me take you home so I can walk you to your door and—”

      “Give me a kiss goodnight?”

      “Of course not. A gentleman never kisses on the first date.” I am far from a gentleman. I’d kiss her, and if she’d let me, I’d do things to her body she only ever dreamed about.

      “That sounds lovely, good sir, but I’m happy to take an Uber. If you take me home, it’ll take you an hour to get back to the city.” She gathers her purse into her lap. “This has been the perfect date.”

      I fold out of the booth and offer her my elbow. “At least let me walk you to your chariot.”

      She walks slower than she did when we got here, and I wonder if she’s as reluctant to end the night as I am. Or maybe she’s just tired. We’ve been here for almost two hours talking about things that don’t matter, and I could do it for months straight if she’d be willing.

      “Thank you for the pie and shake.”

      I open the door to the Uber, grateful to see her driver is an older woman. “Let’s do it again sometime.”

      “I’d like that.”

      “Tomorrow.”

      She jumps at my quick response. She’s not the only one. Rule number whatever, don’t act over-eager. It freaks women out. “I can’t. I have to work.”

      “The next day.”

      “I can’t.”

      “The next?”

      When she doesn’t immediately say no, hope swells in my chest.

      “My house. Netflix and Chill.”

      She throws her head back and laughs.

      “Is that a yes?”

      “Fine. Day after tomorrow night.” She climbs into the backseat of the waiting car.

      I lean into the door. “Six o’clock Friday.”

      I close the door on her smiling face and watch her drive away.

      Seventy-two hours until I see her again.

      Let the countdown begin.

      God help me, what the fuck am I doing?
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      Gabriella

      “Gabby, honey, I’m home!”

      I sigh into my coffee as my peaceful morning on the terrace comes to an end.

      “You’ll never believe who I ran into at the bakery.”

      “I bet I will,” I mumble into my latte.

      My mom breezes onto the terrace, all one hundred and ten pounds of Pilates-sculpted body wrapped in Lululemon’s finest. “I brought scones.” She places an open bakery box onto the table between us.

      She always gets food she doesn’t eat. Filling bellies is her way of showing love, which says a lot about why she never fills her own.

      “Kirby Greenfield.” Her eyes sparkle with scandal, and I wonder how my mom would spend her time if she didn’t have people to gossip about.

      I grab a scone and take a bite. “How is she?”

      Kirby and I were best friends through high school, and when she moved to Santa Barbara to go to college, I almost went with her. We visited each other on holidays, and people said we were inseparable. But that was before.

      “She’s engaged,” she says excitedly. “To William Walker. Do you remember him?”

      Yes. “Hmm… no, I don’t think so.”

      Billy Walker was a prick of epic proportions. The definition of wealth and entitlement, Billy had one goal—to land a woman from a wealthy family. Gag.

      “He’s a partner in his father’s firm, and she says they’re buying a summer house in the Hamptons.”

      “Good for them.” I shove half a scone in my mouth.

      “Oh, Gabby, don’t be so bitter.” Her gaze slips and settles on my scars.

      “I’m not bitter. I just don’t care.” I stand and prepare to leave her to what I’m sure is going to be a million phone calls to share Kirby’s news.

      “The only person holding you back from the kind of happiness Kirby has is you,” she says to my retreating back.

      I freeze, just shy of the French doors. “I’m not holding myself back from anything. And don’t assume I want Kirby’s life.” I move into the kitchen. “Can’t think of anything worse,” I mumble.

      “Kirby said she’s tried to get in touch with you since the accident—”

      “I don’t want to talk about this—”

      “After two years of you avoiding her, she finally gave up.”

      She’s not lying. I did avoid her. Her and everyone else. After the accident, I lost a lot of friends because life-altering experiences are just that—life altering. I’m not the same person I was three years ago. Nothing refines a person’s values like death. If Kirby had been through what I had, she’d never agree to marry a jackass like Billy Walker. Not that I blame her for living in the dark. She’s never had the blinders taken off.

      Neither has my mom.

      “If you see her again, please tell her I wish her the best.” I walk away only to hear my mom’s sneakered feet follow behind me.

      “How long are you going to keep up this ridiculous charade?”

      I drop my coffee cup into the sink and brace my hands on the cold marble. “Charade, mom?” I tilt my head to see her eyes, which are the same blue as mine. “This is the life I’ve chosen to live, and I like it—”

      “Oh, please,” she scoffs. “You were at the top of your class at Ju—”

      “Stop it!”

      She bites down so hard her cheek twitches.

      “That is not my life anymore, and it never will be again. You have to accept that. I have.”

      She drops her gaze with a sigh. “Your brother is doing so well working for your father. Maybe there’s something you could do with them?”

      I laugh humorlessly. “You don’t listen. I am content. Why is that never enough for you guys?” When she doesn’t answer, I turn to head upstairs. “I have to go. I’ll be late for work.”

      “Work. That’s funny,” she mumbles.

      I keep toward the stairs.

      “I’m going back to Los Angeles this weekend! Maybe we can have dinner before I leave?”

      “Can’t!” I holler down the stairs to her. “I have plans.”

      Once behind the safety of my bedroom door, I flop onto my bed, slam my face in my pillow, and scream.

      Kingston

      It’s been two days since I’ve been transferred out of Hayes’ torture closet into Ms. Coleman’s department, and I’m actually missing my asshole brother.

      I tried to fight the move. Showed up every day to Hayes’ office only to find the woman waiting for me. She reminded me I had a choice—grunt through whatever work she sends my way or give her dirt on August.

      She placed me under the guidance of a woman named Lisa, who is supposed to show me the ropes and get me trained in all things project management. But everything she says sounds like a foreign language, and the paperwork she’s given me to study may as well be written in Sanskrit.

      “Kingston,” Mrs. Miller, Alexander’s assistant, greets me as I approach her desk. She’s old enough to be my mother… Actually, I think my mom is younger. “Are you all right?”

      I run a hand down my face and moan. “Not at all.”

      She frowns. “The transfer isn’t all you thought it would be?”

      “Actually, it’s exactly what I thought it would be.” I lift a chin toward Alex’s office door. “Is he in?”

      “He is, but he’s asked that I don’t disturb him.”

      I roll my eyes and bang on the frosted glass door. “Open up! I need your help.”

      Mrs. Miller’s desk phone rings. “Yes, Mr. North?” She studies me. “He does, sir. Distressed, a little pale, and uncharacteristically modest. Yes, I will.” She hangs up the phone. “You can go on in.”

      The door clicks, indicating that it’s now unlocked, and I push inside to find my brother in front of multiple computer screens, his focused gaze darting between them.

      “What do you want?” he barks.

      “I want my job with Hayes back.” I lie down on his couch, one foot thrown over the arm, the other flat on the ground. I’m a mess.

      “Ms. Coleman’s that bad?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “What’s the problem then?”

      I sigh and sit up so I can make eye contact with my oldest brother while I beg. “Let me come work for you. Design is so much more my thing.”

      “I work alone,” he says firmly.

      “I know, but I’m sure there’s something I can do—”

      “There’s not.” He leans back in his executive chair, his scowl on me.

      “I can’t do the job that Coleman’s asking me to do.” With my elbows propped on my knees, I run my hands through my hair. “All the people in the department have experience in engineering. I don’t understand any of the shit they’re trying to teach me.” I turn my head to meet his gaze because I know he’ll understand what I have to say next. “I’m so sick of feeling stupid.”

      His scowl darkens.

      “I shouldn’t even be here. North Industries is not my gig.”

      He makes an mm-hm sound.

      “There isn’t a single department in this company that I’d fit into.” I slump back against the couch. “Why is he forcing me to work here?”

      He stands and moves to his drafting table. “My best guess? He wants you to earn your money.”

      “I get that. I do. I just wish there was a department more my speed, somewhere I could lend my talent and interest.”

      “Create one.”

      My gaze snaps to the top of his head, the only thing I can see with his head down. “What do you mean?”

      “You’re a North. You belong here. There’s no reason why we can’t modify the company to include your skills.”

      I cross to him and lean against the bookshelf. “I don’t think North Industries has any interest in the fashion business.”

      His cold, hazel eyes come to mine. “Interior design.” He hunches back over the drafting table. “You did a great job decorating Jordan’s restaurant. I don’t see why we can’t offer your services to our clients.”

      “Hold on,” I say with hope swelling in my chest. “You think August would go for that?”

      “Be stupid not to,” he says so softly it’s almost to himself.

      “You really are a goddamn genius.” I try to pull him in for a hug, but he shoves me away.

      “Fuck off.”

      “I love you, brother!” I say as I jog out of his office. “Have I told you lately, Mrs. Miller, that you get even more beautiful every day?”

      She smiles and shakes her head. “There’s the Kingston I know.”

      I blow her a kiss and take off toward August’s office. His assistant isn’t at her desk, so I grip the handle, only to find it locked. I knock on the glass. “August, you in there?”

      “Go away,” he says, accompanied by a female giggle.

      “Gross.” I take his assistant’s seat, and my mind goes crazy with ideas—textures, fabrics, natural woods, and colors. I picture buildings as blank canvases and how I could bring them to life with my ideas. The structure its body, the interior its soul. Industrial, coastal, modern. From tile to art, the visions surge and make me feel the most alive I have ever felt inside the walls of North Industries.

      “Oh!” Miss Vogul stumbles out of August’s office with the buttons of her blouse done up all wrong. “Kingston.” She tries to smooth her hair as if that’ll help her freshly fucked look. “I didn’t realize you’d still be here.”

      The man keeps piling reasons upon reasons for me not to like him. Using his position of authority to seduce his assistant is another layer that makes me sick we share the same blood. I grab my pages of notes and head in to see August.

      “August, do you have a minute?”

      He’s slipping on his suit coat, looking much more put together than his assistant. “No. I’m busy.”

      “One minute.” I hold out my pages of notes. “I have an idea of how I can contribute to North Industries.”

      He holds his palm up, ignoring my offered notes. “And how’s that? Adding a nap room? Arts and crafts time? Maybe we can get Mrs. Miller to read bedtime stories over the PA.”

      Okay… ouch. “If you’d just hear me out, I really think I’m onto something—”

      “Forgive me, Princess, but I’m running a real business here with adults that have earned their positions and have bills to pay.”

      “I—”

      “You’ll continue on with Sophia, and when she gets sick of your lackluster performance, you’ll move to another department until you either find a place that fits or you quit and you’re off my payroll. Is that understood?”

      I clench my jaw. “If you’d just listen to my idea—”

      “I don’t pay you for ideas.” He chuckles. “I’m not sure what I pay you for, but I know it’s not your little ideas.”

      My heart feels like it’s shrinking, and a bitter grin pulls my lips. “And what exactly are you paying Miss Vogul for, huh?”

      His face reddens.

      “Better tell your wife to make room in the penthouse for another North heir.”

      “How dare you—”

      I nod to his pants. “Your fly is down.” I turn on a heel, feeling as small as humanly possible. “Prick,” I mumble before walking out the door.
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      Gabriella

      I hadn’t heard from Kingston since the night at the diner when we agreed to hang out. When I show up at his building, I’m eaten alive by nerves.

      “Miss Gabriella, Mr. North is expecting you.” The concierge greets me, settling my nervousness. He walks me to the elevator bank and calls the carriage. “Do you remember which floor?”

      “I do, thank you.”

      A woman who looks to be in her thirties but is probably in her fifties joins us in waiting for the elevator, and we climb in together.

      Her eyes are seared to my cheek and neck. And although she’s keeping her thoughts to herself, it’s not hard to read her expression.

      I face her head-on, and joy swells in my chest at her look of horror. “Bad fillers.”

      “I… I’m sorry, what?” I applaud her for playing stupid, but her face pales, giving her away.

      “My face.” I pull my hair away and really shove the worst of my scarring at her. “I just figured you should know. Hyaluronic acid expires, but they never tell you that before they fill your face with the stuff.”

      She shakes her head, her hand covering her open mouth.

      “When it goes bad, it turns into hydrogen sulfate—you know, sulfuric acid. Burns you from the inside out. Anyway…” I drop my hair but stay in her space. “You should have seen it before. Took multiple surgeries for me to look this good.”

      The elevator dings.

      “This is me.” When the doors open, I walk out.

      She shoves her hand between the doors. “What’s the name of the doctor? Is he here in New York?”

      I suck in air through my teeth. “I can’t say, sorry. We’re in the middle of a malpractice suit. The tragedy of it all is he is still working. His office is nearby—oh shoot.” I rub my forehead. “I’ve said too much.”

      I watch her throat bob with a hard swallow.

      I smile as sweetly as I can muster and watch her eyes widen on my cheek. “Goodnight.”

      She steps back into the elevator, looking a little sick.

      I turn to head to Kingston’s door and nearly scream. He’s standing in the open doorway looking like he just stepped out of a designer men’s cologne ad with his shirt unbuttoned and his hair a mess.

      “Making friends?” he says in that slow, sexy drawl.

      I clear my throat and resist the urge to fan my face. “Not really. She was just apologizing for farting on the elevator.”

      His expression turns sour.

      “I know, right?”

      He steps aside to let me into his condo.

      I set my purse on the kitchen counter next to a bottle of scotch and a crystal glass. “Bad day?”

      He pours himself a quarter of a glass then drags it off the table and to his lips. “No.” He doesn’t take his hazel gaze off mine, and something fiery burns behind his eyes that makes me a little nervous. Tells me to be cautious.

      “Are you hungry?” He needs something to soak up the booze. “I’m starving.”

      “Order whatever you want. Anything within ten miles that delivers has my card on file.” He heads to the couch and turns on the television.

      I pull up the map on my phone, looking for something close that is hearty. Italian. Perfect. I hit the number. “What do you want to watch? Any new movies that look good?”

      I order spaghetti and meatballs and lasagna. When I give the woman the address, she says she’ll charge Mr. North’s card. I fish some cash out of my purse and leave it for him on the counter.

      “Food will be here in twenty-five minutes.”

      “Help yourself to a drink,” he says, scrolling through movies so quickly I’m surprised he even has time to read them.

      I open the fridge and grab a cold Pellegrino, then pour some into a glass before joining him on the couch. “So?”

      “You pick,” he says with a lazy smile.

      Yep, he needs to eat, or he’ll be passed out in an hour.

      I slip the remote from his hand, push the power off button, and wait for him to look at me. “What happened?”

      “Nothin—”

      “Are we really going to play this game?” I ask. “You say you’re fine when clearly you’re not.”

      His expression falls a little.

      “Something happen at work?”

      His jaw hardens, and he looks down at the glass in his hand as his thumb follows the lines etched in the crystal.

      “If you talk about it, maybe it’ll help.”

      He shakes his head. “Nothing new. Same ole shit.”

      “Your dad or Hayes?”

      He chuckles, and his answering smile looks genuine. “You already know them so well.” He shakes his head. “But I really don’t want to talk about it. I’ve been looking forward to tonight for three days. Can we please not spoil it with talk about my family?”

      I chew the inside of my mouth, wondering if I should push him.

      He cups my jaw. His gaze intent, he runs his thumb down my scar to my throat.

      I jerk free of his hold. “What are you doing?”

      He cringes slightly. “Sorry, I don’t like seeing you chew on your mouth like that.”

      “You can’t just touch people.” I press my palm to the place where he touched me, still feeling the singe of heat his thumb left behind.

      “It’s soft.”

      My gaze darts to his, and he holds eye contact.

      “The scars, they’re really soft. Like silk.”

      I don’t know whether to scream or cry or hug him. No one ever touches my scars. Not my parents. Hell, even I avoid them when I can.

      But Kingston touches the hideous marks without hesitation, and he actually likes the way they feel?

      “I should probably take a shower.” He pushes up from the couch. “If the food comes—”

      “I’ll get it.”

      He walks toward his room slowly, and I’m ashamed to admit I watched him the entire time.
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      “We’re going out,” Kingston announces after we’ve finished eating a feast worth of carbs in noodle form.

      I rinse off our plates while he tosses the paper containers.

      “I’m wearing jeans.”

      He shrugs. “So am I.” He is dressed casually—casual for him, at least. His casual is an average man’s dressed up.

      “Yeah, but my jeans are ripped, have bleach stains, and are not the cool kind. They’re the kind you get from cleaning the bathroom while wearing jeans.”

      He takes my hand and pulls me toward the door. “You look great.”

      In my defense, I did put on some makeup, wash and dry my long hair, and although my jeans are crappy, they fit perfectly. I wore an off-the-shoulder top and brown leather sandals. I’m not night-out-in-Manhattan worthy, but I did make an effort.

      I grab my purse, and we wait for the elevator. Unfortunately, there are mirrors on the doors, and I’m made painfully aware of one downside to having a gorgeous gay man for a friend. He always looks prettier than me.

      “Where are we going?” I say as we climb into the carriage.

      “A friend of mine is having an art show in Red Hook.”

      “An art show!” Visions of little black dresses and champagne glasses fill my vision. “I can’t go to an art show looking like this.”

      He chuckles. “It’s not that kind of art show.”

      We take the elevator below the building to the parking garage, and Kingston pulls a key fob from his pocket, making the headlights on a sexy-looking black sports car flash.

      “I didn’t know you had a car.”

      He opens the passenger side door. “There’s a lot about me you don’t know,” he says playfully.

      “That I believe.”

      Once inside, he fires up the engine, and techno-house music blasts through the speakers. I cover my ears, and he scrambles to turn it down.

      “Sorry about that,” he says with a shy smile.

      “Someone had a fun night,” I say through my laughter and lower my hands from my ears.

      The quiet growl of the engine hums as he pulls out of the underground parking and onto the street. The intimacy of the small space and silence makes me antsy.

      “Do you ever get back to France to visit?” I ask to break up the silence.

      “No.”

      “Don’t you miss it?”

      He shrugs. “I do miss it. Not the people so much.”

      I’m about to ask what he means.

      “Not the French. They’re great. More specifically, the man living with my mother.” His handsome face twists with disgust.

      “Your stepdad?”

      He recoils.

      “Is he a dick?”

      My question seems to loosen his tense jaw. “No, actually.” He clears his throat, and his gaze darts to mine for a second before moving back to the road. “He was my best friend.”

      “Oh. Oh. Wait, what?”

      “Rafe. Or Raphael,” he says in an exaggerated French accent. He shakes his head. “We always had fun flirting with older women. I never thought he’d carry the fun into my own house.”

      “Is that why you decided to move to New York?”

      He laughs, but there’s only sadness in the sound. “I didn’t want to leave. My mom forced me to leave. Every time I’d see him coming out of her room, I saw red. Guess she got tired of cleaning blood off her Parisian rugs.”

      “Oh, my God, so she chose her lover over her own son?”

      “Gross. But yeah. Pretty much.” He frowns.

      I reach over and pull his hand between mine. The action seems to call him out of his feelings, and he interlaces our fingers and squeezes.

      “I’m sorry. Some people are so selfish.”

      His dark mood returns along with a tortured expression. He releases my hand. “Aren’t they.”

      A few minutes of uncomfortable silence stretch between us as I retrace our conversation to pinpoint where things went wrong. Without an answer, I change the subject. “At what point did you realize you were gay?”

      The car comes to a slow stop.

      “We’re here.” He’s out of the car and comes around to open my door.

      He throws the keys to a man wearing a black-on-black suit and offers me his elbow to lead me to a single door of a red brick warehouse. We’re met by someone wearing all black, dark hair slicked back beneath the straps of a full-face respirator gas mask. On the front of their black shirt in white letters, it reads CRTQ. I assume a clever play on the word critic or critique.

      Kingston gives them his name, and we get handed similar masks.

      “Okay, now I’m nervous.” I study the mask in my hands.

      “It’ll be fun.” He slips the mask on over his head and then helps me with mine. “Let’s go.”

      The masked guard holds a finger up, indicating we should be quiet, and then opens the door to an interior room.

      Kingston grabs my hand and leads me into a massive space.

      There is no sound inside except for the random hissing of what I come to learn is spray paint. All along the walls are blown-up versions of famous paintings—The Kiss, Starry Night, Girl with the Pearl Earring—all recognizable pieces. But the classic paintings displayed are not the purpose of the show. Rather than guests standing in front of the works in quiet appreciation, onlookers are invited to pick up a paint can and leave their reactions behind.

      We step up to the first painting, Mondrian’s Composition with Red Blue and Yellow. Kingston hands me a can of spray paint and nods for me to spray my response. In between the words boring and simplicity in still-wet paint, I write balance. I hand the spray can to Kingston who waves me off and nods that we move to the next. With every new painting, I spray a response, and he stands back watching. He refuses the can every time I offer, so I stop offering. Our masks keep us from communicating with speech, but the way he watches me makes me feel like we’re speaking a language that transcends the spoken word. Silence creates an intense intimacy, and the masks a sense of anonymity, and he watches my reactions to every painting like it’s a peek into my soul.

      The last painting is an Edward Degas classic called The Rehearsal of the Ballet Onstage that depicts many young ballerinas being viewed by men in suits who are slumped in their chairs.

      Kingston sets a can in my hand and nods to the twenty-by-forty-foot image on the wall. The words innocence, desperation, and pervert are spray-painted on the wall and drip like blood.

      He nods for me to go. I stare at the image, the beautiful young girls on pointe and on display. Knowing the history behind this painting, that the young girls were impoverished children used as prostitutes for wealthy older men, I shake my can and spray the word survivor.

      Kingston surprises me when he grabs my can. He steps close to the paining, his arm moves in quick, determined strokes. When he backs away, he reveals an addition to the painting. A ballerina in a split leap, gliding through the air, above it all, as if the world below can’t touch her. The image is rough, paint drips down the wall, but the message of her freedom is hard to ignore. I reach for his hand and hold on tightly. We stay in front of that painting longer than any of the others. We watch strangers paint the words graceful, timeless, and innocence.

      He squeezes my hand and, without words, asks if I’m finished here.

      I nod, and we exit into a room where we dump our masks and join a couple dozen other people with paint-stained fingers drinking beer, wine, and soft drinks from cans.

      “That was so much fun.” I grab a can of champagne from a vat of ice. “Why didn’t you participate until the end?”

      “I had more fun watching you.” He takes a long pull from his beer. “But I owe you a replacement for that shirt.”

      I look down at the few paint dots left behind on my shirt. “Are you kidding? It’s like a free souvenir.”

      “Kingston!” A tall man with a short mohawk and tattoos on his throat pushes through a group of people and throws his arm around Kingston’s neck. “You bloody bastard, I didn’t think you’d show.” The man’s eyes slide to mine, and a gold tooth flashes in the light when he grins. “Do I owe you a thank you for getting him to come?”

      I watch his gaze settle on my scarred cheek and angle my face away.

      “Nikolai, this is Gabriella.” Kingston doesn’t take his eyes off mine. “This is Nico’s exhibit.”

      The man reaches out his hand, which is covered in paint, including under his fingernails. “It’s nice to meet you, Gabriella. Did you enjoy the experience?” He leans in. “If the answer is no, lie to me.”

      “I did, thank you. It was so liberating. I can’t tell you how badly I’ve wanted to take a Sharpie marker to The Met.”

      “Exactly.” His smile widens. “You get it.” He leans into Kingston. “She’s a keeper.”

      My face heats.

      Nikolai’s eyes light up. “You guys should come to the afterparty.”

      “It’s up to Gabriella,” Kingston says.

      “Yeah, sounds like fun.”

      “Nico, hurry up!” someone calls from behind him.

      “I gotta go.” He turns to leave. “The party is at Tempt. VIP. I’ll put you on the list,” he says over his shoulder as he walks away.

      “You sure you want to go?” Kingston says with a challenge in his eyes.

      “Hell yes.”

      He leads me through a crowd of people toward the exit.

      And it hits me. The truth is, I think I’d follow Kingston anywhere.
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      Kingston

      The club isn’t a far drive from the warehouse. When we pull up to the VIP valet, I wonder if bringing Gabriella here might be a mistake.

      Her wide eyes fixate on the line of people waiting to get in, most of them wearing some combination of latex and plastic. I hold her hand to the VIP entrance, grateful for the many excuses I’ve had to touch her tonight.

      We’re let inside and told the afterparty is upstairs. Gabriella’s feet freeze on the top step, and I follow her line of sight to a row of poles, each with its own nearly naked dancer.

      I step in front of her to block her view of the topless women and G-string-wearing men. “We don’t have to stay. If you want to leave—”

      “No way.” She leans around me to get a better visual. “I wouldn’t miss this for anything.” Her smile is curious but mostly intrigued. “Let’s go sit at the bar.”

      We claim barstools in front of the dancers. She seems captivated as they appear weightless, spinning and sliding along the bars. I order her a dirty martini and myself soda water.

      “Oh, wow.” She blinks hard and turns away from the poles. “I’m pretty sure I just saw that man’s butthole.” She slowly peeks back over her shoulder and cringes. “Yep, that’s a butthole.”

      I laugh into my glass and keep my back to the dancers. The room erupts in cheers when Nikolai walks in with his entourage.

      “He seems like a nice guy,” she says as we both watch him receive hugs and handshakes. “How did you two meet?”

      The truth is I dated his ex-girlfriend. She brought me to one of his shows—I assume to make him jealous—but I found him far more interesting than I found her. We stopped seeing each other, and Nico and I have been friends ever since. “At one of his shows.”

      “Is he gay?”

      I bite down on my molars, hating that I have to keep up this stupid game. “No.”

      “Shame.” She sips her martini with paint-stained hands and a swipe of red paint on her chin. “You guys would make a handsome couple.”

      Fucking. Sigh.

      “Oh, what about him—”

      “Do you want to dance?”

      Her eyes grow wide. “I’m not nearly drunk enough to dance with you yet.”

      I flag down the bartender and order her another martini.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Halfway through Gabriella’s second martini, she agreed to dance with me. It isn’t long into the first song before I realize I can’t handle dancing with Gabriella. Her long hair tossed around her face, her hands on my waist, and her hips grinding against mine—yeah, no. I make a break for the restroom to splash cold water on my face and calm the hell down.

      I’ve never been this out of control of my body before. At least, not since becoming an adult, for fucks sake.

      On my walk back to the bar, I’m grateful to see Gabriella sipping on a glass of water rather than more booze. I am not, however, grateful to see a man pushed up against her chair and leaning into her space.

      He’s a decent-looking guy, a little older than me, and I appreciate the way he’s combined a sweater with a sport coat despite the warm temperature inside the club. Brave.

      “Why don’t you want to dance with me?” I overhear him say. I’m behind Gabriella, so she can’t see me, and he seems to only have eyes for her. When she doesn’t answer, he gets closer to her. She turns to face him, and he narrows his gaze on her scars. He’s drunk, slow, and when he opens his mouth to speak, I swoop in.

      “Shark attack.” I put my arm around her and insert myself between her and the man.

      “What?” he says, his eyes flitting from her scar to my face and back.

      “She was rescuing baby seals off the coast of Santa Cruz.”

      His drunken gaze widens in awe, and his lips part on a breathed, “No way.”

      “Yes way. Great white. She’s lucky to be alive. She earned the Oceanic Medal of Honor.”

      “That’s a thing?”

      “Sir, forgive me for saying, but your ignorance is insanely disrespectful. This woman has stood with kings and diplomats.”

      His spine stiffens.

      Gabriella chokes on her laughter, trying to cover it up.

      “If I were you? I’d salute her and be on your way.” I try to look paranoid as if a team of black ops could descend on us any second. “Make it quick.”

      He jumps to his feet and stumbles when he does so. He slams his hand to his forehead then scurries off.

      Gabriella laughs at his retreating form. “The Oceanic Medal of Honor, huh?”

      “Could be a thing.”

      “I have to say, shark attack is a new one. I might have to steal it.” She takes a large gulp of water, looking a little tired or maybe just worn out from the topic of her scar.

      “Go ahead.” I take her hand and tug her to her feet. “And in return, I’ll steal you.”

      “Oh, no more dancing for me.” Her gaze drops to the floor, and her cheeks turn pink.

      She’s embarrassed about the way she acted while we were dancing, how freely she let her hands roam my body. If she only knew how much I enjoyed it.

      “No, we’re leaving. If that’s all right with you.”

      She exhales hard and nods. “Yes, please.”
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      “I should get an Uber,” she says through a yawn from her position on my couch. We got back to my place almost an hour ago, ate leftover spaghetti and lasagna, and it’s after one o’clock in the morning, but I’m not ready to see her go.

      “I’m not sending you back to Brooklyn in an Uber after midnight. Just sleep here.”

      “I can’t. I don’t have my things.”

      “You can borrow pajamas, and I have a new toothbrush you can use.”

      “I am really tired,” she yawns again. “Are you sure?”

      I hold out my hand to pull her up from the couch, and she follows me back to my bedroom.

      “Do you have extra blankets for the couch?”

      “You’re sleeping in my bed.” My stomach jumps with anticipation at the thought of having Gabriella in my bed, even if only platonically.

      In the bathroom, I pull out a new toothbrush, then grab her a pair of joggers and a T-shirt and set them on the counter. “Feel free to use the shower. Everything you need should be in here somewhere.”

      “A shower would be nice. I need to get this paint off, and I’m sticky from the club.”

      I leave her to the bathroom and use the guest bathroom to take a shower and brush my teeth. When I go back into my bedroom, the bathroom door is closed, but the shower is off. I pull down the bedding and close the curtains so that we don’t wake up to the sun.

      When the door opens, I turn around and watch Gabriella walk out wearing my clothes, which are damp on her shoulders from her wet hair, and a fierce, possessive need washes over me. The urge is so strong I have to look away to avoid grabbing her and pinning her to the closest surface to kiss her senseless.

      “Get in bed,” I say with a roughness in my voice that even I don’t recognize.

      I hear the rustling of sheets followed by a soft sigh. Before I turn around, I hit the lights because I know I won’t be able to handle seeing her clean and wet in my clothes in my bed.

      “What are you doing,” she says when I crawl into bed beside her.

      “Going to sleep.” I lie on my back, knowing I shouldn’t turn to face her but unable to give her my back. “Don’t worry. Your virtue is safe with me.” For now.

      Another yawn and a little hum. “I know.”

      Oh, little Bee. You have no fucking clue.

      “Kingston?”

      “Hm.”

      “Thank you for the whole shark attack thing at the club. I get really sick of answering the same question all the time.”

      “Go to sleep.”

      “You’re bossy when you’re tired.”

      I’m not bossy. I have a limited amount of self-control when it comes to Gabriella, and the more she talks with that sweet, sleepy tone in her voice, the closer I am to saying fuck it and going after what I want.

      Gabriella

      Water. All around me. It’s too dark to see. I kick, swim—left, right, up, down. My lungs burn. Too much water. My arms search, my legs push. I can’t hold my breath—

      My eyes dart open. I suck in a raspy gulp of air. Only a dream. I’m safe in Kingston’s bed, not in a watery grave. I try to regulate my breathing and press against my chest to will my pulse to slow down. I haven’t had the dream where I’m drowning in years.

      I give the universe an internal double-bird that my horrible nightmare would come back the night I get to share a bed with a beautiful man.

      With thick blackout curtains, I’m completely unaware of the time. Have I been asleep for hours or only minutes?

      I roll to my side and find myself inches from Kingston’s face. Sometime in the night, he must’ve scooted closer and turned toward me. With his head at the very edge of his pillow and my head at the edge of mine, I can feel the warmth of his breath. His bent knee rests against my leg, and the contact is as soothing as it is scandalous.

      I should have expected that Kingston would be even prettier asleep than he is awake. Just like in death, in sleep, all the worries of life dissolve and leave behind their purest expression in peaceful rest. And after the dream I had, I feel that peacefulness seep into me as I watch him. I wonder if his lips are as soft as they look. Or if the skin on his cheek that stretches over high cheekbones and a strong jaw is as velvety as I’ve imagined.

      Lifting my hand from the bed, I allow my fingertips to hover in front of his lips and wonder if I’m brave enough to touch. Would he wake up? How do I explain this unforgivable desire to touch him?

      I can’t. I shouldn’t.

      And yet, my fingers drift closer. With featherlight pressure, I brush my fingers against his lips—his eyes open, and the molten heat in his gaze cuts through the dark.

      I ball my hand into a fist at my chest. “I’m sorry,” I whisper. “I shouldn’t have—” I gasp when he pulls my wrist to bring my hand back to his lips.

      He presses a kiss to my fingers and allows his lips to linger while he runs my hand back and forth against his mouth.

      Everything under my skin tightens and tingles from his touch.

      “Kingston…” The only word that makes any sense is his name spoken on a sigh.

      He hums softly, then slips his leg between mine, and his powerful thigh presses tightly between mine. Still holding my wrist, he rolls over me, pinning my arm above my head. “Is this what you want?”

      The hunger in his voice, the burning desire in his eyes, his quick breaths and racing pulse that match my own… He wants me. But how?

      “I shouldn’t.” There is no power in my voice. No conviction. “I’m sorry.” And even as the apology falls from my lips, my body betrays me as my legs open further.

      A low growl rumbles in his chest at the feeling of our bodies falling closer together, his heat against mine.

      I flex my hand as he continues to restrict the blood flow with his firm hold. His grip tightens until pins and needles begin in my fingers. Is it because he doesn’t want me to touch him? Because the look in his expression sends a much different message.

      I’m about to tell him as much when his hips surge forward, the steel between his legs pressing deliciously between mine. I bite my lip to keep the groan of pleasure in my lungs, but the action is pointless as he does it again, and my breath hitches.

      His long, broad-shouldered, muscled body was made for giving pleasure as every inch of him is the definition of masculine beauty. Am I so horrible to want to experience him in any way he’ll let me?

      Kingston is a living feast for any human, man or woman. Visually, he’s artistic perfection. Physically, he’s strength and stamina. And the way his gaze never leaves mine, how he dives into my soul while he rocks his hips forward, emotionally he’s tender, intentional, and present. He throws crumbs without even trying, and I happily beg for the scraps.

      I slide my free hand over his hip to his bare rib cage, and he hisses in response.

      “Is it okay if I touch you?”

      He drops his forehead to mine and nods.

      I hear his molars grind together. “We don’t have to do this.” But I want to. I really want to.

      Another surge of his hips.

      “Say something, please.”

      He runs his lips along my scarred cheek to my ear. “I’m going to kiss you now.” He tilts his head and softly presses his parted lips to mine.

      Tears of relief spring to my eyes. The tip of his tongue brushes against mine, and we moan in unison as he angles his head and falls deeper into our connection.

      My God, the man can kiss.

      I slide my hand up to cup his jaw, loving the feel of his face as he moves his mouth on mine. His lips are soft, but the kiss is demanding as if he’d been depriving himself of a craving he’s finally given in to.

      He hitches my knee with this own until both his legs are between mine, his hips cradled perfectly between my thighs as if we were made to fit together. My hand pressed against the bed has long gone numb, but I can’t find it in me to care. Remove the entire limb. I don’t think I’d notice, not with every part of him calling me to attention. My insides throb and thirst for more. My skin flames with the need to be touched. And everything between my hips aches with an unrelenting emptiness.

      “You’re shaking,” he says against my lips, a smile tilting his own.

      “What?”

      He kisses me again, a tender brush of his mouth. “You’re trembling.”

      “I feel like I might explode.”

      He pulls himself away enough to see my face.

      I’ve never been one to demand anything from a lover, not before, when I was more confident, and certainly not now. But I fear if he leaves me like this, I might die. I swallow hard and search for my voice. “Don’t stop.”

      He opens his mouth over mine, and I greedily take down his answering hum, the vibration traveling through my blood to settle between my legs. His kiss becomes more urgent. He hooks my thigh with his knee, opening me wider as he grinds deeper and rougher. I gasp, groan, try to catch my breath, but he dominates me with a savageness I can’t resist.

      I’m restless. Too many clothes. His erection grows harder. His movements faster. My breasts feel heavy and neglected. With my free hand, I pull up my shirt, needing to feel his skin on mine.

      His chest brushes my bare nipple, his chest hair creating the perfect friction that sends bolts of pleasure straight down.

      “You feel so good,” he says into the kiss. His lips trail down my throat, and he hovers over my breast. “Fuck.” The word is groaned a second before his mouth covers my breast.

      My back arches off the bed. All the air escapes my lungs.

      “Beautiful,” he whispers.

      His words tighten the coil within. He throws more power behind his hips. The tension becomes blissfully unbearable. He releases my breast, and my tender, wet nipple rakes against his chest. He couldn’t know what the sensation does to me, couldn’t possibly understand what his touch means.

      He kisses me again, this time without restraint. He sucks my tongue and bites my lips until my body taps out, and I let go.

      The first wave of release crashes into me. The seal of our kiss is unbreakable as I cry out, and he greedily swallows every sound. He doesn’t let up but continues to move between my legs, helping me ride out the ecstasy and tempting a second.

      He sucks in a shuddered breath, his body stills, and he kisses my throat.

      I tremble as I float back to the present. He paints my cheeks in worshipful kisses, bringing me back slowly.

      When I finally come down, the slam of reality is a dousing of cold water.

      “Oh, God, I’m so sorry.”

      His lips still against me. He pulls back and studies my expression as if I’m a bomb in danger of going boom. With a long-suffering sigh, he rolls away from me, finally releasing my now-useless hand. I bring my forearm to my face, hoping to cover the wave of red shame that paints my cheeks.

      “You didn’t do anything you need to be sorry for.” He curses softly. “I’m the one who should be sorry.”

      My lips tingle and embarrassment tightens my chest. The wet fabric between my legs intensifies my guilt. I flex my numb hand.

      “Shit.” He takes my hand between his, forcing me to roll to my side to face him, and massages my knuckles and fingers. “You should’ve told me to let go of your hand.”

      I stare at his chest for fear of the rejection I might see in his eyes. “I didn’t want you to.”

      He continues to rub my palm in silence, and I continue to look everywhere but at his face, even while I can feel him looking at me. “Feel better?”

      No, don’t stop. “Yes, it’s fine.” I tuck my hand back to my chest.

      “I’ll be right back.” He gets out of bed, and I watch his tall silhouette move across the room to his closet. He doesn’t turn on the light, and I’m ashamed to admit that I wish he would so I could see him more clearly. A drawer opens, and there’s a shuffling of fabric. He walks back to bed wearing different pajama pants.

      How embarrassing! He probably couldn’t get his pants off fast enough, my wetness on them a reminder of what he did with a woman.

      “I should go.” I move to sit up only to have him throw an arm over me and pull my back to his chest.

      “Stay.”

      “I’m not a dog.”

      He snuggles deeper against my back, my ass sitting perfectly in the bend of his hips. “Please stay?”

      I should go. I really should. Just pull out of his arms, get an Uber, and say goodbye. On three… One. Two. Three. Go.

      “Are you comfortable like this?” he says.

      No. I’m embarrassed and need to leave! Ugh, but also… “Yes.”

      “So you’ll stay?” There’s an irresistible boyish hope in his voice.

      I don’t want to go, but I also don’t want to face the shame and humility in the morning. Either way, I lose. “Yeah. I guess I’ll stay.”

      The band of his arm around my middle tightens.

      I can’t imagine I’ll get any sleep tonight, not with my mind grappling with the fact that I made out with my gay best friend. Or worse, my gay best friend gave me the best orgasm of my life without taking off any of my clothes.

      The morning is going to suck, and I’ll need to apologize a million times over, but for now, I’ll enjoy being in his arms and lie to myself that I somehow belong here.

      Eventually, I drift off to sleep, and somewhere in the dark, I hear whispered words…

      I missed you, Bee.
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      Kingston

      I never did fall back to sleep. I held Gabriella in my arms, against my body, for three and a half hours, wide awake. And I could have done it all day.

      I finally peeled myself away when I heard my phone ring and only because I didn’t want it to wake her up. I’ve been tiptoeing around my place ever since because I know this will be the last time I get her in my bed, and I selfishly want her to stay as long as possible.

      But the truth stared me right in the face last night—her regret.

      Her apologies were hard enough to hear, but her expression was worse. The embarrassment that shone in her eyes, the guilt, was all over her face. She thinks she seduced a gay man into her arms, and she’s beating herself up for it.

      If she only knew the truth.

      She’d call me a liar and write me off for good.

      The sound of her bare feet on the stone floor calls my gaze from my coffee to the hallway. I frown when I see she’s no longer wearing my clothes but has changed into what she had on last night. Her face looks freshly washed, hair pulled to the side and braided—she’s ready to leave. A rock settles heavily in my chest.

      “You should’ve woken me up,” she says shyly without making eye contact.

      “You seemed comfortable.” Both in my bed and in my arms, but I keep that information to myself.

      She sits on the couch where she left her sandals from last night and busies herself with the straps. “I was.” She dips her chin to try and hide the pink stains on her cheeks, but it’s pointless.

      “Coffee?”

      “No, thank you. I’ll get some at home.”

      “Don’t rush off. Let’s grab some breakfast.”

      Finished with her shoes, she joins me in the kitchen, taking the opposite side of the island, and I hate the obstacles between us.

      She folds her hands in front of her and stares at the marble countertop. “Kingston, I think we need to talk about last night.”

      I take a sip of coffee to swallow back what I really want to say.

      “Listen.” She blows out a breath before finally meeting my eyes, and when she does, our gazes hook to form an invisible tether between us. We’re helpless to look away, and a surge of energy speeds my pulse. “Um…” Her throat bobs, and she blinks and tears herself away, breaking the spell. “I think the only way to get through what happened last night is to just be brutally honest—do you think you could put a shirt on for this conversation?”

      “Am I that distracting?” I’m half joking, mostly desperate to hear that she’s just as affected by me as I am by her.

      The memory of her falling apart beneath me, in my bed, her tongue in my mouth… fuck. My dick is so hard that I could make dust out of the island between us to get inside her.

      “You are.” She sighs as if conceding. “You are very distracting.”

      My chest swells with pride, and I hide a satisfied smile behind my mug.

      “As you know, I haven’t been with a man in…” She blows out a breath. “A really long time. I took advantage of your closeness last night, and I’m sor—”

      “Don’t.” I set down my coffee and grip the edges of the counter to keep from lunging for her mouth. “I went after you last night, not the other way around.”

      Her brows pinch together. “No, you didn’t. I mean, you wouldn’t. You’re not attracted to women.”

      “I never said that.”

      Her lips part, close, then part again. “But… you’re gay.”

      I cringe because I have to deliver the blow, and I hate the thought of how it’ll land. “I never said that either.”

      Her surprised chuckle is followed by a look of severe concentration. “You’re saying you’re…”

      Straight. I nod.

      “Oh.” She frowns, studies the wall just over my shoulder, then shrugs. “You did talk about being with women before, I just thought you were denying who you were back then.”

      I can’t stand it any longer, so I move around the island toward her.

      “I guess it makes more sense.”

      I nod, allowing her to work it out in her head, repaint me as a heterosexual male who wants to kiss her again more than I want my next breath.

      She smiles up at me as I stand just a foot away from her.

      “Do you feel better now? Knowing you didn’t take advantage of your poor, unsuspecting gay friend?” I reach out for her hand, but before I can get to it, she grabs her buzzing phone.

      “My Uber is here.” She wraps her arms around my waist.

      I hold her close. The feel of her cheek pressed against my bare chest has me envisioning us in bed, just like this, but with a lot less clothes.

      “I feel so much better,” she says and, all too soon, pulls out of my arms. “We’re cool, right?”

      Oh, Bee, we’re way fucking more than cool. I nod and try to pull her back into my arms, but she ducks away from me and heads to the door.

      “I’m not giving up on you, ya know,” she says as she opens the door. She pushes the elevator button and looks over at me as I’m left standing stunned in the doorway. “I’m still going to be your wingman, and we are going to find you a super-hot guy—”

      “Wait… what? I told you—”

      “You’re bisexual. I know.” The doors to the elevators open. “I just think I’d be better at man hunting with you than I would at woman hunting. You have your brothers for that!” she calls out through the closing elevator doors. “We’ll talk soon!”

      “Bisexual?” I drop my head back and groan.

      She finds it easier to believe I’m bisexual than she does to believe I’m interested in her.

      I close the door and head straight back to bed.

      If I had any sense at all, I’d let Gabriella go. Only I can’t think of how to do that now that I’ve tasted her mouth and felt her tremble beneath me. The memory alone is going to make me dirty another pair of pants. I stare at my bedroom door and wonder if the sheets still smell like her. Only one way to find out.
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      Kingston

      “Well, aren’t you cheery this morning,” the snake says as she swings her hips into my office.

      “Am I?” I’m still riding the high of my night with Gabriella.

      “You were smiling before you saw me walk in, so I know I can’t take any credit for your good mood.” She circles around my desk and props her hip at my eye level. “Good weekend then?”

      My answering grin says it all. I rock back in my chair to gain some distance. “I assume you’re here for a reason?”

      “Yes. Did you update yourself on the Randolph job? Because we’re meeting with their team this afternoon, and I’m going to need you up to date on all the changes.”

      “I’ll do my best.” Which is to say, I won’t do shit.

      Her grin is shrewd, nothing at all like Gabriella’s infectious joy. “I tell you what.” She snags the folder I had pushed to the corner of my desk when she gave it to me days ago and drops it in front of me. She opens to the first page. “Why don’t you start now.”

      I stare at the white page covered in inkjet-printed words.

      She pushes away from my desk and walks around it, pacing. Slowly. “Go ahead and read it out loud.”

      I’m trapped. If I do what she’s asking, she’ll know my most shameful secret. If I don’t? Well, something tells me she’s already figured it out.

      I close the folder and push it aside. “What do you want from me?”

      She paces the length of the office, hands clasped behind her back. “As a concerned department head, I scheduled a meeting with Hayes to discuss the terms of your transfer.”

      Her words cause an icy ball of dread to settle in my gut.

      “He thinks you’re lazy.”

      “You’re not telling me anything I don’t already know.”

      “I’m changing up the offer we discussed.” She braces her hands on the opposite side of my desk and leans in. “Give me dirt on August, and I’ll keep your little secret.”

      “Are you stupid?” I stand, and she throws her shoulders back, arrogant and confident. “I’m going to ask you to leave now, and if you leave me alone and let me continue collecting my paycheck, I won’t tell August about this little visit.”

      “Cute threat, but I’ll only deny it. And who do you think dear old dad is going to believe? Me, a Harvard-educated department head, or his loser son who can’t even read—”

      “I can read!” I fist my hands on my thighs.

      “Imagine the embarrassment. August North and his illiterate son.”

      “Fuck you!”

      “The Shaq. Friday night. Seven thirty. You have until then to give me what I want, or I’ll expose you.”

      She walks out of the office, leaving a trail of bitch vibes in her wake.
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      “I quit.”

      Alex doesn’t look up from his desk.

      So I continue to speak to the top of his head. “I’m not kidding. I’m done. I’ll sell my condo and buy a nice little loft somewhere.”

      He grunts, still not looking at me. “Then what?”

      “I don’t know. I guess I’ll get a job.”

      “Doing?”

      “Stop making everything sound so impossible.” I run my hands through my hair and stare out the window, hoping the view will calm the anxiety.

      Coleman’s visit today has been totally screwing with my head. I have no love for August. He’s always treated me as if my existence is a nuisance. He swept me under the rug even after I came to live with him, and he’s never considered me as one of his own. From the outside looking in, I’m sure his financial contribution to my life appears as love, but to August, money is like running water—always available to him to wash his filthy soul.

      So why not give Coleman what she wants?

      I should enjoy watching the man brought to his knees. If August goes down, I’m freed from the burden of North Industries while keeping my embarrassing secret intact.

      What the fuck am I waiting for?

      Alex’s desk chair creaks when he rocks back in it to finally look up at me. “You’ll need a job if you’re going to break from North Industries.”

      I rub my hands down my face. “I’ll live off the money I make from selling the condo until I figure something out.”

      “You can’t sell the condo because it belongs to the company.”

      Ugh, that’s right. Dammit! I fall back into the closest chair. “And so, it would seem, do I.” Unless I scrape up some damning dirt on August.

      Another grunt.

      “I hate it here.”

      His expression is blank. I imagine he’s going over a million scenarios in his head. Alex, the practical genius. “August shot down your idea about the design department.”

      “He doesn’t pay me for my little ideas,” I repeat August’s words, and a fresh anger wells up inside me.

      Alex’s eyebrows drop to a scowl. “Come to dinner tonight.”

      “I don’t think dinner is going to fix—”

      “Six o’clock.” He stands and moves to his drafting table. He gives me his back, dismissing me.

      “Why? Who all is going to be there?”

      He ignores me.

      “Please don’t invite Hayes. I can’t handle the smug bastard’s face when he sees how miserable I am.”

      He doesn’t seem to even hear me.

      “Can you at least tell me what the dinner is for?”

      Nothing.

      “Fine, be weird about it.” I get up to leave when it’s clear I’ll get no further with him. “I’m bringing a date.”

      He grunts. “Good. Bring Gabriella.”

      “Oh, so you can hear me?”

      “Jordan likes her.”

      The guy has a one-track mind, so I cut my losses and head back to my office.

      I pull my phone out and send a text to Gabriella.

      
        
        SOS

      

      

      Gabriella

      I stand at Kingston’s front door and read the last text he sent me one more time before I let myself inside.

      
        
        Come on in when you get here.

      

      

      Walking in without knocking feels wrong, mostly because I fear I’ll walk in on him naked. I’m not afraid of seeing him naked as much as terrified he’ll see my reaction to seeing him naked. And all this thinking is so pointless because what happened the other night was a fluke. Two consenting adults, half asleep and willing. What we did doesn’t mean anything.

      I’ve been telling myself that what we did meant nothing since the night it happened, and while I’m able to convince my brain, I can’t seem to convince my heart.

      “Hello?” I call into the open door in warning before I walk through it. “Kingston?”

      “Back here!”

      His voice comes from down the hallway. I assume he’s in his bedroom. I walk slowly down the hall, my hands balled at my stomach as butterflies feast on my nerves.

      I peer into his room. “Are you decent?”

      “In the closet!”

      I step into the bedroom, and the moment I spot his bed, I’m thrown viciously into memories of his mouth on mine, his powerful body above mine as he moved against me. The taste of his tongue—

      “You lost?”

      I jump at the nearness of his voice.

      He leans a shoulder against the doorway to his closet, looking pleased with himself.

      I ball my hands tighter and straighten my spine. “You look nice,” I croak out through my embarrassment at being caught staring at his bed.

      His knowing smirk makes me want to dissolve into the floor. “I haven’t decided what I’m wearing yet.”

      “You’re not wearing that?” He’s in a faded pair of jeans and a white Henley, with the sleeves pushed up to his elbows. “Come help me pick something.” He motions for me to follow him and turns back into the closet.

      I shake out my hands, try to look relaxed, and follow him into the space that is big enough to be a bedroom.

      “Have a seat.” He motions to a pale brown leather chaise that sits in the corner.

      I sit and watch him walk the walls with built-in racks that display more clothes than a department store. He grabs hangers with shirts and slacks, moves to the wall of shoes and pulls out a couple of pairs, belts next, and then hangs them on hooks against a bare wall for display. He steps away, tilts his head, then turns to look at me over his shoulder. “Which one speaks to you?” He goes back to studying, walks along them, stops, studies some more, then turns as if waiting for my answer.

      “Do you do this every time you get dressed?”

      “Yes.” He goes back to looking. “What’s the point if there’s no effort involved?” He turns to me again. “Which one?”

      “Hmm…” Honestly, he’d look fantastic in any of the three options he’s set out. “I vote the one with all the dicks on it. The orange will look great with your hazel eyes.”

      He turns his entire body toward me. “Dicks? Those are paisleys.”

      “Looks like a bunch of dicks to me.”

      He chuckles and shakes his head but grabs the outfit with the dickleys. “You have a dirty mind.”

      “You’re the one who bought the shirt.”

      He reaches for the button of his jeans.

      I jump to my feet as quickly as I can. “I’ll wait in the kitchen while you change.” In my hurry to leave the closet, I trip over my own feet and practically pull a muscle to catch myself before I hit the ground.

      “You okay?”

      I don’t look at him, but I can hear the humor in his voice. He knows being around him like this, the thought of him undressing with me in the room, makes me uncomfortable, and I pray he doesn’t know the reason.

      “You sure you don’t want to wait in my room? On the bed, maybe?”

      Shit. He totally knows the reason.

      “I’ll be in the kitchen.” I scurry out of the room to the low hum of his laughter.

      Jerk.
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      Gabriella

      “Nice building.” I stare out the passenger side window of Kingston’s car as we pull into the gigantic high rise.

      “Alex designed it,” he says in such an everyday way.

      “No shit…” I whisper. From our brief introduction, I never imagined the quiet, scowling Alexander had this kind of genius-level skill.

      A valet dressed in all white comes around to open my door. Kingston meets me at the door, and we’re greeted by every member of the building’s staff.

      Good evening, Mr. North.

      Nice to see you again, Mr. North.

      Welcome back, Mr. North.

      While we wait for the elevator, I rock into his side. “You’re like a celebrity in this place—are those fish?” I lean over the railing of the bridge and watch the brightly colored koi swim through crystal-clear water. “Do they have names?”

      The elevator arrives, and I rejoin Kingston at the doors. He smiles at me as if he finds my question cute.

      “I’ll take that as a no.” We step inside the elevator, and I gasp at the view. Floor-to-ceiling glass, and from our location at its south end, Central Park is sprawled out before us. “Whoa.”

      Kingston lifts a brow. “You’re so easily impressed. I should’ve brought you here weeks ago.”

      “You’re trying to impress me then, are you?”

      He chuckles, the sound kind of sad. “More than you know,” he mumbles.

      Huh?

      Before I can ask for clarification, the elevator pings.

      The double doors open to reveal a grinning Jordan as if she’d been given word we were in the building and has been waiting to pounce.

      “Hey, guys,” she says excitedly.

      “Stop it.” Kingston steps off the elevator and throws an arm around her neck for a hug. “You’re acting creepy as fuck.”

      “Shut up.” She shoves him away, and her bright gray eyes fix on me. “Gabriella, I’m so glad you could come. Alexander said Kingston would be bringing a date, and I hoped it would be you rather than the women Kingston usually brings around.”

      Kingston cringes slightly, but I’m thankful for Jordan’s honesty. A reminder that he hasn’t been fully transparent about his sexuality to his family yet—and most likely the very reason why I’m here.

      “Your building is amazing.” I follow Jordan into her apartment. “Around every corner, there’s something new—oh, my God…” The word “apartment” doesn’t do justice to this place. A better description would be a mansion in the sky.

      “Can I get you something to drink,” she asks while I walk to the window to look out at the park. And I thought the view from the elevator was incredible.

      I spot all the water landmarks—the pond, lake, and reservoir.

      Not wanting to leave my breath marks on the glass, I step back and join Kingston in the kitchen with Jordan and Alexander.

      “Gabriella,” Kingston says. “You remember my brother Alex?”

      “Yes, good to see you again. Kingston said you designed this building?”

      He grunts into his glass of sparkling water.

      “I’ve never seen anything like it.” I accept a glass of wine from Jordan.

      “That’s because I’ve never designed another building like it,” Alex says, not rudely, but as a statement of fact. “I don’t recycle ideas.”

      “I hope you guys like salmon.”

      “Sounds great,” I say and suck back a healthy portion of my wine.

      “Oh, damn.” Kingston sucks air through his teeth. “I’m allergic to seafood.”

      Jordan shoots him a playful glare. “I’ll let the staff at the restaurant know to no longer serve you the seabass you order every time you’re in.” She squints to study my shirt. “Why is your shirt covered in dicks?”

      I turn my face away so he can’t see me smile.

      “They’re not dicks. They’re paisleys.”

      “Those are most definitely dicks,” Jordan says and looks at her husband for backup.

      “Dicks,” Alexander says.

      Kingston

      I pull at the cotton-silk blend and study the pattern.

      “See,” Jordan says and traces out the shapes on my shirt. “Here’s the head, the shaft, little balls here—”

      “That’s enough. I see it.” I frown, squint, and tilt my head to see it better. “Do some of them have wings?”

      Jordan grins. “Yep.”

      “We’ve corrupted you.” Gabriella laughs with Jordan. “You’ll never see that shirt again in the same light.”

      “I think I like it better now.”

      She winks. “I bet you do.”

      “Not like that,” I say to try and explain, but she walks away with Jordan to the table. “Shit.”

      “What’s wrong with you?”

      I turn to see Alex staring at me through tight eyes and a blank expression, his typical MO. “Other than the fact that I’m wearing a shirt covered in dicks?”

      He looks between me and a laughing Gabriella across the room. “You’re not yourself around her.” He brings his attention back to me. “You make a fool out of yourself.”

      “Gee. Thanks.”

      His glare tightens. “You never make a fool out of yourself, especially around women.”

      I exhale and drop my chin. “I know.”

      “You act like you don’t know your ass from your elbow.”

      “You noticed that, huh?”

      “I’m surprised she’s still hanging around you.”

      “Okay, I get it.” I catch Gabriella’s eyes, and she smiles sweetly before turning back to Jordan in conversation. “I’m an idiot around her. And you don’t even know the worst of it.”

      He doesn’t say anything, just waits for me to continue.

      I angle my body away from the women. “I’m friend-zoned. She’s made that clear. Many times.”

      He blinks, and his brows slam together.

      “Then I made out with her. And it was...” I feel my lips pull up at the ends. “She’s incredible.”

      “Huh.” He refills his empty glass with ice and cracks a bottle of sparkling water.

      “But, you know, we’re just friends.”

      “I misjudged you.” He screws the top back on and lifts his drink. “I thought you were smarter than this.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Wait, Alex the genius thinks I’m smart?

      “If she made out with you, then you’re not friend-zoned.”

      “It’s not that simple.” Although, he has a point.

      “It’s always that simple. I’m hungry.” He leaves me speechless and joins the women at the table.
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      “That was delicious,” Gabriella says after she’s cleaned her plate. “Alexander, where did you learn to cook like that?”

      “It’s not hard to follow instructions on a recipe.”

      “Not for some.” She sips her wine. “Jordan says you guys eat from her restaurant most nights?”

      My brother answers in an affirmative grunt.

      “You should come to the restaurant sometime.” Jordan seems to genuinely like Gabriella, and the thought of them being friends warms me inside. “We could sit at the bar, have dinner, and gossip about the North brothers.”

      “Only the handsomest North brothers, I hope.” I pick up the empty plates at the table and bring them to the kitchen.

      “I don’t know,” Gabriella says. “Gossiping about the twins sounds so boring.”

      Jordan giggles.

      I wait for a clever comeback to surface, but my mind is blank as Gabriella smiles up at me. “Cute.” It’s the only word I can get out, and I mean it. She is fucking adorable in every way.

      “Alexander says you’re miserable at North Industries,” Jordan says. “I can’t say I’m surprised. You’re much too creative for a corporate atmosphere.”

      “Everyone seems to agree with you except August. He’s doing his best to keep me miserable.”

      “You could try harder,” says Alex, always one to speak the truth no matter how uncomfortable.

      “What makes you think I’m not trying?” I hate having this conversation in front of Gabriella, but I’m surprised by Alex’s switch in loyalty. “I thought you were on my side.”

      “Hayes said you were fucking up the files, couldn’t get them in alphabetical order…”

      My stomach turns to cement.

      “Then Ms. Coleman told August you haven’t read any of the material she gave you.”

      “Yeah, well, her intentions aren’t exactly pure—”

      “If you’d at least apply yourself—”

      “I am, Alex!”

      His eyes widen, shocked by my outburst.

      He’s not the only one.

      I clear my throat and release the tension in my shoulders. “I’m sorry. I just don’t understand why I should work my ass off for August when he won’t even hear my ideas on how I can contribute my own talents to the company.”

      Alex grunts in a way that sounds like agreement. I think.

      “Enough about North Industries,” Jordan says, and there’s a collective exhale around the table. “Let’s get to the reason why we had you over for dinner tonight.” She snags an envelope from a nearby table and hands it to me.

      “What’s this?”

      “Open it.” She reclaims her chair at the table, scoots it closer to her husband, and pulls his hand into her lap.

      I look at Alex in hopes of reading his expression, but it’s hopeless. The guy is a blank slate.

      My pulse picks up as I pull out a letter and open it to find a gold letterhead and a lot of black, typed words. “What does it say?”

      “Read it,” Jordan says excitedly.

      I stare down and squint at the first word. The letters merge and bleed together. My heart rate speeds. My throat feels dry, and I swallow hard. The space around me seems to shrink, the air thins, and I try to focus.

      “What is it?” Gabriella says. “The suspense is killing me.”

      I clear my throat. I give up and hand it to her.

      Hesitantly, she takes it from me. She dips her chin to read it, and a brilliant smile pulls at her lips. “Restaurant Digest?” Her eyes, wild with joy, lift to Jordan’s. “They’re featuring your restaurant in their magazine?”

      “That’s right.” I try to play the whole thing off like I’d read the news first. “Congratulations.” Alex and Jordan share a look, and he smiles bigger than I’ve ever seen him, which is still fairly small compared to most. “Great news.”

      “Great news for all of us,” Jordan says, and her brows raised high. “Don’t you get it?”

      I get the feeling there’s something important in that letter that I missed, but I’m at a loss, so I just play it off. “Great exposure for North Industries and Alex.”

      Gabriella slips her hand into the crook of my arm. “They want to cover the interior designer.”

      I jolt at her words. “That’s me.”

      “That’s you,” Jordan says and squeals like a fifteen-year-old Bieber fan. “It’s so exciting!”

      “Holy shit,” I mumble to myself.

      “You’re going to be in Restaurant Digest?” Gabriella whispers beside me. “Kingston, that’s amazing.”

      “Yeah, wow…” I don’t know what to say. To think I decorated Jordan’s on the River as a gift to my future sister-in-law. It was a project I did for fun and nothing I thought would ever get recognition outside of the restaurant’s patrons. “I’m honored.”

      “They’re sending photographers and someone to interview us in October, so we have plenty of time to plan.” Jordan clings to Alex’s arm. “They’re excited about the angle.” Her facial expression communicates that I’m supposed to know what she means by angle.

      “Oh, um…” Gabriella squeezes my bicep. “The family angle, totally. Isn’t that cool?”

      “So cool,” I say and down some of my wine.

      Gabriella’s being the perfect wingman, filling in all the blanks for me, but that means she’s figuring me out, and I can’t have that. She’s too perceptive, and that could mean very bad things for me.

      “Now that’s out of the way,” Jordan says, “how about we put a little wager on a fishing championship?”

      “No way.” I shake my head. “You took one hundred and fifty dollars off me the last time we played that video game.”

      “Now’s your chance to win it back!” Jordan jumps up and heads for the television. “Gabriella, you’re not afraid of a little video game too, are you?”

      “Never.” Gabriella releases me to join Jordan. “Video games are kind of my thing.”

      An hour later, Gabriella is counting the one hundred and eighty-seven dollars she’s won from me, Jordan, and Alex. My brother hasn’t been able to stop scowling at Gabriella since he’s never been beaten so brutally before.

      “And here I thought I knew you.” I stuff my wallet back into my pocket after handing over my payout.

      “What can I say.” Gabriella shoves her money into her purse. “I’m a mystery.”

      “How’d you learn to play so well?” Even Jordan seems shocked by Gabriella’s skill.

      “Let’s just say there was a time when I spent the majority of my life in a room alone.” She smiles sadly. “Video games were a nice distraction.” She shifts uncomfortably and then looks at me as if needing rescue.

      “I should get you home.”

      Her expression relaxes, and she nods.

      I thank my brother and Jordan for dinner, express again how exciting the magazine write-up news is, and say goodbye.

      In the elevator, Gabriella watches me cautiously.

      I don’t look directly at her for fear of what she’ll pick up. Did she see? Does she know?

      We’re quiet the rest of the way to the car.

      “I can take you home,” I say, hoping she’ll agree so that I can spend a little more time with her.

      “I already requested an Uber to your place, but thank you.” She stares out the window for a few seconds, then at her lap before looking up at me. “I didn’t realize you weren’t happy at North Industries.”

      “Does anyone really love their job?”

      “Some do.”

      “I doubt that.”

      A few silent seconds stretch between us and fill the car with tension.

      “They don’t know,” she says quietly. “Do they.”

      I sniff, grip the steering wheel tighter, and keep my eyes forward. “Don’t know what?” I know. I just hope I’m wrong.

      “That you’re dyslexic.”

      Jesus. A tidal wave of heat rushes from the top of my head down. “I’m not.”

      She must sense my discomfort because she turns her eyes to the road, giving me privacy. “In all the times we’ve shared a meal, I’ve never seen you even look at a menu. I’ve never seen a book, newspaper, or even a magazine in your place.”

      I clench my jaw.

      “At the art show, you refused to write anything. And what your brother said about the files and the reading.”

      Fuck.

      “Then, with the letter, it all clicked into place. I didn’t put it together until tonight.”

      First Coleman and now Gabriella? My stomach muscles tense. “And you’ve got me all figured out now, huh?”

      She whips her head around. “No, I never said that—”

      “You think I’m stupid?”

      “Not at all!”

      “I don’t believe you.” My complex comes into view, and thank God for that. Rather than pull into the underground parking garage, I stop at the front of my building. “I’ll let you out here.”

      “Why? Where are you going?”

      “Out.”

      “I’ll go with you.”

      I turn toward her. The hurt in her eyes is second to the pity I see when she looks at me. “You’re not invited.” My words deliver a direct hit. “I have plans.” Another slam. “With someone else.”

      She crumbles.

      Game over.

      Her expression goes blank. She squares her shoulders. “Fine.” She opens the door and steps out of the car. “Goodnight, Kingston.”

      “Later.” I speed off the moment the door closes, and I don’t look back.
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      Gabriella

      One week since putting my foot in my mouth with Kingston and there has been no communication between us. In the beginning, I felt he owed me an apology for blowing up the way he did, but as every day passes, I realize it may be me that needs to offer amends. After all, is calling out his deficiency any different from someone asking me about my scar?

      I should have been more sensitive. Given him the chance to tell me himself. Or really, why should he tell me at all? He doesn’t owe me. I’m not his lover. I’m his friend—if I can even call him that after the way I acted.

      “Do you want some ice chips, Mr. Levine?” The poor man was checked in days ago and has gone downhill fast.

      I slip a few ice chips between his parted lips and pull up a chair beside him.

      “How about some music?” I hit play on the CD player by his bed that his relatives set up. I watch for some response that the music makes him uncomfortable, but he has no reaction and looks peaceful. “I wonder if I could get some advice, Mr. Levine. What’s the best way to apologize to someone you’ve offended?”

      He doesn’t respond, but I knew he wouldn’t.

      “Should I send a text? That way, he has time to read it and process before he responds? Or is it better to apologize in person so that I can see his reaction firsthand?” I chew my bottom lip, thinking it over. “You’re probably thinking I should do it in person. Text is so informal. No, I can’t call him. People don’t actually call each other anymore. It’s creepy.” I pick at the hem of my scrubs. “Maybe I should ask him to meet me out somewhere. I could buy him dinner or make some kind of grand gesture. Then he’ll have to forgive me.” I watch Mr. Levine’s chest rise and fall slowly. “What if he doesn’t? What if he tells me he never wants to see me again?”

      The door behind me clicks open, and a woman with a vase of flowers comes into the room. A visitor for Mr. Levine.

      “Hi there.” I get to my feet and push the chair back from the bed. “I’ll leave you two for a visit—”

      “Gabby?”

      I stare at the gorgeous blonde and swallow a surge of panic. “Ainsley.”

      She steps cautiously toward me. “My God, I haven’t seen you since…” Her eyes flicker to my scar, and she bites down hard.

      “It’s been a long time.” I turn the scarred side of my face away from her and toward Mr. Levine. “Are you family?”

      “Yes, this is my Uncle Charleston.”

      I rearrange the items on his bedside table with purpose. “I’m so sorry.”

      Her footsteps get closer. “You…”

      I grip the cup of ice chips, fearing her next words.

      “You work here?”

      I muster up all my strength and turn to face her. Her eyes widen slightly at the sight of my face close up. “I do.”

      “When I heard you dropped out of the company, I thought it was temporary. I thought you’d be back.”

      “Are you still dancing?” The words feel like razor blades as they leave my mouth.

      “I am.”

      “That’s wonderful.” My throat tightens.

      She takes a step closer. “I tried calling you, stopped by a bunch… ya know, after… but your parents—”

      “That was a long time ago. Anyway,” I step around her and head for the door. “You should really spend some time with Mr. Levine.”

      “Will you be around? I’d love to catch up, talk about old times.”

      “No,” I snap. I turn to face her from the doorway. “I’m sorry, but I have somewhere I have to be.” I turn around again to make my escape.

      “Another time then?”

      “Yeah, sure,” I say while walking away. “Another time.”
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      “Hey,” Annette says when she walks into the storage closet I’ve been sitting in for the last hour.

      “Hey.”

      She flips over a bucket to sit on and places it next to mine. “How’s it going?”

      “Pretty good.” I flip my phone over in my hand a few times and stare at the laminate floor under my feet. “You?”

      “I’m good, thanks.” She taps her toes a couple of times. “Are we just going to sit here and act like you hiding out in a closet is normal, or do you want to tell me what’s going on?

      “The air conditioning is better in here.” Another flip of my phone. “And it’s quiet. Great place to think.”

      “Ah… so this wouldn’t have anything to do with the woman in the lobby asking for you?”

      “Huh? No.” I refuse to look at her. “Not at all.”

      “Great,” she says and stands. “I’ll send her in—”

      “No!” I grip her arm. “Please.”

      She nods and reclaims her bucket. “You want to talk about it?”

      “Not really.”

      “Old friend?”

      I nod.

      “From before?” She’s picked up on my uses of the words before and after, meaning the bookends of time around when my life changed completely.

      “Before and…” I swallow back the rush of emotions. “During.”

      “Shit,” she whispers. “She was there?”

      I nod again.

      She lays her hand on my knee and squeezes. “I’ll tell her you’ve gone home for the night.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Take as much time as you need.” She closes the storage room door behind her, and I flip my phone again and unlock the screen.

      I pull up Kingston’s number and punch out a text.

      
        
        Can you meet me at Revson Fountain at eight o’clock?

      

      

      Within seconds the response comes in.

      
        
        I’ll be there.
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      I see Kingston standing at the fountain before I even walk up the steps. His tall, lean body in clothes perfectly tailored to his broad shoulders and narrow hips is an unmistakable silhouette against the lighted water display. He stands casually with his hands in his pockets while he watches the water dance. Strangers amble by, mostly couples, hand-in-hand.

      My pulse jumps, and with every step closer, the urge to run away grows. I tell myself he deserves my apology first and force myself forward.

      I stop a few feet behind him and ball my hands together, gathering the courage to speak.

      He lifts his chin as if scenting the air, then turns his head a fraction, giving me a partial view of his face. “Why here, Gabriella?” he says softly.

      As if this place carries some significance, and maybe it does in a way. “I don’t know.” And that’s the truth.

      I close the distance to stand beside him, and although I can feel his eyes on me, I keep mine on the fountain. “I wasn’t sure you’d come.”

      “For you?” I hear a smirk in his voice. “How could I not?”

      Whether his innuendo was intended or a figment of my imagination, his words make me blush.

      “You like it here?” He leans forward as if to see more of my face. “Lincoln Center?”

      “I don’t know. I think I used to at one time.”

      “Hm.” He goes back to watching the fountain.

      I shove my hands behind my back and interlace my fingers, squeezing hard. “I wanted to apologize.” I turn to face him just as he turns to me, and his tortured expression cuts through me. “I had no business saying what I said to you that night in the car.”

      He looks tired, as if he hasn’t slept in days. Still beautiful, but in a tortured artist kind of way. “Why not? You’re in my life. Why should you have to tiptoe around me?”

      “We hardly know each other. You don’t owe me anything.”

      He looks away, over my head, and down the steps. Everywhere but at me.

      “Anyway, I wanted to apologize in person—”

      “I’ve never been officially diagnosed.” His eyes come back to me. “In school, it was easy to find people to do my work for me, and you’d be surprised what kind of allowances can be made for the kid of a wealthy donor. I never got good grades, but I managed to get through high school.”

      I have so many questions, so many things I want to say, but I keep my mouth closed, content with however much he’s willing to share.

      “No one in my family has given a shit enough to ask. My brothers think I’m lazy, my dad thinks I’m a fuck up, but none of them know, and if I tried to tell them, they’d probably accuse me of making excuses to not have to work.”

      From what I know of his family, I believe him. Although Jordan and Alexander would be different. Alexander seems atypical himself. I’m sure he’d understand what it means to have quirks, a little something that makes a person different.

      He blows out a breath and rocks back on his feet. “I’m probably going to get fired this week.” He squints into the darkness. “I can’t do what I’m being asked to do. I think August set me up to fail.”

      “Is there anyone who knows that you can talk to?”

      He looks at me as if I told him there’s a sale on Gucci at Walmart. “Yeah, there is. You.”

      “You want advice from me? The hospice worker with next to no life experience?”

      The corner of his mouth tips up on one side. “I want advice from you because, as of now, you know more about me than anyone.”

      Little explosions go off in my chest, and my cheeks hurt from grinning. “Well, my advice is life is too short to do something that makes you miserable.”

      He nods thoughtfully.

      “I’m hungry. Do you want to grab a hot dog?”

      “I don’t eat processed meat products.”

      “Such a snob.” I motion for him to follow with a jerk of my chin. “Come on.”

      We find a hot dog cart nearby. I refuse to accept his offer to pay, and we walk while we eat.

      Kingston’s first bite is hesitant, but his second and third are not.

      “Did I change your mind about processed meat products?” I pop my last bite in my mouth and crumple up the paper for the trash.

      “Not hardly,” he says while chewing. “If you tell me what part of the animal I just ate, I’ll never speak to you again.”

      I cross my heart. “You’ll never hear it from me.”

      “Good.” He tosses his trash in a garbage can.

      “Just hope you like pig genitals,” I say, smiling into my straw before taking a big pull of soda.

      “You’re lying,” he says, clearly horrified. “Please tell me you’re lying.”

      “I’m lying.”

      “Phew, I was going to—”

      “But I only said I was lying because you asked me to.”

      He makes a hurling noise in his throat and covers his mouth like he might vomit. “Oh, God, fucking gross.” He sucks back a healthy portion of his soda, then flashes me a wobbly smile.

      My shoulders jump in silent laughter. “I don’t mean to laugh,” I say through body-crushing spasms as I try to hold back a full-blown howl.

      “Don’t think there won’t be payback for this.”

      “Payback? How?”

      “I could use a wingman for a dinner I have to attend tomorrow night.”

      I stop walking and look up at him.

      He stops with me. “It’s a work thing, and I don’t want to go alone.” He lifts a brow. “You made me eat pig genitals. It’s the least you can do.”

      I make a show of being put out by his invitation even though inside, I’m flattered he’d want me there. Hopeful that he’s really forgiven my thoughtless comments and wants to continue being friends. “All right, fine. I guess I deserve it.  Now, tell me what we’ll be walking into?

      “You want the truth?”

      “Of course!”

      “A train wreck.” He continues walking, and I join him. “My new boss, Ms. Coleman, is insisting on a dinner meeting.” He uses air quotes, and I wonder if his boss has ulterior motives.

      “Sounds intimate.”

      He sucks air through his teeth. “I have a pretty good idea of what she wants to talk about, and I know she won’t breach the topic in front of strangers.”

      “What topic?” A surge of something sickening rolls through my gut, and it has nothing to do with the processed pig genitals.

      “Nothing I can’t handle, but it does lead me to the second favor I have to ask.” He rubs at the back of his neck.

      In the time it takes me to blink, I see him doing the same thing, but in a different place, at a different time. Déjà vu. A testament to how often I’ve been thinking about him.

      The feeling like I’ve been in this situation with him before dissolves when he shoves a hand through his hair. “If it’s not too much to ask, I’d like to bring you to the dinner as my girlfriend.”

      An explosion of warmth expands in my chest. Relief that he’s forgiven me, sure. But being his girlfriend, even if only his fake girlfriend, makes my stupid heart flutter.

      I slip my hand into the crook of his arm. “Hell yes. I got your back.”
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      Kingston

      Because of Gabriella’s work schedule, she had to meet me at the restaurant.

      I pace the sidewalk out front waiting for her to arrive. Unfortunately, Medusa’s car pulls up first, and she steps out, dressed to impress. In the past, I might have complimented her Armani wide-legged jumpsuit, but not anymore. Now, I see the whole picture for what it really is. Contrived.

      “Kingston,” she says with hope in her voice. “You’re early. I hope that means you bring me good news.”

      “You didn’t give me a choice when you threatened to expose me.”

      Her smile falls a little. “Well,” she says and pinches her gold clutch under her arm. “I do love a man who does what he’s told.” She nods toward the front door. “Shall we?”

      “I’m waiting for my date.” I get way too much satisfaction watching her expression melt like makeup on a hot day.

      “Your date.”

      I lean in, grinning. “My girlfriend.”

      “Girlfriend?”

      “That’s okay, isn’t it? You never said I had to come alone.”

      Her smile is wobbly, not because she’s fighting tears, more because she’s fighting fury. “Are you out of your mind?” she says through clenched teeth.

      A flash of auburn waves catches my eye. I look up just in time to see Gabriella step out of her Uber. She smiles at the driver, her look so warm and authentic that I’m jealous the grin isn’t for me.

      Then she turns, and her smile brightens. My heart nearly stops beating as I take in the feeling of having all that beauty aimed at me.

      It’s because of my appreciation of her contagious happiness that I don’t notice right away, but she’s wearing the Balenciaga dress. My breath catches, my heart pounds, and my palms itch to touch her.

      “Don’t you look handsome,” she says as she approaches, the sound of her heels clicking against the pavement getting louder as she comes closer.

      Coleman hasn’t moved an inch, the perfect spectator as she sizzles in her anger.

      “Hello, gorgeous.” I slip my hand around Gabriella’s lower back and pull her flush against me. “I missed you.”

      She gasps when my lips come down on hers, the sound so fucking sexy it goes straight through my bloodstream to my dick. She tilts her head, welcoming my lips against hers. Her lips part, and a feral growl rumbles deep in my chest as she lets me in and accepts my tongue eagerly as it slides against hers. Her hands grip my biceps, and it’s only then that I realize I’ve bent her back, her body nearly limp in my arms. I straighten, and only when she’s regained her footing, I reluctantly break the kiss.

      “Wow,” she breathes.

      I stare into her eyes, picking apart all the different flecks of gray and navy, believing for the first time that there must be a God because nothing but the divine could explain her incredible pull.

      Coleman clears her throat. Gabriella blinks, and her cheeks flush. I keep my hold on her lower back and turn us toward our unwelcome observer.

      “This must be the girlfriend,” Coleman says, holding her expression tightly. Until her gaze lands solidly on Gabriella’s scar. A flicker of confidence, maybe even superiority, flashes in her eyes.

      “Gabriella,” my date says, introducing herself to the dragon lady. “Sorry to crash in on your dinner. I hope it’s all right.” She leans in toward the snake lady. I want to warn her not to look directly into her eyes for fear of turning to stone and all that. “Kingston gets crabby if I’m not around to give him a little sugar.” She winks. “If you know what I mean.”

      I roll my lips between my teeth and watch Coleman’s gaze tighten into a glare. “We’re late.”

      We follow her inside to the hostess stand, where we’re directed to our table, an intimate table for four with a view of the water.

      We claim our seats, order drinks, and I throw my arm over the back of Gabriella’s chair so I can lean in and smell her neck. “You look amazing.” And it has nothing to do with the dress, although the skin-tight micro mini isn’t hurting her look, that’s for sure.

      “Thank you,” she says and giggles while I nuzzle her neck.

      I press a kiss to a spot below her ear, and she shivers.

      “You’re really selling it,” she says quietly while our third wheel is hidden behind her menu. “Keep this up, and the whole state of New York will be convinced we’re lovers.”

      I pull back enough to get her eyes. “And what about you?”

      Her brows pinch together. “What?”

      “What will it take to convince you?”

      Her smile falls a little, and her gaze darts around. “I don’t understand.”

      I run my hand up her back and slip my fingers into her hair. “I like y—"

      “Well shit,” Coleman says, interrupting, as I’m sure was her point. “I seem to have forgotten my reading glasses at home.”

      “That sucks.” I turn back to Gabriella.

      “Kingston?” Coleman shifts forward in her seat and nods to the menu in front of me, a cunning glimmer in her eyes. “Would you mind reading me the top few bottles on the red wine list?”

      Gabrielle tenses beside me, and her gaze sharpens. “I’m sure the waiter could pick something nice for you.”

      Coleman smirks. “I’d like Kingston to do it.”

      I look down at the wine list in front of me. The letters are too small and crushed together.

      Gabriella flattens her palm on the menu. “Don’t,” she says softly.

      The waiter shows up to get our drink order.

      “We’ll take a bottle of the Château de Beaucastel.”

      Coleman bristles, clearly unhappy about being bested.

      I’m not stupid enough to think she’d back down now. If anything, I’d expect her to double her effort to exercise her control over me.

      “You two are an… odd pairing,” she says, making an obvious statement by letting her gaze linger on Gabriella’s scars. “Where did you meet?”

      My legs tense to push back from the table, grab Gabriella, and get the fuck out of—

      “The naked yoga place on ninety-fifth,” Gabriella says. “In the Buff. Have you heard of it?”

      My frustration ebbs only slightly, and I turn toward my date, looking forward to what she’s going to say next.

      “Technically, you’re not supposed to check out the other yogis. But he was only a foot in front of me. How could I not? I mean, look at him!” She makes a sweeping motion from my head to my lap. “It was the downward-facing dog that sold me.”

      I clear my throat to avoid chuckling out loud.

      “Is there anything sexier than a man’s chode?”

      I prop my elbow on the table and cover my mouth with my hand. Judging by the bursts of red on Coleman’s cheeks, I’d say Gabriella has successfully done the impossible—she’s knocked my arrogant boss off-center.

      Coleman opens her mouth to reply, but Gabriella gasps and folds forward. She clutches her head. “Oh no,” she groans.

      “What is it? Are you okay?”

      “No, I’m sorry.” She rubs her temples. “This happens sometimes.” The corner of her mouth ticks up. “I have Repelabitchaphobia. Sudden migraines.” She stands so quickly that her chair rocks back on two legs. “I’m sorry. I need to get home and rest.”

      I jump to my feet, trying hard to play the worried boyfriend rather than laugh at the stunt she’s pulling. “Oh, yeah, these hit hard and fast. I’ll get you home.”

      “I can’t say goodbye. All the evil vibes are hurting my head.”

      Coleman doesn’t seem to buy Gabriella’s lie, which only sweetens the victory.

      “Enjoy your dinner, Ms. Coleman,” I wrap my arm around Gabriella.

      “Yes, please,” Gabriella says with feigned weakness. “Don’t choke on it.”

      We leave the snake woman speechless as we walk out of the restaurant, and I’m grateful I ordered the $150 bottle of wine for her to pick up the tab.

      “God, she’s awful,” Gabriella whispers into my shoulder as we walk, connected at the hip, to the valet outside.

      “Careful,” I say close to her ear. “You’re in danger of me falling in love with you.”

      Her steps stutter and stall. She cranks her head around to look at me.

      “What.”

      She swallows hard, and her smile is a little shaky. “I just had the weirdest déjà vu.”

      “Do you want to go home?”

      She blinks up at me, those big, blue eyes trying to look beyond what the world sees. To look into my soul. “No.”

      I feel myself smile. “You up for a walk?”

      She hooks her arm into mine. “Sure, but I’m still hungry, so keep your eyes peeled for a hot dog stand.”

      “No fucking thank you.”

      Jordan’s on the River is close to Pier 25, near Hudson River Park. I point us in that direction and throw my arm over her shoulder to pull her close.

      She grabs my hand that is hanging over her left shoulder. My stomach flips at the feel of her fingers clasped to mine. “Nice night.”

      I can’t wipe the grin off my face. “It really is.”

      We walk in silence, taking in the view of New Jersey’s lights reflected off the dark river. A calmness that makes no fucking sense settles inside me. The usual chaos of my life—specifically, all things North Industries—dissolves when I’m with Gabriella. When we’re together, I feel like nothing can touch me. Like the world could crumble to ash all around us, and none of it would matter because we’re together.

      She squeezes my hand. “We’re far enough away now.”

      “Huh?”

      The breeze blows her long hair and gets it stuck between her lips. She plucks the locks away and tucks them behind her ear. “Ms. Coleman.” She ducks out from under my arm and puts a foot of space between us. “She can’t see us. You don’t have to keep pretending like I’m your girlfriend.” She turns away from me and heads to a nearby bench overlooking the water.

      I stand there, stupid, without the right words to express what I want to say. Slowly, I make my way to the bench and sit beside her. People pass by, most paying us no mind, and I search for the right words to say.

      “Can I be honest about something?” Her eyes are forward, her brows pinched. She doesn’t wait for my answer. “I know I said I’d be your wingman, but…” She shakes her head and drops her gaze to her hands, which are currently balled together in her lap. “I feel like I’m not being fair to my heart.”

      My chest swells with what feels like excited anticipation for what she might say next.

      “My brain knows it’s all fake, but my stupid heart just…” She chuckles softly. “He’s an overachiever, ya know? Just throws himself face first into the act until he doesn’t know what’s real and what’s fake anymore.”

      The corner of my mouth twitches. “Your heart’s a he?”

      She frowns, those brows still tight. “Yes. I think so.”

      I’m smiling, but it’s not because she’s being cute or because I’m happy to simply be near her. I’m grinning because what she’s trying to tell me is… “You’re falling for me.”

      “Oh, my God.” She laughs and avoids my eyes.

      I rest my arm on the back of the bench and scoot closer to her. “Tell me I’m wrong, and I’ll back off.”

      Her expression sobers, and she blinks while still staring ahead. She finally turns toward me, and I see my future play out in her blue eyes. Us, together. Forever. Fuck, I am so in love with her. I always have been.

      “You’re not wrong,” she whispers sadly. “I’m so sorry.”

      Her apology knocks me back an inch. “Sorry?”

      She folds forward and puts her face in her hands. “Oh, God, Kingston. I’m totally screwing this up. You needed a friend, and I—”

      I slip my hand over her lap to her hip and tug her closer. Her eyes are wide, confused, but she comes to me easily. I hook a knee beneath her thigh and pull her onto my lap. She gasps and grips my shoulders. I imagine what it would feel like to slide her tiny skirt to her hips and open her completely to me. I push her hair off her neck, press my lips to her throat, and groan. “Bee.” The warm, sweet taste of her skin creates a hunger for the more delicate places of her body.

      I run my lips against the warm, pink skin below her ear. She shivers and tilts her chin up, opening her throat to my mouth.

      Fuck yes.

      “I want to eat you,” I whisper.

      The tiny gasp that falls from her lips goes straight to my dick. There’s no way she can’t feel how hard I am against her ass.

      Somewhere in the recesses of my mind, I know we’re not alone, that people are milling about all around us, and we have no privacy. But I could give a flying fuck. As far as I’m concerned, only a natural disaster of epic proportions could separate us.

      “Kingston, you’re not playing fair,” she says breathlessly.

      “Playing?” I kiss along her jaw. “This isn’t a game to me.”

      She pulls back. My hand lashes out to cup the back of her neck for fear of her moving too far away. “Don’t lie. Remember… my heart.”

      “I know. I’m not lying. I’m into you. I have been since…” I swallow hard and can’t hold her eyes. “Since the beginning.”

      “But I thought—”

      “I’m not gay. I’m not bisexual. I’m a heterosexual man, and I have wanted you. I want you.”

      She blinks, looks to a tree, another bench, stares ahead at nothing. “That doesn’t make sense.”

      “Doesn’t make sense? Jesus, Gabriella, you’re fucking phenomenal. You’re smart, clever, stunningly gorgeous—”

      Her head whips around. “Stop. Don’t say that.”

      “I won’t stop. I will say that. Look at me.”

      She doesn’t.

      “Look at me.” I sift my fingers into the hair at the back of her neck and make a tight fist.

      She gives me her eyes.

      “Everything about you turns me on.”

      She tries to look away, but I hold her tighter.

      I bring her forehead to mine. “Your mind, your heart, and your face. I like everything about you.”

      She closes her eyes and shakes her head.

      “Scars and all.”

      She dissolves against me. Her body falls heavy against my chest, and I wrap my arms around her as tightly as I can to hold her close. To hold her together. Her body melts against mine.

      “You’re not gay?”

      I laugh, overwhelmed with relief and pure fucking joy. “Not even a little.”

      “You lied.”

      “You assumed. I didn’t correct you.”

      She pulls back to look up at me. “Why not?”

      “Because I wanted to touch you from the first time we met. I knew if you thought I was gay, it would keep me from making a move. And it did… for a while.”

      “I can’t believe I didn’t realize….”

      “People have always assumed my sexuality. Culture needs to evolve.”

      Music comes from my right. A Tribe Called Quest, the song familiar but dated. A man on a bicycle with an old stereo bungee-corded to his handlebars. I know the moment Gabriella hears the song because her entire body turns to stone. Her muscles tense. Her spine stiffens. She pulls out of my arms just as the bike passes in front of us. Her gaze follows the man on the bike and then swings to the river.

      “Hey.” I lean forward to see her expression. She looks a little lost and confused. “Are you okay?”

      “Fine,” she says without hardly moving her lips.

      “I should feed you and get you home.” I slide her off my lap and stand up, grateful for the momentary distraction that helps to manage what’s going on behind my fly.

      “I’ll get an Uber,” she says absently, as if still in a daze.

      I put a finger to her chin and move her head around to look at me. She blinks away the fog and focuses on my eyes. “Home as in home with me.”

      Her eyes spark with a fiery need that ignites my blood.

      “If you keep looking at me like that, I’m afraid I won’t be able to keep my hands to myself.”

      “Would that be so bad?”

      “Quite the opposite, Bee. I’d love every fucking second of it.”

      Her arms wrap around my middle, and she lifts up on her toes to bring her lips as close to mine as possible. “Then please, Kingston,” she says.

      I drop my chin to press my lips to hers, soft, slow, and without using my tongue. “Please, what?”

      “Take me home.”

      Gabriella

      The walk back to the restaurant feels twice as long, and the drive from Tribeca back to Lenox Hill feels like a lifetime. He pulls into the underground parking and throws the car into a parking space.

      He takes my hand and brings it to his lips. “You sure about this?”

      “I’m sure.”

      His responding grin—boyish with a hint of masculine mischief and a healthy dose of satisfaction—sends a shiver of excitement through me.

      I still can’t believe he wants me. And that he has wanted me since the beginning. But why didn’t he ever say anything? Why pretend we’re in a fake relationship when we could be in a real one? And why, for the love of all things beautiful, would he let me believe he’s gay?

      I have so many questions, but when his mouth comes down on mine in the elevator, all my concerns disappear. His lips part, and his tongue slips into my mouth with practiced ease. His lips are strong and demanding, his mouth as talented as it is pretty.

      The elevator dings, and the doors slide open. Kingston grips my waist and turns us so that my back is to the corner, his tall body blocking mine.

      “Oh, um…” a female voice says from behind him. “I’ll just wait for the next one.”

      The door closes, and I smile against his lips. “We should share the elevator.”

      “No.” He runs fingertips along my hairline, from my forehead to my jaw, his hazel eyes ablaze as they follow the journey. “No one gets to see you like this except me.” The gentleness of his voice doesn’t match the sternness of his words.

      I grin and hook my fingers into the waistband of his pants, then give them a little tug. “Isn’t that for me to say?”

      He cringes and smiles. “You’re right.” His grin falls, and he steps closer, his long leg wedged between my thighs. He dips his chin to brush his lips against mine. The move is dominant, possessive, and thrilling. “Do you want anyone else to see you like this?”

      “Explain like this.”

      He cups my jaw. “Flushed.” He runs his thumb along my cheek. “Swollen lips.” He brushes his thumb to my lower lip. His gaze drops to my chest. “You’re breathing hard. Your body is begging to be touched.” He licks his lips, and I swear I almost combust. “Tell me I’m wrong.”

      The elevator pings behind us, and this time, when the doors open, we’re on his floor.

      “I admit nothing.” I duck out from under his arm and run.

      He doesn’t chase me but turns around, casually acting unaffected. If not for the obvious protrusion between his hips, I might actually believe I have no effect on him. When he meets me at his front door, he backs me against the cold wood and kisses me again. He kisses me as if I’d been lost and finally found.

      His hands tangle in my hair. I push up on my toes, grip his shirt, and hold on while he consumes me. I expect his hands to roam. I expect him to pull at my dress with an urgency to get me naked. To get to the good part, as most men would say. Instead, his hands stay in my hair, and his kisses become worshipful.

      I’m lost to the sensation of his lips, the mastery of his tongue, the way he makes kissing feel more like a marathon rather than a sprint to the finish. His thumb brushes against my jawline and against the puckered flesh of my scar. The sensation startles me. I turn my face away and break the kiss on the instinct to hide away and immediately feel childish for doing so.

      “Hey,” he says and gently tilts my face up to his. “Don’t hide from me.”

      I close my eyes. “It’s stupid, but… when I’m with you, I forget what I look like.”

      Warm lips press against my forehead. “I don’t want you to be self-conscious around me. I know what you look like, and I like what I see. I like it a lot. I think that part is pretty obvious.”

      I blush at the reference to his hard-on, which is pressed firmly against my belly. “Old habits, I guess.”

      He backs away enough to bend his knees, and he scoops me into his arms. “To do this properly, I’m going to need more room to roam.”

      I lock my hands behind his neck. “I can walk, you know.”

      “I know.” He unlocks the front door and kicks it open. “But why deprive me of the opportunity to go all caveman on your ass.” He takes me to his bedroom and places me back onto my feet just inside the doorway.

      “I really hope that doesn’t mean what it sounds like because I am not ready to take that step,” I say through barely withheld giggles.

      “Not yet, but we’ll work up to that.” He puts his mouth to my ear. “Turn around,” he says darkly.

      I do as he asks but cover my butt with my hands.

      He snort-chuckles.

      I peer over my shoulder. “What? I’m being extra cautious—whoa.” My jaw falls open just as he pulls his dress pants off and tosses them onto a nearby leather chair. He tugs off his socks, unbuttons his shirt, and drops it on top of the rest of his clothes until he’s standing in nothing but black boxer briefs.

      My own personal Calvin Klein underwear model.

      Must be some pretty sturdy cotton to keep the massive erection contained within.

      My hands slip back to my sides.

      He eyes my backside, lifts his brows, and smirks. “Have a change of heart then?”

      I swallow hard. My body’s need overwhelms any desire for caution. “I may have, yeah.”

      He throws his head back and laughs, the sound so pure and joyous it gives me the confidence to know I caused it. “We’ll get there, but not tonight.”

      I grip the hem of my dress and, with a quick shift of my hips and a wiggle, I manage to peel myself out of the skintight fabric. I shove my hair out of my face and find Kingston staring at me with wide eyes and wonder.

      He crosses to me in one step. His gaze slides down my throat, between my lace-cupped breasts, over my ribs to my hip, and between my legs. He runs his finger along the line of my lace panties from my hip to inches below my belly button. I suck in a shaky breath, expecting him to tug my panties to the floor, but instead, his finger backtracks the way it came. Back and forth, he teases the seam of my underwear with a barely-there touch.

      “You’re teasing,” I say, almost to the point of panting.

      “I’m not,” he says, never taking his eyes off his hand as it makes another pass along my skin. “I’m savoring.” He tilts his head and watches his fingertip change direction and head up to stop at the underswell of my breast. I bite my lip, ready for his touch against the sensitive tip that is beaded and begging. I arch my back, a silent request for him to take. “I’ve thought so long and hard about this moment,” he whispers. “About where I would start if I got the chance to touch you. The roadmaps I’d follow in order to experience every part of you.”

      My mind spins with what he’s telling me. That he has thought about me in a sexual way at all is enough to blow my mind, but to think that he’s been feeling this way and holding himself back? I have to know… “Why? Why didn’t you tell me sooner?”

      His head is tilted forward, and he peers through the longish, messy locks of his hair. “You’re not the only one with a reason to want to hide away.”

      Of course—his dyslexia. He hides what he considers to be his weakness, just as I hide my scar.

      “You know I don’t care about—” I suck in a hissed breath when he cups my breasts and squeezes, not hard enough to hurt, but just enough to send a rush of liquid heat through me.

      He brushes his thumb against my nipple, then leans in and sucks it between his teeth over my bra. The lash of his tongue over lace, the wetness of his mouth, and the heat combine to build an ache between my legs. I clench my thighs together. Shift from foot to foot. Nothing works to put out the flame. Instead, every movement kindles the sparks to a flame.

      His arm wraps around my lower back and forces our hips together. His teeth clamp down around the tip of my breast, and he folds over me. I hold on to his shoulders, my head falling back, while he licks, bites, and kisses my breast. He pulls back to check out his handy work. The skin is red and protruding, pressing hard against the black lace cage of my bra. “You’re sexy as fuck,” he says in a voice that carries a million dirty promises.

      “So are you,” I squeak out.

      He pulls me upright and kisses me, and there’s nothing gentle about this kiss. Nothing even remotely polite. He plunges his tongue between my teeth, bites, and sucks my lips. He takes. Overpowers. Conquers.

      He keeps a hold on me, and we move across the room. The chair hits the backs of my legs, and he presses me down. His mouth still on mine, he drops to his knees between my legs. His trembling hands run up my bare thighs. He hooks his fingers into the elastic at my hips. “May I?” The question is spoken against my parted lips.

      I nod and lift to help him slip my panties off.

      He sits back on his heels, his eyes like smoldering embers as they blaze a trail along my skin and settle between my legs. My mind screams to cover up, to be ashamed of my nudity, afraid that he might not like what he sees. I shift nervously in the chair and hate all the space between us, the space to see all my physical flaws and inadequacies.

      “Come here.” I reach for him, only to have him grasp my hand and press it to his lips.

      “Not yet.” His gaze drops slowly down my body. “I’m not done looking at you yet.” One more kiss to my wrist, and he releases my hand. He shifts forward, wedging his torso between my knees. His long fingers slip up my thighs, back down, and press my legs further apart. “Relax,” he whispers. “You have no idea how fucking beautiful you are.” He lifts his chin toward the back of the chair. “Lean back.”

      Leaning back means scootching my butt forward, and with my legs wide apart, it brings my pussy closer to his face. He notices, licks his lips, then lowers his head between my legs.

      He licks up my inner thigh and stops just shy of where I need him most. Switching to the other thigh, he repeats the delicious torture. Back and forth, he tempts me while inching closer and closer.

      My legs shake with anticipation. My hands grip the chair to keep from grabbing his hair and forcing the contact.

      He blows against my wet, sensitive skin, making me shiver and bringing goosebumps to the surface.

      “Stop teasing,” I say breathlessly. “It’s mean.”

      He pushes off his heels and kisses my stomach, where I feel him smile against my skin. “I like playing with my food.” He kisses down between my legs, and I bite my lip in anticipation of what’s coming.

      Rather than feel his tongue, I feel the brush of his fingers as he runs them between my legs with a featherlight touch. A soft growl escapes me, and I dig my heels into the floor and shift myself forward, chasing after more.

      His dark chuckle fills the air around me, but he continues to tease me with his fingers. “Easy, Bee. Let me play a little longer. Then, I’ll give you what you want.”

      I try to hold on, I really do, but he plays my body as if it were his own and he’s learned all the ways to drive me wild. I shake with need. My legs lose the ability to hold me up, and I can’t take another second of this agonizing emptiness.

      “No.” I slide off the chair and onto his lap in a straddle.

      We moan in unison when my hot, wet center meets the solid line of his erection that is barely contained in cotton.

      “Fuck.” He grabs my hips, and I worry he might push me off, but instead, he pulls me tighter against him and rolls his hips forward, grinding his heavy girth against me. “You’re going to make me come.”

      I hold on to his shoulders and move my hips in a circle. “Me first.”

      “If you say so,” he says playfully and puts me on my back. His mouth comes down on me hard. His tongue spears into my mouth the way his hard-on probes at my entrance.

      I reach down and free his erection with clumsy hands. He’s thick, heavy, and hot in my palm. I wrap my fingers as best I can and stroke. He hisses and thrusts into my hand, a preview of what he’s going to do to my body.

      “I need to be inside you,” he breathes against my throat.

      “Yes.”

      “Condom.” He reaches into his pants, which are hanging haphazardly off the chair, and fishes out a foil package.

      “I’m on the pill.”

      He drops his boxer briefs. I try—and fail—not to stare. He’s so much bigger than I would’ve expected. I knew every part of Kingston would be beautiful, and that much is true. But the size of him catches me by surprise.

      “We’ll talk about safety for next time,” he says and reclaims his kneeling position between my legs. “Right now, I want you to trust me, and I need to get inside you.”

      “So you’re saying there will be a next time,” I say and smirk.

      I expect him to fall over me, pin me to the floor, and sink deep inside. I gasp when he folds over me only to hook his arms around me and pull me upright, straddled over his thighs.

      “There will be a next time.” He grips my ass in two hands and slides me forward until the tip of his hard-on wedges against my core. “Many, many next times.”

      “We’ll see about tha—” I gasp when he thrusts forward, burying himself inside me.

      He doesn’t move, giving my body a moment to adjust to his size. He slides his hands up my back and into my hair, fisting the length, and bringing our lips together. “I’m sorry, what was it you were saying?”

      “All the next times,” I say, feeling stretched, full, and wanting more.

      “Mmm.” He nuzzles my throat and kisses along my jaw. “All the next times. I’ll never get enough of you.”

      “Kingston.”

      “Yeah, Bee?”

      “Move.”

      Kingston

      Move.

      I have to stay present, stay cautious and careful, because if I let go, if I release all the pent-up desire, I’d probably scare the shit out of her.

      This is not how I saw tonight playing out in my mind. I wanted her on the bed. I wanted to taste her, feel her come against my tongue. My fingers. But an urgency drives us that can no longer be ignored. We need to fuck. Then, I can go back and take care of her properly. Like a gentleman.

      I wrap her legs around me and slide my hands up her back to unfasten her bra. The straps fall down her arms, and I toss the scrap of lace aside. Her breasts are full, round, and tipped with dark pink nipples. I flex my hips, and she arches her back, pressing her tits up in offering. I lick, suck, and bite at the firm peaks.

      She tastes like cinnamon and sugar—sweet and hot.

      She falls back on one arm, laying her body out before me, and I grip her hips to slide her against my dick, watching myself disappear into her sex and then slowly pulling out.

      “We look so fucking sexy together.”

      She moans, rolls her hips, and I can’t stand it another second. I need to taste her.

      I release my hold and drop her backside to the ground. She gasps when I pull out of her and then sighs loudly when I lick between her legs.

      She buries her hands in my hair, holds me to her as if she fears I won’t finish the job. Not a fucking chance. I lose myself in the feel of her—the dripping heat, sweet flavor, and sounds she makes that seem to emanate from her chest.

      I have wanted this for so long. To pleasure her with my mouth, to consume her, ravish her, bring her the kind of ecstasy that she’d never want from another man. Make her feel so good that she’d come back for more and never want to leave.

      Her release hits like an electric shock. Her body is like a live wire. She arches her back and explodes against my tongue. Her grip on my hair is tight to the point of stinging, and something about the pain makes my own orgasm swell to the surface. She rides my tongue until the final shockwaves subside and then falls limp to the floor.

      I kiss the inside of her thigh and watch the rapid rise and fall of her chest until it slows. “You good?”

      “So fucking good.”

      I hide a secret smile against her skin. “I hope you still have something left because we aren’t done yet.”

      She props herself up on her elbows, her hair a mess, cheeks pink, and eyelids half-mast. “You bet your ass I have some left. Years’ worth, actually.”

      My dick is painfully hard. I grip it in my fist and stand. Her eyes follow my movement, her gaze particularly invested in my throbbing hard-on. She scrambles to her feet, and I lift my chin to the bed. She turns and heads that way, her naked ass swaying the entire way. Crawling onto the bed, I follow her down. With my knee to the mattress, I settle between her legs. I slip inside her, inch by painstakingly slow inch. Our kiss is unhurried, lazy, as if we had all night and all day tomorrow. I move inside her with intentional strokes, changing the angle of my hips to hit every possible spot and drown in the sexy sounds each one coaxes from her lips.

      I keep my pace even, knowing if I give in to the drive, I’ll come too fast. But being inside Gabriella, the tight grip of her body combined with her slick tongue in my mouth sends my self-control out the window. My hips kick a little quicker, a little harder, and she claws at my ass in encouragement. Our kiss turns frantic. Tension and heat coil at the base of my spine. My muscles flex, and I thrust harder.

      “Yes,” she says against my lips. “Don’t stop.”

      I push up onto my hands and hook her leg with my arm, opening her wider, sinking in deeper. She holds my wrists, hanging on, grounding herself while I pound her mercilessly into the mattress.

      Stars explode behind my eyes, and my release comes barreling to the surface. My hips shoot forward, planted deep. My orgasm washes over me in unrelenting waves. I fall on top of her in a useless heap and bury my face in her neck.

      “Good God, woman. You’re going to be the death of me.”

      Her deep chuckle is sexy as fuck. She wraps her arms around me, and her legs do the same at my hips.

      I roll to my back, taking her with me, and I fucking love the way she settles against my chest—nose to my throat, hair splayed over my shoulder, and her warm, sexy body all over mine.

      Her stomach growls.

      “Shit,” I say, smiling, because honestly, how could I not smile. I’m naked in bed with a woman I never thought I’d get a chance with. “I never fed you.” I slap her ass. “Come on, let’s eat.”

      “In a minute.” She sounds more relaxed than I’ve ever heard her, and hell if that doesn’t make my chest swell with manly pride.

      I press a kiss to her head and run my fingers through her hair. “Take all the time you need.”

      I mean it. Even if she needs forever.
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      Kingston

      I wake to the feel of Gabriella thrashing against me.

      Her naked body is damp with sweat, and she kicks at the bedsheet as if it were a monster with a hold on her ankles.

      I put my lips to her ear. “Hey, shhh…” I wrap my arms around her middle from my position at her back. “You’re dreaming, Bee.”

      My voice seems to only make her kick harder.

      “Gabriella, wake up.” I prop myself up on an elbow and notice her cheeks are full of air as if she were holding her breath. Shit, she’s not breathing. I get to my knees and roll her to her back. “Breathe!” My pulse slams through my veins. I shake her. “Wake up!”

      She gasps so hard she chokes, and I roll her to her side while she coughs and catches her breath. She sucks in a wheezing breath, and the sound of it sends me falling back to the bed in relief.

      “You okay?”

      She sits up and throws her legs off the side of the bed. Her bare back is a silhouette in the dark room. “Bad dream.”

      “Yeah, I figured. Do those happen often?”

      She shakes her head. “No. Not until recently.”

      I grab the cold bottle of water I brought in earlier when we ate cereal wearing nothing but our underwear. I check the clock. That was two hours ago.

      She guzzles the cold water and then sets it on the bedside table and falls back onto the pillows.

      “You want to talk about it,” I say while staring at the ceiling.

      “Not really.”

      “Okay.”

      Silence fills the space between us, and a sense of unease trickles in, tainting my good mood. Taking a shit on my hope.

      “If you go back to sleep, you might not even remember it in the morning.”

      She rolls to her side, facing me. “Help me forget?”

      Crushing suffocation pulls behind my ribs, the feeling so painful it should be enough of a warning to send me the opposite way. To do what’s best for Gabriella and let her go. Be out of her life forever.

      She wants to forget, and she looks at me as if I could help her with that.

      I meet her on the pillow, kiss her, and let my lips rest against hers. “I’d be happy to do that.”

      My only fear is that in making her forget, she might remember.

      Gabriella

      I pull myself from Kingston’s arms well before sunrise. Exhausted from the night’s activities, combined with one doozy of a nightmare, I lean my head against the window in the backseat of the Uber, close my eyes, and smile.

      In what universe does a woman like me get to spend an entire night, naked, with a man like Kingston?

      My skin still hums with the memory of his hands, and my lips tingle from his brutal kiss. Warm and a little sore in all the best places, I wish I was still in his bed and wrapped in his arms.

      He was still sleeping when I left, and not wanting to wake him, I kissed his stubbled cheek and whispered goodbye. Maybe I should’ve left a note?

      The car jerks to a stop outside my house.

      I drag my feet through the front gate and to the door.

      “Gabby?”

      My feet freeze in the large entryway. “Dad?”

      He walks around the corner, wearing a suit and smelling fresh from a shower. A cup of coffee in one hand, he looks me up and down under the bright light of the chandelier. He frowns. “I assumed you were at the clinic.” His frown deepens as he takes in my dress, heels, and the messy knot of hair atop my head. “I see I was wrong.” His voice drips in disappointment.

      “Not entirely wrong.” I head to the stairs. “My shift starts in an hour.”

      “Jesus, Gabby…” he mutters.

      I whirl around from a few steps up. “Do you have something to say?”

      Ever the high-powered CEO, he lifts his nose and manages to look down at me, even from his position at the bottom of the stairs. “We had an agreement.”

      “And I’ve been sticking to my end.”

      “No.” He scowls at the place where my dress hits the tops of my thighs, making me fidget and want to tug at the hem, but I refuse to give him the satisfaction. “You haven’t.”

      “You said I could stay in New York as long as I wanted.”

      “I said you could stay in New York while you recovered.”

      “However long that takes,” I fill in the rest of our agreement.

      He blows out a breath and gives my obvious walk of shame outfit another once over. “Looks to me you’re recovered.”

      “Because I went on a date? You think because I had sex, I’m recovered?”

      He cringes at my words. “Watch your mouth. I’m still your father.”

      “You’ll always be my father, but I’m grown up now. I don’t need a parent.”

      The tension in his face falls. “I suppose you’re right. I’m overprotective since… you know.”

      “I know. But I’m okay.” Memories of Kingston’s smile and the emotion in his eyes when he looks at me all flood my vision. “Better than okay, actually.”

      “Oh, yeah?” My dad sounds hopeful. “Anyone I know? Is it Tom Peterson’s son? Boy, did he have a thing for you in high school.”

      I frown on the inside, not wanting him to see my disappointment. Ever since the accident, he’s been wanting me to be the person I was before, enjoy the things I did before, erase the horror of that night in a pick-up-where-we-left-off kind of way. He doesn’t understand that the accident changed me permanently. That the Gabriella from before is gone. She’s never coming back. “No, you don’t know him.”

      “Will I get the opportunity to meet him?”

      “Maybe.” My cheeks warm. “If things continue as they have been, then yes, you will.”

      He saunters closer, his eyes, the same blue as mine, study my face and linger on my scars. “I only want you to be happy.”

      I know he thinks he means that, but what he’s failing to say is that he wants me to have his idea of happiness. Financial success, recognition, awards, and applause are his ideas of happiness.

      At one time, they were also mine.

      But not anymore.

      “I am happy. I know you don’t approve of my choice of job—”

      “Job?” He lifts a brow.

      “Dad.”

      “I’m just saying, the word job usually implies there is a paycheck involved. You’re a volunteer.”

      I nod, feeling the reprimand in his words. “Okay. Volunteer job. But either way, I’m really searching for some direction. I just haven’t landed on anything yet.”

      When I started volunteering at the hospice, I thought it would be for a few months until I figured out what I wanted to do with the rest of my life. The accident ripped my plans out of my grasp, forcing me to start over. As much as I hope for a rush of inspiration, a wave of direction, neither has yet to come.

      “You could always meet with Dr. Lowell, see if he has some insight, maybe point you in the right direction.”

      Dr. Lowell said my brain would heal in time, but he never did put a frame on that time. He told me there is no timeline for healing from my type of brain injury. That only time would tell.

      “I just want you to live up to your potential.”

      And that is my dad’s way of saying I love you.

      He doesn’t realize the shame his statement delivers time and time again.

      “I should get going. People are counting on me.”

      I’m almost to the top of the stairs when he calls my name. I look down at him from the second floor.

      “I’ll be back in New York in a couple of weeks. If you’re still with this guy, maybe we could all grab dinner.”

      “Sure. Sounds good.” I race to my room, now in a bigger hurry than before. I imagine introducing my dad to Kingston and chuckle. My dad will have plenty to say about Kingston’s eyeliner and flamboyant clothes. I decide to put off that meeting for as long as I can get away with it.

      Work goes by in a daze, my mind jumping from the depressing confrontation with my dad to the incredible night I had with Kingston. My thoughts wandering, I lose my place several times while reading to Mr. Oberon. Lucky for me, his attention span seems to match my own as he dozes on and off during our visit. He doesn’t seem to notice my distractions.

      By ten o’clock, I give up on reading and put on some music instead.

      Annette comes into the room carrying a gigantic bouquet of spring flowers—peonies, tulips, calla lilies, and hydrangeas. She sets them on Mr. Oberon’s bedside.

      “Those are gorgeous,” I say, even though he’s sleeping peacefully. “Who are they from?” I’m assuming a family member in another state is showing their love with the colorful bouquet. Their way of saying goodbye from a distance.

      “You’re not going to believe it,” Annette whispers.

      “What?”

      Come here, she mouths, her eyes as big as her smile.

      I turn the music down to a comfortable sleeping level and dim the lights. Annette is practically jumping on her toes when I meet her in the hallway.

      “Twelve arrangements were delivered. One for every patient!” She grabs my hand and tugs me toward the reception desk—or where the reception desk should be. It’s nearly unrecognizable, surrounded by bouquets that had to cost over one hundred dollars each.

      The scent of fresh roses and fragrant lilies mask the usual sterile antiseptic-smelling space. I search the vibrant buds and stems for a card. “Are they from a donor?”

      “I don’t know. Looks like a card on that one.” Annette motions to an arrangement bigger than the rest. So big it’s like something found in the hotel lobby of The Plaza. And it’s not nearly as sweet as the other bouquets. This one is, dare I say… sexy. Blood red roses intermingle with branches of drooping black orchids, with one single pale pink rose. Next to that rose is a card.

      And on that card is three letters.

      Bee.

      My breath catches in my chest, and I pluck the card from the petals.

      
        
        You weren’t here when I woke up and I worried it was all a dream.

        Until I smelled your skin on mine.

        I’ve never been so happy to be awake and alive.

        I miss you already.

        XO Yours

      

      

      I press the note to my chest like some love-sick moron.

      “Well?” Annette says, practically salivating for information. “Who are they from?”

      “Kingston.” I press the card to my chest, protecting the private words he shared with me.

      She frowns. “The gay guy?”

      Heat crawls from my neck to my cheeks. “Turns out he’s not gay.”

      Her brows pinch together. “Not gay…” Her expression morphs from one of confusion to understanding. “You’re sleeping with him!”

      “Shhh…” I look around, thankful that we’re mostly alone, save for a nursing assistant who walks past us with her nose buried in her phone. “I’m not sleeping with him. I mean, I am, but because I really like him.”

      She throws her arms around me with a girlie squeal and then backs away with a look of awe and wonder on her face. It’s at this moment that I’m reminded for the first time since I saw the flowers what my face looks like. Annette isn’t purposefully trying to bring me down, but her response is a reminder of what this must look like to outsiders. The beast manages to win over the handsome prince with her glowing personality—or worse, her willingness.

      I tuck the card into the pocket of my scrubs and clear my throat. “I should probably call him.”

      “Of course, yes. And tell him thank you.” She scoops up one of the bouquets. “These are really going to brighten up the place.”

      I head to the breakroom and stumble to a halt when I see Evan glaring up at me from an open New York Times.

      He drops his gaze back to the paper and turns the page. “Hey.”

      I can’t call Kingston from in here, so I head to the fridge and grab a string cheese, then leave to search out somewhere more private.

      “It’s only money,” Evan says to my back as I’m about to leave. “To a guy like him, throwing his money around is as easy as throwing pennies into a fountain for people like you and me.”

      “How did you know they were from him?”

      “I heard him call you Bee. Saw the card.” He looks hurt, and that just pisses me off. He never made a single move, and when he finally did, I gave him a chance, but he was a huge disappointment. And that’s somehow my fault?

      “Is this going to be a problem for you, Evan?”

      “Not at all,” he says flippantly. “I’m happy if you’re happy.”

      “Good, because I am.”

      “Don’t come crying to me when he breaks your heart.” He runs his gaze over the newspaper, but they move too fast for him to actually be reading anything. “And he will, no doubt about that.”

      “Consider me warned.” I shove open the door. “Asshole,” I mumble and go straight for the supply closet.

      I hit Kingston’s number, and he answers on the first ring.

      “Good morning, gorgeous.” His voice is deep and quiet, and I’d like to imagine he’s still in bed, warm between the sheets. I wish I was still there. Although, it’s more likely he’s at work and being quiet to keep from being overheard.

      “The flowers,” I say, breathless and speechless. “Kingston, they’re so beautiful. You have no idea how much they’re going to lift patients’ spirits around here.”

      “Glad to hear it, but you should know, I sent those flowers for purely selfish reasons. I’m working on winning you over.”

      “I wasn’t aware I needed winning over.” I pace the small room, feeling giddy all over.

      “So, what you’re saying is,” he says in a low voice, “you’re sold on us?”

      Us. My God, I could squeal at the prospect of us. Me and Kingston.

      “Well, let’s do the inventory. We get along pretty well.”

      “Check.”

      “You’re funny. Handsome,” I say, even though it’s a gross understatement.

      “Go on.”

      “A little arrogant.”

      He chuckles.

      “And after last night, I can say with one hundred percent certainty that—”

      “We have incredible sexual chemistry.”

      “I was going to say that you keep a clean bathroom.”

      “Liar.”

      I shiver at the vibration of his voice in my ear.

      “Your body gives away all your secrets.”

      I clear my throat. “I can’t talk about this at work.”

      “So, we’ll talk about it tonight. What time do you want me to pick you up?”

      “I get off at four, so how about I’ll meet you at your place?”

      “Okay. And bring an overnight bag.”

      My skin flushes with the heat of anticipation and memory. “Fine. I’ll text you later. I have to go. But Kingston, really, thank you for the flowers. They’re stunning.”

      “You’re welcome. But Bee?” He gets quiet, his voice a little rough. “You should know, they’re only a fraction of what you deserve. See you tonight.”

      I disconnect the phone and lean back against the wall. My heartbeat is a little fast, my breathing, too. Kingston has the ability to affect me in the most tangible ways without even being in the same room.

      I am in so much trouble.

      I refuse to believe what Evan said is right.

      I’ve somehow fallen hard for Kingston, and in doing so, I’ve handed him the ability to completely destroy me.
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      Kingston

      “Where are you going?” Coleman’s hissing voice stops me in the middle of my exit from the conference room mid urgent department meeting.

      These are the first words she’s said to me since the dinner I walked out on, and I fully expect her to expose me to August any day now. After all, I didn’t deliver on my end.

      I turn around, eye the eight other people at the table and then my boss, who stands with her hand on one hip and an iPad in the other. I point to the door. “I’m leaving. Thought that was pretty obvious.”

      Her jaw hardens. “You can’t just leave in the middle of a meeting.”

      “Oh yeah? Who’s going to stop me?” I swing my gaze around the table of men and women, who are shifting uncomfortably in their chairs while avoiding eye contact.

      “Mr. North, a minute in the hallway.” Coleman hands off her iPad to one of her minions and stomps her heeled feet to the door.

      I roll my eyes and follow her out.

      She reaches around me to close the door, then shoves a long-manicured finger in my face. “You’re insubordinate.”

      “Okay.”

      “We had an arrangement last night.”

      The reminder of last night has me grinning wide.

      “You’re unable to follow through the simplest of my requests.”

      “If you’re referring to you trying to blackmail me to get dirt on August—”

      “Quiet!” Her eyes are wide and panicked as she searches for anyone within earshot. “Do you want me to go to August with your little secret?” She tilts her head, and the corner of her mouth tilts up.

      I shove my hands in my pockets and lean a shoulder to the wall. Yesterday, her threat would’ve really got me thinking. But after last night, when I finally got Gabriella in my arms, her taste still on my tongue and my body still throbbing with memories of hers, there’s nothing this woman could say to upset me. “Go ahead.”

      She blinks and tucks her chin. “You’re not serious.”

      “I’m dead fucking serious. Tell him whatever you want.” I check my watch. “If you’ll excuse me. There’s somewhere important I have to be.”

      I push away from the wall and head for the elevators.

      “More important than your job? More important than your paycheck?”

      I throw my head back and laugh so hard the sound bounces off the cold walls. I hit the call button on the elevator. “Do your worst, Ms. Coleman. I don’t give a fuck.”

      I ride the elevator down to the lobby and step off into a crowd of executives returning from their lunch breaks. A big hand snags my upper arm, and Alexander glares down at me, Hayes looking annoyed at his side.

      “Where are you going?” Alexander’s eyes dart between me and the elevator as if I made a mistake by heading out instead of in.

      “That way.” I yank my arm free of my brother’s grip and point toward the street-level doors.

      “It’s only one thirty.”

      “Yeah,” Hayes says. “Shouldn’t you be up working your ass off for that new boss of yours?”

      “She let me go early.”

      “Bullshit,” Hayes says.

      Shrug. “Don’t believe me. I don’t care.”

      “What’s wrong?” Alex motions to my face. “You look weird.”

      “Oh, this?” I Vanna White my face. “This, dear brother, is called happiness. Also known as joy, contentment, excitement, and anticipation.”

      His brows pinch together. “Do you have a fever?”

      “No, I’m happy. And I really have to go, so just be happy for me, okay?”

      He grunts. Hayes shakes his head disapprovingly. And I slip between them and continue to make my way out to the street.

      James, Alex’s driver, is leaning against his SUV, looking at his phone screen.

      “You free to run a couple of errands with me?”

      “I don’t have to be back here until seven, so, yeah.” He pops open the back door and climbs inside.

      “A couple of stops and then to City Hospice by four.”

      “Sure thing, Mr. North.”
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      “I thought we were meeting at your place.” Gabrielle smiles warmly as she crosses the sidewalk in front of City Hospice toward me.

      I push off the hood of the SUV and open my arms to receive her. She falls against my chest, and her hands grip the fabric of my shirt. I nuzzle her hair and breathe her in. “I couldn’t wait.”

      When she leans back to look up at me, I take advantage and drop a kiss on her lips. A soft hum vibrates in my throat at the contact, a barely-there tease. “I couldn’t wait,” I say against her lips. “I had to see you.”

      She pushes up on her toes, kissing me again. This time, she parts her lips. Warmth cascades like honey down my body as her tongue slides against mine.

      “I take it you’re happy to see me?”

      “I am, but I already called a car.” She pulls away from me to look at her phone. “Five minutes.”

      “Cancel it.” I shrug.

      Her eyes widen slightly. “No, I’ll just take it home to shower and pack a bag, and then we can meet back at your place like we planned.”

      I tuck a lock of her hair behind her ear. “Or… we can go to your place together, and you can shower and pack a bag—”

      “No!” She seems shocked by her own outburst and attempts to laugh it off. “I mean, I couldn’t expect you to do that.”

      I cross my arms at my chest. “What’s up with you not wanting me to go to your place?”

      She sighs and shakes her head. “Whatever you’re thinking, I can assure you it’s not that.”

      “You’re not hiding a husband and a handful of kids, are you?”

      “No.” She grins.

      “Roommates who are in the mafia?”

      “No,” she says and gives me a playful shove.

      “Oh, God,” I say and put on my most repulsed face. “Are you a hoarder?”

      She laughs.

      “Do you have dead cats stuck in your couch cushions?”

      “Stop it. No,” she giggles.

      I frown. “Freezer full of body parts.”

      “Nothing like that, I promise.”

      “Then let me take you home, Bee.”

      Her smile falls, and she blinks at the sound of my nickname for her.

      “It’s okay. I don’t mean to push you.” I take another step back, wanting to give her some space. “We can meet back at my place.”

      When she looks at me, the confusion in her expression disappears, and a hint of a smile returns. She’s about to say something when the Uber pulls up to the curb in front of us.

      A woman steps out. “I’m Loreen. Are you Gabriella?”

      “Yes,” Gabriella says but makes no move toward the car. “Um…” She looks at me, back at the car, and then at her phone screen. “Actually, I’m sorry, I’m going to cancel the ride.”

      Loreen eyes me for a second. “Are you sure?”

      Gabriella shifts a little nervously on her feet, and I can see Loreen is reading the signals.

      “I’m sure, totally.” Gabriella’s spine stiffens, and she looks a little more confident when she turns and heads toward the SUV.

      “Have a good night,” I say to Loreen, and she grumbles about losing money as she climbs back into the car.

      James opens the door, and I slide into the backseat behind Gabriella. When he closes the door, we’re plunged into the semi-darkness of the tinted windows.

      “I hope I didn’t pressure you to—”

      Her head jerks around. “Not at all.”

      I nod.

      She picks at her fingernails, hands balled up in her lap.

      “Where to?” James says from the driver’s seat.

      I look to Gabriella to answer.

      She rattles off an address and part of town.

      “So,” I say as the SUV moves forward. “Tell me about your day.”

      Gabriella

      My stomach is in knots as we head in the direction of my home in Cobble Hill. To avoid dwelling on what Kingston might be thinking about me living in the wealthiest neighborhood in Brooklyn, I tell him about my day. He smiles, nods, and chuckles in all the right places.

      When the driver turns the car onto Henry Street, my stomach sinks.

      My family’s tri-level brownstone was built in 1844 but has been completely stripped and remodeled so that the interior looks more like something from The Jetsons while the exterior still screams founding fathers.

      “We’ll be back in a few,” Kingston says to the driver, prompting me to scootch out of my seat.

      His long legs eat up the stairs, and he gets to the door before me.

      I stop before I hit the landing. “I live with my parents,” I blurt.

      He casually tilts his head. “Okay. Are they here now?”

      “No.” I fumble with my keys. “They only live here part-time.”

      “Cool.” He rocks back on his heels, and his gaze swings up and down the street. “So… are we going in?”

      “Yes,” I say and scramble up the remaining steps to the door. My face is hot and my palms sweaty as I unlock it and push into the foyer. I hit the code on the alarm panel that is hidden behind a small painting that my mom paid way too much money for. “I should’ve told you sooner,” I say and drop my purse on the mid-century modern sideboard.

      He doesn’t look around the space, doesn’t gawk at the expensive fixtures, but keeps his eyes on me. “Are you going to show me your room?”

      I should’ve expected he’d be comfortable around the auspicious show of wealth—like acknowledges like. But for some reason, I feel… ashamed.

      Ashamed that I still live with my parents. Embarrassed for the luxury when so many others go without their basic needs. I feel stuck between worlds—the life of entitlement I lived before and the one I’m living now. A new life with new challenges and no map to help me navigate.

      He follows me up the stairs to my room on the second floor.

      I flip on the light, and nerves attack my stomach as he peruses the space. Hands in his pockets, he moves from my dresser to my bookshelf, studying my things.

      “I’m going to take a quick shower.” I grab clean clothes to change into.

      “Take your time,” he says absently while studying framed photos of me on the beach with my brother.

      I close myself into the bathroom and lock the door. Having Kingston in my private space isn’t what has me on edge. The insight into my past and the questions he may ask are what I’m worried about.

      I’m going to have to tell him my story eventually.

      But even three years and a ton of psychotherapy later, I hate talking about it.

      I pile my hair on my head and shower quickly. Dressed in a soft pair of joggers and a tank top, I step out of the bathroom to find Kingston sitting at the foot of my bed. My breath catches when I see what he’s holding in his hand.

      “My pointe shoes.”

      His smile is a little sad, but I can’t imagine why. He turns the tattered silk shoes in his hand.

      “I—” my voice cracks. I clear my throat. “I used to dance ballet.”

      He makes a humming noise, then looks up at me, and a million emotions race across his eyes. “Used to.”

      “I quit. A few years back.”

      He narrows his gaze. “You don’t strike me as a quitter.”

      “I’m not.” My own heartbeat grows loud in my ears.

      He shrugs. “Okay.”

      I take the shoes from his hands and pull open a drawer to stuff them inside.

      “You think you’ll ever take it back up?”

      With my back to him, I close my eyes and breathe through the chest cramp that always accompanies talks of what I lost.

      Be casual. Play it off.

      I practice a smile, and once I feel that smile, I turn around. “Anything’s possible, right? I’m starving. Is it too early to grab dinner?” I shove pajamas and a sweatshirt into my bag. “We should hit up the Vietnamese place on Third. I’m craving pho.” I head for the door and hit the lights. “Have you been there—”

      His arm wraps around my middle. The heat of his body hits my back, and his lips brush against my ear. “You don’t have to hide from me.”

      I put my hand over his, against my stomach. “Who says I’m hiding?”

      “Bee—”

      “There are some things I’m not ready to talk about.”

      His breath is hot against my skin. He runs his lips along my neck and drops a kiss on my shoulder. “I know.” He continues to kiss up my neck to my jaw with soft, deliberate presses of his lips. He ends at my earlobe. “Relax.”

      I close my eyes and release the tension in my shoulders. He continues to paint my shoulder and neck in worshipful kisses until my whole body throbs, and my legs feel like Jell-O.

      “Kingston?”

      I feel his smile against my skin. “Yeah?”

      “Kiss me.”

      He interweaves our fingers and spins me around. My back hits the wall, and his mouth comes down on mine. With powerful lips and a wicked tongue, he sucks and nips and pulls a moan from my throat. His hand slides up my shirt, over my bra, and he palms my breast. His thumb runs circles over my nipple, the barrier of the fabric between creating a brutal tease.

      “You can trust me with your past,” he whispers against my mouth.

      His words wrap around my ribs and squeeze. The mention of my life before, of who I was, is a cold wash to my heated flesh.

      I push the thoughts away and reach for the waistline of his pants. My fingertips brush the hard, blunt head of his erection. He hisses at the contact and rocks against my hand.

      “You’re trying to distract me.” He buries his face in my neck and unfastens his pants.

      I grip him in my fist.

      “It’s working.” He pulls a foil packet from his pocket and rips it open with his teeth. I roll the condom on and drop my pants. I kick the fabric off one leg, then hook my ankle around his hip.

      “So fucking sexy,” he growls when he sinks two fingers inside. Testing. Tempting.

      I guide him closer, reaching for what I want most. Him. Thick and long, filling me. Possessing me. Holding my mind to the present.

      He probs. Glides. Works his way inside. He grips my ass and lifts me higher, my back to the wall, pinning me in place with his hips. His kiss is desperate. Inflamed. As if he somehow knows I need his violence. I let him in—to my home, my bedroom, to who I was. I want to slam the shutters down, hide what he might see, avoid the questions he’s compelled to ask. And for now, he lets me.

      “Need to move.” He turns us around, and we fall to the bed. With one hand braced by my head, he tilts his hips in such a way that I see stars dance before my eyes. “You like that?”

      I dig my heels into the bed, open wider, and arch my back to deepen the—oh my!

      He doesn’t let up. The sensation builds. He picks up the pace. I grip his shoulders and rake my nails across his skin.

      “Fuck, yeah.” His hips piston forward.

      The intensity in his eyes is captivating. His gaze penetrates and reads me in a way that makes me feel shy. Vulnerable. I turn my head only to have him catch my jaw. His warm palm on my cheek, long fingers in my hair, he holds my eyes to his.

      Don’t hide from me.

      He doesn’t say the words, I only hear them in my head.

      “I won’t,” I say softly.

      I hold his gaze. Fiery hazel eyes warm with acceptance pour over me. I melt around them, around him.

      “That’s it, baby.” He runs his thumb along my lips. “Stay with me.”

      “I’m here.” And I am. Mind, body, soul, and most dangerously, heart.

      I shove up on an elbow and claim his mouth. He groans against my tongue and the vibration travels through me.

      With only a seconds warning, my release surges. I gasp against his lips. He chases my mouth and kisses me deeper. Harder. A divine invasion that gives more than it takes.

      His muscles tense. His hips flex, freeze, and he shudders against me. A soft sigh drops from his lips just as he lowers his weight on top of me. Our kiss slows, from frantic to lazy, we glide gently back to earth. We stay like this, connected, and he takes his time kissing my neck, jaw, and cheek. He drags his lips along my skin, causing goosebumps to jump on my arms. Back and forth, up and down, he bathes my skin in worshipful kisses. “Thank you for letting me in.” There’s no humor in his tone, no hint of innuendo. Only a sincere gratitude and reverence.

      This was so much more than sex. More than two bodies coming together to satisfy a physical need.

      What we did felt a lot heavier and had a connectivity that bound more than our bodies. We’ve crossed the barrier of casually dating into more complicated waters.

      My skin still tingles along my neck and face where he spent so much time kissing me. I run my fingertips along the tender skin and realize he kissed along the full length of my scars.

      “Kingston, I—” My stomach rumbles with hunger.

      He props himself on his elbows and looks down my body. “Shit, I’m sorry. You said you were hungry, and I attacked you when I should’ve fed you.”

      I save my heavy thoughts for later and run my hands through his hair. I push back the long pieces that fell forward into his face. “It’s not all your fault. I was an equal participant in the attack.”

      He kisses me quickly and then slides off me. “Don’t move.” He ducks into my bathroom, and I hear the toilet flush and the faucet run.

      When he comes back, he helps me slip on my panties and pants and then gives me a hand to pull me off the bed.

      “You good?”

      My eyes feel dreamy and my head light as my post-orgasm bliss wars with my thoughts. But I’m good. “So good.”

      He looks at me, his brows slanted as if he’s concentrating hard. With a quick nod, he grabs my hand. “We’re getting pho to go.” He grabs my bag and drags me from the room.

      I grin. “Why the hurry?”

      He whirls around halfway down the stairs, his face level with mine. “Because you’re looking at me like you want to fall back into bed, and I’m fine with that, but I want to feed you first.”

      He scoops me into his arms, and I laugh as he rushes us out the door and into the waiting car.
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      Gabriella

      

      “Don’t leave.” Overnight Kingston has mastered the art of the pout.

      When we got back to his place last night, he revealed his big surprise. He’d cleaned out a section of his closet for me, a drawer and entire cabinet in his bathroom, and a section of his fridge, and he bought a gaming system. He admitted he might never beat me in fishing, but he was sure he could take me down in Fashion Designer and Runway Fashion Week. He was right.

      We kissed on his couch until after midnight, and he carried me to his bed, where we spent the rest of our night tangled together beneath the sheets.

      Sadly, all good things must come to an end, and I’ve been trying to get out the door for work since eight o’clock this morning. He persuaded me to stay by bribing me with dirty sex and orgasms. He blackmailed me with coffee. Now out of options, he’s resorted to pouting.

      “I would stay if I could, but I have to work.” I slip on my shoes and grab my bag.

      “Leave your stuff here. I’ll wash it and put it in your drawers.” He looks so pathetic and sexy as he sits shirtless at the edge of his bed, his lower lip out and making puppy dog eyes.

      “Stop it. You’re making it impossible to leave.” I lean down and kiss that lower lip. “And I already told you a million times, I’m not moving in with you.”

      “Ugh…” he drops his head back. “Fine.”

      Such a baby. “I’ll call you later.”

      He holds my neck in place and kisses me, this time slipping his tongue between my lips.

      “Nope.” I pull away. “I know what you’re doing.”

      “Dammit!”

      “I’m leaving.” I turn on my heel and head for the hallway.

      “Wait, Bee. Hold up.” He scampers from the bed and stands in front of me.

      “This better be important. I’m already late.”

      “It is.” He studies my face, shifts from one foot to the other, and licks his lips nervously. “I want to try something.”

      “You’re impossible!”

      “Please, just one thing, and I swear I’ll leave you alone, okay?”

      The seriousness in his eyes makes my stomach tumble. Whatever he wants to try, I’m bound to enjoy it. I just can’t enjoy it too much if I’m going to make it to work on time.

      He takes a step closer. His hands slide around the back of my neck and into the hair at my nape. He brings his forehead to mine, but his eyes remain open and on mine. “Bee…” He swallows. The hazel in his eyes looks almost yellow this close up. “I love you.”

      The air in my lungs leaves on a burst.

      He sucks in a breath at the same time, then grins. “Yeah,” he says, almost as if he’s talking to himself. “I love you.” He presses his lips to my forehead and then pulls back enough to see my face, all while keeping his hold at my nape. “Fuck, that feels good to get out,” he says, chuckling. “I fucking love you, Bee. I am in love with you.” His smile grows even wider. “I didn’t know what it would feel like to say it—hey, are you okay? You’re turning a funny color.” He frowns, and his eyes turn panicked. “Breathe, Gabriella!”

      I suck in a gasping breath.

      He pulls me against his chest. “Are you trying to kill me?” His heartbeat kicks triple-time against my cheek. “What the hell?”

      “Sorry, I think I left my body for a minute there.”

      He sighs and collapses not only against me but also over me. “I anticipated some kind of response, but you leaving your body was not one of them.”

      I hold on to his waistband to help steady myself. “I wasn’t expecting you to say… that.”

      “No?” He kisses the top of my head. “You’re not too observant, huh?”

      “I’m very observant.” I nuzzle in a little closer.

      “And you couldn’t tell that I’m in love with you? I thought after that fourth orgasm—”

      “Okay, no need to get graphic.” My face heats against his skin. “Sexual chemistry doesn’t always equate with love. You of all people should know that.”

      “Me of all people does know that.” He pulls away and grips my chin to get me to look up at him. “I know what I’m feeling. Don’t doubt that for a second.”

      “I—”

      “Don’t say it back until you mean it.”

      “I was going to say that I might need some time.”

      “Take all the time in the world.” He presses a soft kiss against the corners of my mouth. “I’m not going anywhere,” he whispers against my lips.

      We kiss, standing in his hallway, until we’re both breathing hard and are unsteady on our feet.

      “My Uber is waiting.”

      His expression twists in disapproval. “I really wish you’d let me drive you home. It doesn’t feel right sending the woman I love home in a cab.”

      I grin, really liking the way his words make me feel.

      “Doesn’t feel right sending you away at all.”

      “I’ll text you from the car, and I’ll call you later.”

      “Come back over tonight.”

      “I have to work.”

      “I’ll come to you, then.”

      “Kingston.” I press my palm to his chest, and his pulse is quickened. “We’ll figure it out, okay? I’m not going to disappear on you.”

      He nods and pulls my hand from his chest to his lips, placing a kiss on the inside of my wrist. “Okay. We’ll talk later.”

      “Later.” I turn around to head for the door, and he follows me out to the elevator.

      “What?” he says when he hears me giggle. “I can walk you to the street, can’t I?”

      “You’re not wearing a shirt.”

      “I don’t give a fuck.” He intertwines our fingers together and tugs me onto the elevator. His thumb never stops making passes over my knuckles as if he’s savoring every chance he gets to touch me. “I work today, but you can call me whenever.”

      “It’s ten o’clock. Don’t you corporate suits start early?”

      He shrugs. “If you weren’t rushing off, I’d spend the whole day in bed with you, corporate suits be damned.”

      “You sound whipped, Kingston North.”

      He chuckles. The sound is deep, dark, and oh so inviting. “More than you know.”

      Through the lobby of his building, he gets the attention of both men and women alike. It’s not often a man who looks like he just stepped off the runway walks by topless. Even my Uber driver, Marcos, seems taken aback when he sees Kingston in all his cut-muscled glory greet him at the curb.

      “Take care of my woman, Marcos,” Kingston says, then looks down at me. “Get her home safely.”

      I meant for the kiss to be quick and chaste, but the moment our lips touch, we fall into each other, and once again, the world around us dissolves.

      “Go, or we’ll get arrested for fucking against an Uber,” he growls into my ear.

      My body feels alive with electricity, a live wire that he manages to trip with the simplest touch. “I’ll see you later.”

      He smirks. “Yeah, you will.” He opens the door for me and leans inside to kiss me one more time before closing it. I watch out the window as we pull away, and he stands there looking like a statue of Spartacus until the car drives out of view.

      I’m barely a block away when I get a text from him.

      
        
        I meant them. All three words.

      

      

      Kingston

      One step off the elevator, and my dad’s assistant, Ms. Vogul, calls my name. She stands quickly from her seat where, judging by her empty coffee mug and banana peel, she’s been sitting for a while.

      “What is it?”

      “Mr. North needs to see you immediately.” Her eyes are wide as if she’d been worried that she might not be able to carry out her boss’s direct orders. “He told me to grab you as soon as you got here, which Ms. Coleman said should be around eight o’clock.”

      “Yeah, well, something came up.” That something being my sexy-as-fuck girlfriend asleep at my side. No way I was leaving the bed before she did. “He’s in his office?”

      “Conference room.” She smiles with all teeth as a way of apologizing for having to deliver the bad news.

      I knew it was only a matter of time before Coleman ratted me out. She’d threatened me enough, and she doesn’t strike me as the kind of woman who doesn’t follow through.

      “Got it,” I mumble and head to what is sure to be a humiliating firing.

      As I approach the conference room, North employees gather and whisper around corners. My guess is they heard whatever blow up went down when I didn’t show up on time this morning.

      I forgo knocking and push open the door. After all, what do I have to lose? I’m fired anyway.

      “Yo, Pops!” I greet August, who looks horrified by my greeting. “You summoned me?”

      Alexander, Hudson, Hayes, Medusa, and August sit gathered around the end of the long table. Everyone’s eyes swing to me, except Alexander, who has his nose buried in his laptop.

      August stands up, his eyes on me, jaw clenched hard. “Sit down. Now.” He braces his arms at the head of the table, waiting for me to comply.

      I pull out a chair and drop into it. Slouched, I drum my fingers on the tabletop and look around the room. “Someone die?”

      “Ms. Coleman came to me this morning with a very interesting piece of information,” August says, his voice simmering in rage.

      “I’m sure she did.” I wink at her.

      She scowls.

      “Jesus, Kingston, how fucking could you!” Hayes roars.

      “How could I… what?”

      “You know what, you pampered little fu—”

      “Chill out, Hayes. Jesus,” Hudson says. “Give him a chance to explain.” My brother’s eyes come to me, and I see both disappointment and sincerity there.

      “Someone want to fill me on what the fuck you guys are talking about?”

      “I told them, Kingston,” she sneers. “I told them everything.”

      “So you told them how you were blackmailing me for the dirt on August so you could expose him and take over North Industries?”

      She looks at August. “What did I tell you.”

      August continues to glare.

      “Just tell the truth,” Hudson says. “You’re the one who asked Ms. Coleman to help you take down August. Catch him in a scandal that would ruin his reputation and bring down the company. “

      “Ahhh… I see what you did,” I say to the snake in the grass. “You were right. They will believe you over me. Guess I shouldn’t be surprised—”

      “It’s over.” August’s voice shakes with rage, and his face turns purple. “Leave. Now.”

      I slap my hands on the armrest of my chair and push to stand. “Happy to.”

      “Start looking for somewhere to live. Consider this your eviction notice.”

      I freeze mid-step.

      “You’ll not receive another dime from me. Is that clear?!”

      I turn toward the man responsible for my life and wonder why he can’t find even a sliver of trust in me, his own flesh and blood. “Loud and clear.”

      “Kingston,” Alex says. His glare is tight and equally enraged, but it’s aimed at August, not me. “You can live with me.”

      His words cause something deep in my chest to squeeze tight.

      “Thanks, bro.”

      I move to the door and grip the handle, but I can’t leave like this. Can’t walk away with so many things unsaid. I suck in a fortifying breath, and with my back to my family, I confess.

      “I have a learning disability. Dyslexia, I think. I’m not sure. I’m sorry that I’ve disappointed all of you, but I just want you to know it’s not because I didn’t try.” My hand flexes on the handle, and there’s nothing but silence at my back. “I know you’re going to believe her over me. She wants to take over North Industries, and she threatened to expose my disability if I didn’t deliver information to her.” I push open the door. “I can’t put files in alphabetic order, but you believe I can mastermind the takedown of a multibillion-dollar company?”

      As I walk away, I don’t hear my name called. No one chases after me or tells me to wait up.

      My phone is in my hand when I hit the elevator.

      “Hello?”

      “Hey, Bee. You up for a little celebrating tomorrow night?”

      “Depends. What are we celebrating?”

      “Freedom.”
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      Gabriella

      “I love you.”

      With my tongue buried into a scoop of rocky road, I stare across the table at a grinning Kingston.

      “Don’t look at me like that. I do.” He scoops a bite of rainbow sherbet into his mouth.

      “You, Kingston North, are a romantic.” Even though his words do gushy things to my insides, I can’t help but be realistic. And common sense says he doesn’t know me well enough to love me.

      “Unlike most men, I’m not afraid of my own feelings.” His gaze follows the people that walk by. It’s a casual glance that is relaxed and at ease. In love?

      “Hmm… that might be true, but what happens when you discover something about me you don’t like?”

      He shakes his head. “Impossible.”

      “Oh, yeah? Well, what if I told you that I like to sleep with socks on?”

      “I’ll make sure I have plenty when you sleep over.”

      “And if I decide I hate the city?”

      “I’ll find a place in the country.”

      “What if I want to go camping…”

      His eyes widen.

      “In a tent…”

      He cringes.

      “With only what we can carry on our backs.”

      He frowns and shakes his head. “Then I’ll have to trade in my designer pajamas for long underwear.” He takes a bite of his sherbet. “I believe Jean Paul Gaultier makes them in cashmere.”

      “You have an answer for everything.” I pop the end of my cone in my mouth and try not to look like a total neanderthal while I chew it.

      He frowns and pokes at his ice cream. “Not everything.”

      I swallow and wash it down with some water.

      “I got fired yesterday.” He pushes what’s left of his dessert away from him and slouches in his seat.

      A boisterous group of people stumbles past us, and I wait until they are quiet to ask. “What happened?”

      He relays a story that is as infuriating as it is heartbreaking.

      “None of them took your side?” I could smack every single one of those North boys, but I’d have the best time bitch-slapping Hayes. “That’s awful.”

      He shrugs. “The good news is now they know. No more secrets.” His gaze drops to his lap, where he tries to hide a scowl.

      “This doesn’t have to be a bad thing. You’re finally free to pursue whatever career you want.”

      “True,” he says, but it doesn’t sound like he agrees.

      “I can help you.”

      “You don’t have to. I can do—”

      “Kingston,” I say softly. “Accept the help.”

      He grins sheepishly and nods. “Okay. Oh, one more thing? As of next week—”

      “Kingston motherfucking North, is that you!”

      Kingston’s entire body turns to granite. The only part that moves is his eyes as they lift to mine.

      I don’t hold his gaze but instead look toward the man approaching our table. He looks to be about Kingston’s age, with dark hair, almost black, and a short beard.

      “Holy shit,” the man says as he stops a foot from our table. “It is you!”

      Like a robot with rusty joints, Kingston turns to the guy and flashes an uneasy smile. “Remy. Long time, man.”

      They smack hands loudly.

      “What’s it been?” Remy says. “Three years?”

      “Something like that, yeah.” Kingston eyes me briefly but makes no introductions.

      “I’m out with some friends grabbing a drink. You should come with—” Remy looks at me, and his words die on his tongue.

      “No, thanks, but,” Kingston stands and motions for the guy to step away from the table with him, “maybe another time.”

      Remy’s eyes are still on me. He studies my face. Mostly, he studies my scars.

      “It was good seeing you,” Kingston says, now physically directing Remy by the shoulders to turn away.

      Remy allows himself to be turned, almost as if he’s too stunned to resist. “Dude… is that—”

      “Hit me up in a couple of weeks, and we’ll grab a beer,” Kingston says, walking Remy further away from the table.

      Remy takes another peek at me from over his shoulder.

      A vision slams against my memory.

      Two men.

      A bar.

      Their backs toward me.

      Remy is one of them. The other is faded. Foggy.

      As soon as I reach for the image, it’s gone.

      Dammit!

      I press against my eyelids, rub, and blink, hoping the vision will come back, but as soon as it appears, it disappears.

      I watch Kingston and Remy talk closely, fiercely, at a near whisper. Remy’s eyes dart toward me a few times until Kingston changes his position to stand as a barrier in front of me.

      They shake hands, and I expect another vision to surge, but there’s nothing. No vision. No imagery.

      “Hey, sorry about that,” Kingston says as he reclaims his seat at the table.

      I watch Remy rejoin his friends, and I catch him look one last time before disappearing down the street.

      “Old friend?”

      “Yeah, we went to prep school together.” He avoids my eyes, looking everywhere but directly at me. “He’s a belligerent drunk. I didn’t want him saying anything rude to you.”

      “He seemed pretty sober to me.”

      Kingston clears his throat. “Yeah, well, he hides it well.”

      “You don’t need to protect me. I can handle myself.” I can’t shake the feeling that I’m missing something.

      His eyes finally come to mine. “I know you can. But I want to protect you.”

      In a single blink, I get a flash of the vision from earlier.

      “Hey, are you okay?”

      “I’m fine.” I look to the spot where Remy was standing at our table. “I get the feeling that I’ve met him before, or maybe…” I shake my head. “He probably just has one of those faces.” I blow out a breath and try to rid myself of the eerie déjà vu.

      “He definitely has one of those faces. Come on.” He stands and holds out his hand for me to take. “Let’s go have some fun. I have a whole new life to start, and I want to do it tonight. With you.”

      And just like that?

      Eerie déjà vu is gone.

      Kingston

      I don’t know how I knew Gabriella wasn’t in the bed with me. Maybe I felt her shift off the mattress sometime in the night. All I know is that the second my eyes open into the dark room, I know she isn’t with me.

      I throw back the comforter and snag my drawstring pants off the floor where Gabriella left them last night when she pulled them off my body.

      “Bee?” I check the bathrooms and the spare room and sprint toward the front door, ready to run out into the street and hunt her down.

      I skid to a halt when I see a shadow at the window. She pulled a chair from the dining room table and has it facing the city. Her chin rests on knees that are pulled to her chest.

      “Hey,” I say softly as I come up behind her. “What’s going on?”

      She doesn’t answer me.

      My pulse, which was already kicking double-time, picks up the pace. I crouch beside her and lean around to gauge her expression. Her eyes are lifeless and cold as she stares forward, unseeing. “Talk to me.”

      Again, no response.

      My stomach turns over on itself. “Please, Bee, you’re scaring—”

      “That name,” she whispers.

      I don’t trust my voice, not my words… I don’t trust myself to say the right thing, so I say nothing.

      “It was Remy. Seeing him triggered…” Her eyes widen as if she’s seeing him again, right there in front of her. “I thought they were nightmares. But I think they’re dreams of memories,” she says softly. “I was on a boat. He was there. I hit the water.”

      Emotion clogs my throat. My legs lose the strength to keep me upright. I fall to my butt and stare helplessly at her in the dark.

      “When I woke up, I couldn’t breathe.”

      Silence fills the space where words should be. I should say something. She deserves something. But the fear of losing her locks my jaw.

      “It wasn’t an accident. Was it.” She’s not asking me a question. She’s stating a fact. “You. Passed out behind the hospice building. You knew exactly where you were, didn’t you? You knew who you came there to see.”

      I swallow past the swelling in my throat, the dryness in my mouth, the anxious knot in my stomach. “Yes.”

      I expect my answer to rock her, to release a wild fury that she’s more than right to feel, and yet, she stays still. Staring. Silent.

      Her eyebrows pinch together. “How could I not see it?” A single tear falls from her lower lashes and trails down her scarred cheek. “Everyone stares. They ask me what happened. You…” She swallows hard. “You never asked. You never asked because…” Her bottom lip quivers, and another tear streams from her eye. “You already know.”

      Over the last couple of weeks, I’ve considered all the different outcomes of our relationship. I hoped she’d never find out the truth about me, that we could live the rest of our lives without ever having to bring up the past. But Gabriella is smart, and I knew she’d figure things out eventually. I prepared for her anger. I was certain I could handle her disappointment, even her distrust.

      But the pain. The hurt that is etched into every angle of her face. The tears that come in multiple streams. I never prepared myself for her pain or for how deeply hurting her would affect me.

      “You were there.” She sniffs but makes no attempt to wipe the tears from her face. “The night that I died. The accident that even I can’t remember. You know all about it because you were there.” Her head turns, and those cold, angry eyes sear into mine. “And you didn’t tell me!”

      In a flash, she’s out of her seat. She darts away from me and toward the front door. I scurry to stand up and hurdle the couch to catch her. I slam my palm against the door over her head.

      “Don’t leave. Not like this.”

      “You lied to me!” She’s crying hard now. Sobs rip from her chest, and the sound shreds me.

      “Let me explain. Please.”

      “I don’t give a shit what you have to say.” She turns and presses her back to the door. “I don’t remember why we were both on that boat, but I can see you on it. And I don’t know how I ended up in the water, how I—” She grips her throat as if the memory of her lungs filling with water brings back the feeling.

      “I was there. You’re right. I was on the boat with you. And I can explain everything.”

      “Why should I trust you? You’re a liar. You manipulated me and my feelings for you. Why would you do that?” Her voice grows hysterical. “What do you have against me that you’d take advantage of my memory loss just so you could fuck me!”

      I recoil and step back until I hit the couch. “Is that what you think I did?”

      “I think it’s pretty fucking obvious what you did. I’m here wearing nothing but your T-shirt!”

      My eyes burn.

      “I need to leave. I just… I need to get out of here now.” Her eyes are frantic and searching, and the fear in her expression cuts deep.

      “I’ll get your things.”

      When I come back from my bedroom with her clothes and purse, I half expect her to be gone. Instead, she’s pacing the length of the kitchen. She startles when she sees me.

      I set her things down on the island. “I’m going to go take a shower. Go ahead and change and call an Uber. I’ll be in there for a while, and you won’t have to see me.” Her eyes are wide, as if she touched an electrical wire. “You’re safe, Bee—”

      “Don’t call me that!”

      I hold up my hands. “I’m sorry. I’m so fucking sorry.”

      With that, I head to the bathroom and lock myself inside.

      I can’t promise her that I’ll stay out of her life forever—or lie anymore and hide our past—but I can give her this. Twenty minutes of time to get away from me. To go home. To feel safe again.

      If only I’d played by the rules in the first place. If only I’d listened, I could’ve saved us both from all this pain.
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      Gabriella

      I called in sick to work the last two days. Unable to trust my own head, my memories, my feelings, I stayed curled up in bed. But awake or asleep, I can’t escape the flickering memories.

      Kingston.

      Ainsley.

      Remy.

      And a boat.

      That song keeps playing on a loop in my head.

      He lied to me. All this time, he lied to me. I offered him my heart and my body, and he never thought to tell me the truth.

      How much does he know about me?

      How close were we before the accident?

      I search my mind for Kingston before the boat and find nothing but pale memories of a girl with dreams and aspirations.

      Desperate for answers, I reach for my phone. I haven’t seen my neurologist in almost a year. I’d given up on regaining my memory and my desire to dance again. I was sick of searching for my past life and accepted that I had a new life to begin.

      I clutch my pillow and press the phone to my ear.

      “Dr. Madison’s office. How can I help—”

      “Dr. Madison, please.”

      “He’s not available right now. Can I take a message?”

      “Tell him it’s Gabriella Sterling-Penn, and it’s an emergency.”

      “Gabriella?” she says softly. “This is Janet.”

      “I really need to talk to him,” I say with a shaky voice. “Please.”

      “Give me one minute, okay?”

      I hum out a response and close my eyes while the hold music plays in my ear.

      A text vibrates my phone, and I don’t have to look to know who it’s from. Kingston has been texting non-stop for two days. He’s worried and just wants to know I’m okay.

      I am very much not fucking okay.

      “Gabriella?”

      My eyes shoot open at the sound of Dr. Madison’s voice. “Yes, Dr. Madison, thank you for taking my call.”

      “I’m in between patients, so I don’t have a lot of time. Is everything okay?”

      I sit up in bed and clutch my legs to my chest. “My memories. They’re coming back.”

      “Okay,” he says cautiously. “We knew they might eventually. Are you having nightmares? Depression? Anxiety?”

      I close my eyes. “Can I trust them? Are they really memories, or are they my imagination?”

      Dr. Madison takes the next fifteen minutes to talk me through my feelings and explains the neuroscience behind my regained memories. He asks me to make an appointment to see my therapist—another person I let go of years ago when I realized there was no progress to be made.

      When I hang up the phone, I get the gist of what he explained.

      My memories are coming back.

      Kingston was in my life before the accident, and he may have been the cause.

      He may be responsible for my life being ripped from me.

      Kingston

      “It’s open!” I say from my prone position on the couch to the person who just knocked on my front door.

      I haven’t locked my door since the morning Gabriella left days ago. I also haven’t left my couch. I keep thinking she’ll change her mind, that she’ll come back, and I don’t want to miss the chance to see her. To talk to her. To explain.

      She’s refusing my calls and won’t respond to my texts. The only thing left to do is hunt her down.

      The click from the front door opening would normally send me to my feet with the hope of seeing Gabriella, but I know who’s here because she texted me saying she was coming over for an intervention.

      “Smells like two-day-old Chinese food in here,” Jordan says as she comes through the door. “Oh, look. Two-day old Chinese food.” She grabs the white cartons filled with food that I barely picked at and tosses them in the trash.

      I stare at the blank television screen and listen to her tidying up behind me. Empty booze bottles hit the recycling container, and she gags as she rinses out days-old cereal I couldn’t swallow.

      She circles the couch and shoves aside empty glasses on the coffee table to sit across from me. She sighs. “You look like shit.”

      I grunt. “I feel like shit.”

      “Alexander told me what happened.” She leans forward with her elbows on her knees. “For what it’s worth? I believe you. I don’t think you’d turn on North Industries like that.”

      “Huh?”

      She frowns. “Ms. Coleman? August firing you?”

      “Oh, that.”

      “I have to admit.” She takes me in, from my dirty, messy hair to my stained sweatpants that I haven’t taken off since Gabriella left—time just stopped the second she walked out of my life. She continues, “I didn’t think you’d take the firing this hard.”

      I roll to my back and rub my eyes and scratch the stubble on my face.

      “Alexander said you’d be over here packing up. We have the spare bedroom ready for you.”

      I drop my hands from my face and look at her. Her expression is neutral, but there’s worry in her eyes. “I’m not leaving.” Gabriella might be back, and I want to be here when and if she comes around. And it’s only a matter of time before my phone is shut off, seeing as it’s paid for by North Industries.

      Jesus, when did I become so entwined with North Industries that parting ways meant that I lost my job, income, home, and my fucking phone?

      Her brows pinch together. “But Alexander said—”

      “I’m not leaving!”

      Rather than recoil from my outburst, she narrows her gaze and leans closer. She studies me now with a scrutiny that makes me shift uneasily under her inspection.

      “What?” I snap.

      “This has nothing to do with North Industries, does it?” She looks around my place as if seeing it all under a different light. Her gaze comes back to me. “Gabriella?”

      The groan that responds to her name is one of pain and regret.

      She takes in a deep breath and blows it out slowly. “Okay, this makes a lot more sense. What happened?”

      The death grip that squeezes my chest makes it impossible to take a full breath. “I screwed up,” I grunt without enough oxygen.

      “You North men seem to do that, but rarely without a good reason.”

      I throw my forearm over my eyes. “I can’t let her go. I’ve tried, and I can’t.” My voice cracks.

      Her warm palm lands on my shoulder, and she squeezes. “Hey, it’ll be okay. Gabriella really cares about you. Just give her some time. Maybe she’ll come around.”

      “My only hope is that she does. Which is why I’m not leaving.”

      “August’s realtor is going to be here to list the place, so we need to get you packed up and out of here.”

      “I said I’m not—”

      “Kingston,” she says and pulls my arm away from my eyes. “How long are you going to lay around here and let life happen to you? What is it going to take for you to get the fuck up and make your life your own?” She hops to her feet and uses both hands and all her strength to pull me upright. “We do not lie around and go whichever way the wind blows us. We make our own destiny.”

      My shoulders slump. “That seems like a lot of work.”

      “It is the most gratifying work you’ll ever do, which, in turn, makes it not feel like work at all.” She pulls me to my feet and pushes me toward the hallway. “Hot shower, stat. Dress in comfortable clothes. We have a lot of work to do.”

      “I’m not leave—”

      “You are.” She gives me one final shove into my bathroom. “And once you do, we’re coming up with a plan to get your life back. And hopefully, Gabriella comes with that.”

      I suck in a shuddered breath and drag my feet to the shower.

      I want to believe that Jordan’s idea is possible because imagining a life without Gabriella is no life at all.

      I remember. I lived without her before.

      I can’t do it again.
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      Kingston

      Thanks to Jordan, I was packed and moved in a matter of days. My first night sleeping in Alexander and Jordan’s guest room was a sleepless night filled with fears that I may never see Gabriella again. Never get the chance to explain. Wanting to be close to her for one last time, I headed back to my old condo praying the locks hadn’t been changed yet.

      Just as I hoped, walking through my empty Lenox Hill condo for the last time, I see Gabriella everywhere. Her turning around to laugh at me from her position on the couch, her sitting on the island after stepping on glass, and her in my room. Even with the furniture gone, I can still see her sleeping on the bed as if nothing had changed.

      But everything has changed.

      With each day that passes, the dread of never seeing her again grows and kills what little hope I clung to.

      I stare out my old bedroom window to the city and all of the millions of New Yorkers, wondering where she is. Has she already forgotten about me? Or does her hatred for me fuel her resolve to stay away?

      Sick and tired of wallowing in my own pity party, I say one final goodbye to my now-empty closet.

      I walk leisurely down the hallway, knowing this will be the last time, and stop in my tracks when I see Gabriella standing in the foyer, her hands gripped tightly on her purse at her stomach.

      She must sense me because she turns abruptly toward me. Her hands fist tighter onto her bag.

      Am I dreaming? Is she really here? “You came back?” I soften my voice so as not to scare her away.

      “I tried to call.” She makes an attempt to relax her shoulders and appear less nervous, but I can see the tension in her expression.

      “My phone is disconnected.” I take a few steps closer, cautious not to get too close.

      “You’re moving.”

      I nod and take another step closer. “I’m living with Alex.” I want her to know where to find me.

      Her gaze darts around the empty space, but only for a second before coming back to me. As if I’m a dangerous animal she has to keep in sight. “I need to talk to you.”

      “Of course. There’s a coffee shop down the street. We can—”

      “No. Here is fine. It’ll be quick, and then I’ll get out of your hair.”

      The weight of what she’s saying sinks against my shoulders, and I nod. At least she’s here now, and for that, I’m grateful. “What did you want to talk to me about?”

      She breathes in through her nose and juts out her chin. “The night of the accident.”

      My pulse skips and races.

      “I have gaps in my memory, and I need you to fill them.”

      “I don’t know—”

      “You led me to believe we were strangers. I trusted you to the degree that we made love, Kingston.” Her eyes glisten with unshed tears, but she beats them back with anger. “You owe me the truth. And I’m not leaving until I get it. All of it.”

      I run both hands through my hair and nod. “Okay. I’ll tell you everything.” I crank my mind back to where it all began. “It was the last day of your freshman year, the night of your final performance at Julliard.”

      Three years ago…

      Gabriella

      “I don’t care what you say, you’re coming with me.” Ainsley hooks her arm in mine as we leave the backstage of the Peter Jay Sharp Theater.

      The applause ended an hour ago, and the audience is gone. The last of the dancers, including Ainsley and me, leave our first year at Julliard behind.

      “I’m so tired,” I whine as she drags me across the street toward our residence hall.

      She pulls out her phone and smiles at whatever she sees on the screen. “You just need a drink. That’ll perk you up.”

      “Or put me right to sleep.”

      “How old are you again?” She punches out a reply text. “Because you sound like my mom.”

      “Not old enough to drink, but neither are you.”

      We get to our dorm room and drop our dance bags. My twin bed calls me, but Ainsley is right. How can I not celebrate the completion of my freshman year?

      “This guy will buy for us.” She grabs her robe and heads for the bathroom. “He wants us to meet him in an hour, so we have to get showered fast.” The excitement in her voice and the sparkle in her eyes make me groan.

      “Hold on. Which guy is this? Please tell me it’s not that nouveau-riche guy who’s always flirting obnoxiously.” I work on releasing my hair from my ballet bun. “What’s his name? Kingsley?”

      “Kingston.”

      “More like Queenston,” I mumble to myself. The guy dresses as if he’s an offspring of Elton John and David Gandy.

      “And you’re in no position to call anyone nouveau-riche, Miss Sterling-Penn.” She shakes out her tightly wound hair.

      Touché. “Are you sure you wouldn’t rather eat our weight in carbs?” I fall back onto my bed, thinking carbs in bed seems like a lot more fun than fighting off the advances of rich, drunk dudes.

      “You’re coming out. The topic is not up for discussion.” She disappears into the bathroom.

      I down an energy drink to rally and get myself cleaned up but make little effort getting ready. Jeans, a lightweight sweater, and Converse. Ainsley’s stunning in a short dress and heels. Good, she’ll catch all the eyes tonight, and I can fade into the background.

      An hour and fifteen minutes later, we walk out of our dorm and climb into a cab.

      “The Yacht Club,” Ainsley tells the driver.

      “The Yacht Club?” In the past, we’ve met this guy out at parties or swanky restaurants. Not that I’ve ever hung out for long. As soon as Ainsley was properly draped against him, I’d grab a cab home.

      “Don’t sound so surprised. The guy is loaded.”

      “Are you guys dating?” I’ve found it nearly impossible to connect with friends in the last few months, much less romantic possibilities. If I’m not in class, in rehearsals, or sleeping, I’m doing laundry or having a meal with my parents, and neither of those happens often enough. How Ainsley manages a social life is beyond me. The only reason we’ve remained friends is because we’re roommates and in the ballet program together.

      “I wish.” She checks her makeup on her phone camera. “I’ve made it clear that I’m interested…”

      From what I’ve seen, she’s made it more than clear. She’s thrown herself at him on more than one occasion.

      “…but he never takes the bait.”

      “So why exactly are we meeting up with him again?”

      “He keeps inviting us out, so he must be interested. Maybe he just wants to get to know me better before jumping into anything.” Satisfied with her face, she puts her phone back into her purse. “Anyway, he’s hot.” Her eyes light up with excitement. “I’m not giving up on him yet.”

      He’s leading her on. Now I really don’t like him. I see my night play out in my head—me, drinking alone, while Ainsley flirts obnoxiously, and he rejects her to fluff his own ego.

      We pay the cab and hop out at the Yacht Club marina. The scent of seafood and sunbaked bay water is not an unpleasant one. The inside of the clubhouse is decorated in marine-time décor ala Ralph Lauren—red, white, and blue mixed with rusty ship anchors, steering wheels, and flags on the walls.

      I follow Ainsley to the bar, wondering if I should’ve dressed in something nicer because I’m getting a major dress code vibe in this place. Or maybe it’s just because the average age of those inside is at least twenty-five years older than us.

      “Oh, my God, there he is,” Ainsley says.

      The guy looks completely out of place in a sea of sport coats and golf shirts. He’s tall, lean, wearing fitted black slacks that are rolled up, with red socks and black combat boots. His shirt is bright red silk and covered in little tigers. The whole ensemble would look clownlike if he didn’t wear it so well. He has the kind of face that belongs on a Houston Street billboard.

      “You made it,” he says, and he’s not looking at Ainsley. He’s looking directly at me.

      “Yes, I dragged her out.” Ainsley smiles up at him adoringly. “Let’s get her a drink before she changes her mind.”

      “She won’t change her mind.” He smirks. More cocky than confident. “What do you want to drink?”

      “To get through this night? Dirty Kettle One martini with two olives.”

      “I’ll try to at least make it memorable,” he says smoothly and turns to the bartender to order our drinks.

      I pull out cash to pay for my drink.

      “They don’t accept cash here.” He eyes my twenty bucks as if it’s colorful Monopoly money. As if he finds it and my offer to pay cute. “Drinks on me.” He scoots the frosted martini glass toward me.

      “Thanks, um…. what was your name again?”

      He turns back from placing his order, a smirk on his lips. “Kingston.”

      I hold up my glass in an air toast. “Thanks for the drink, Kingsley.”

      His eyes narrow, but his lips tip up on the ends. “You’re welcome, Bee.”

      Ugh. I take down a healthy sip and try not to react to the burning booze as it slides down my throat.

      “Come on. We have a table over here.” He leads us out to the patio that sits on the docks, where multi-million-dollar yachts are docked next to fancy sailboats and a handful of smaller speedboats. “Gabriella, Ainsley, this is my friend, Remy.”

      His friend doesn’t have nearly the same fashion standards as Kingston. He’s wearing an untucked blue polo shirt with tan cargo shorts. He’s a prep-school guy, complete with the slip-on Sperrys. He’s attractive but not nearly as eye-catching as Kingston. Not that I’m looking at either of them in that way. We say hello and head to a table outside. Conversation between us comes easily with Remy. We talk about school and our most recent recital, and he talks about his classes at NYU. He’s a couple of years older, legal drinking age, but his stories of fraternity pranks and parties make him sound much younger.

      I notice Kingston doesn’t participate in the stories at all.

      He’s hardly spoken a word.

      I catch him watching me several times, and whereas most people would look away, ashamed at being caught, he only tilts his head and stares longer, more directly, every time I catch him.

      “What about you, Kingston?” Ainsley leans into him.

      “What about me?” he says without looking at her.

      Ainsley does her best to entice him into conversation, entice him into her, but he acts as though she’s an annoying fly at our midnight picnic.

      What an asshole. He invited her just to ignore her? Ego much?

      Emboldened by my martini, I face him directly. “What? Is there something on my face?”

      I feel Ainsley tense at my side, probably worried I’m going to ruin the whole night.

      He grins as if amused by my irritation. “Not that I can see. If you want to come closer—”

      “Pass.” I swallow back the last of my drink.

      “You don’t like me.” His observation makes him chuckle.

      My guess is he’s used to women falling at his feet, laughing at all his jokes, begging for his dick.

      “I don’t know you,” I say, even though he’s right. I’ve had these types of men thrown at me since I was old enough to date. Words and phrases like pedigree, he comes from a good family, and he’d make a good provider have haunted my young adult years. Don’t let feelings cloud your judgment. Pick smart, Gabriella. As if I’m buying a racehorse rather than dating.

      “If you knew me, you’d like me.”

      “Doubt it.”

      “Is that a challenge?”

      “No. It’s called rejection. A new concept to you, I’m sure.”

      “Gabby,” Ainsley hisses. She mouths stop.

      I hold my hands up. “I’m going to the restroom.”

      Or maybe I’ll call an Uber and text Ainsley that I took off.

      Kingston

      “Damn, your friend is a bitch,” Remy says to Ainsley the second Gabriella is out of earshot.

      “I know,” she replies. “I shouldn’t have brought her.”

      “No,” I say. “I’m glad you did.” I look at the eager-faced blonde. She’s an attractive woman, but she’s not the reason I’m here tonight.

      I’m here for Gabriella.

      The first time I saw her, she was standing impatiently at a crosswalk, waiting for the light to turn. Her long auburn hair was pulled back in a ponytail that was tossed in the wind around her face. She was dressed in fitness clothes—hot pink leggings and a black sports bra. The light turned, and she walked right past my car toward Lincoln Center. The draw I felt was immediate. I knew I had to know her.

      I pulled my car over and hit the hazard lights. I’d get ticketed, but it would be worth it. I walked quickly to catch up with her and strategically placed myself in her path, only to have her walk right by me as if I didn’t exist. I expected some eye contact, a cursory glance, and yet she ignored me as if I were one more piece of trash on the street.

      I wanted to chase after her, to jump into her way and demand she let me talk to her, but I lost my chance when she met up with another woman in front of the doors of Julliard.

      Ainsley was much easier to attract. Her gaze snagged on mine, and I let the eye contact hold. Gabriella eventually left her friend to go into the building. I knew Ainsley would stick around and wait for me to approach.

      And so, I did.

      That was three weeks ago.

      Gabriella has managed to slip away at every meeting since.

      I won’t let her slip away tonight.

      “I’ll be right back.”

      Ainsley grabs my hand. “Wait. Where are you going? Want company?”

      “The bathroom.” I lie. “So… no thank you.” I slip my hand from hers and head in the direction Gabriella went earlier.

      As expected, I see her out front, her eyes on her phone, I assume waiting for an Uber.

      “Sneaking out again, huh?”

      She doesn’t look up from her phone, and I catch the roll of her eyes. “I was going to text Ainsley.”

      I stand facing her, my hands in my pockets. I swear she gets more beautiful every time I see her. She probably thinks I’ve only seen her socially. She has no idea that I’ve gone to her performances and watched her dance. I always thought ballet was for old people. An antiquated art form that needed to die already. That was before I saw Gabriella in pointe shoes, twirling her graceful body across the stage. She’s breathtaking.

      “I don’t care about Ainsley.”

      Her narrow gaze lifts to mine.

      I see the moment my unspoken meaning clicks, and her eyes widen.

      She turns and looks behind herself as if being punked. A good sign, I think to myself. “You’re kidding.”

      “Not even a little.”

      “What about Ainsley?” she says harshly.

      “Does everyone call you Gabriella?”

      She seems thrown off by the question. “Most people call me Gabby.”

      “Hm.” Good to know. “Before you write me off altogether—”

      “Write you off? I never wrote you on.”

      I chuckle uncomfortably and run my hand over the back of my neck. This woman is a hard nut to crack, but I’m not giving up. Not yet. “Let me rephrase. Give me one hour.”

      “One hour for what?”

      “To prove I’m worth getting to know better.”

      She sighs, and her shoulders fall in what appears to be exhaustion. “Look, dude… I’m sure you’re awesome. Ainsley is interested and willing. Why not put your efforts into a sure deal.”

      “You mean that?”

      “So much. I do.”

      I believe her. She doesn’t seem the least bit interested. “One hour.”

      She stomps a foot. “You do not give up, do you?”

      “No. It’s one hour out of your life, and you never know, you might enjoy yourself.”

      She crosses her arms at her chest. “Okay, I’ll give you one hour under two conditions.”

      “Name them.”

      “Leave Ainsley alone after tonight. If you’re not interested in her, stop leading her on.”

      “Done. And the second?”

      “One hour as long as we do something other than sitting around a table drinking over disgusting frat boy stories.”

      “Deal.” I offer her my hand.

      She stares at it for several seconds, and I begin to wonder if she’s going to blow me off again. “Ugh. Fine.” She hits cancel on her Uber and shakes my hand.

      “Come on.” I keep my hold on that hand and walk her toward the docks. “This’ll be fun.”

      She pulls her hand from mine. “Oh, and one more thing.”

      I stop and turn to her. “What.”

      “No touching. No flirting. Strictly platonic.”

      “I’m afraid I can’t agree to that.”

      She shrugs. “Fine, then I have an Uber to meet.”

      “Wait,” I say just as she turns to walk away. “I’ll agree to no touching. I’ll try hard not to flirt, but I can’t guarantee I won’t slip up. And I cannot agree to platonic because nothing I feel for you at this point would be considered friendly.”

      Her head jerks around, and her mouth is open in shock. “You’re a piece of work.”

      I grin. “Thank you.”

      She groans, annoyed.

      “Come on.” We walk down to the docks, and unfortunately, Ainsley and Remy see us from the patio and yell for us to wait up.

      Gabriella stops to wait for them. I glare at the incoming twosome, wishing they’d just fucking disappear, but no such luck.

      “Are we going on a boat ride?” Ainsley stands between Gabriella and me.

      “Yes,” I say and lift a chin to Remy, who has been eyeing Ainsley all night. I throw my arm around him and step away from the group. “You’re into Ainsley, yeah?”

      “Yeah, man, but I thought you two—”

      “No, it’s not like that.” I look over my shoulder and see Ainsley but find Gabriella’s cold, blue eyes narrowed on Remy and me. “Go for it,” I say to Remy. “She’s a nice girl.”

      “You sure?” he says.

      I clasp him on the shoulder. “Totally.”

      We head back to the group, and Remy steps up close to Ainsley. “You can swim, right?” he says to her playfully. “If not, I double as a floatation device.”

      Ainsley doesn’t seem too flattered by his offer, and Gabriella checks the time on her phone.

      One hour. I need to get a move on.

      “This one here.” I motion to my Regal 42 Sport Coupe.

      Remy climbs in, followed by Ainsley, but Gabriella remains on the dock. Her hands fisted at her sides, she shifts nervously from foot to foot.

      “You coming?” I stand on the swim platform and offer her my hand.

      Her gaze swings between my palm and the boat. “Are you sure it’s safe?”

      “Taking my hand? Probably not. You might be in danger of falling in love with me.”

      She cracks a smile. “You truly are a horrible person.”

      Progress. “You’re safe with me. I promise.”

      She chews that over and eventually joins me on the boat—without, I’ll add, taking my hand.

      Remy has already helped himself to the fridge, and with a beer in hand, he offers me a cold one. I feel Gabriella’s eyes on me and, because of her nerves, refuse the beer.

      “Shouldn’t we be wearing life vests?” She looks around for where they might be stashed.

      “Don’t be such a wimp,” Ainsley says, a hint of poison in her voice. “Chill out. Have a drink.”

      “Here.” I pull up a bench cushion and take out a life vest. “Put this on if it makes you feel better.”

      She snags it from me and slips it on, snapping the closures together with mumblings that I’m sure are cursing me to hell.

      I untie us from the dock and finally motor forward and out of the slip. “Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to the USS Kingston.”

      Ainsley holds her beer up and squeals like she’s on spring break, while Remy barks like a dog. Jesus, I need new friends.

      Gabriella seems content to sit and watch the lights from the yacht club disappear into the distance.

      “Dude, we should go to the open sea!”

      “You’re an idiot.” I point the bow in the direction of Ellis and Governors Islands, thinking it’ll be enough to take a spin around and look at the city lights. “Hey, Bee!” I don’t know if Gabriella will respond to the nickname I’ve given her, so I’m surprised when her eyes come directly to me. “Come sit by me.”

      I catch the nasty glare Ainsley sends her friend and immediately regret my plan to go through Ainsley to get to Gabriella. I need a way to get Gabriella closer and keep Ainsley occupied.

      I put on A Tribe Called Quest, and once we clear the no-wake zone, I kick the motors into high gear. Gabriella grips her seat with white knuckles. I grin to myself. If she gets nervous enough, maybe she’ll want to hold on to me.

      Quick turns make the boat roll to the side just enough to make Gabriella scream.

      “You okay?” I call out over the sound of the eight-hundred-and-seventy horsepower engines and pounding bass from the speakers.

      “Can you please slow down?” she yells back.

      I speed up.

      She shifts nervously. Ainsley sings along to the music, and Remy slams back his beer.

      The bow lights illuminate the dark water ahead, and I take turns keeping my eyes forward while turning back to check on Gabriella.

      We hit a wake, and she screams. Her hair blows in her face, but to move it away, she’d have to release the death grip she has on the seat.

      “You sure you don’t want to come up here with me?”

      She moves her head so the wind can push the hair from her eyes, but another long strand takes its place across her face.

      I pull my eyes away from Gabriella.

      A large buoy appears in the light. Oh shit. I pull the wheel, making a quick left turn, and hear everyone behind me screech.

      Fuck, that was close.

      Pulse racing, I drop the throttle back just as I hear Ainsley scream. “Stop! Gabby fell!”

      Remi curses. They’re all looking back into the black abyss, and the only light comes from what’s left of the boat’s wake. My eyes can’t fathom what I’m seeing. Where there were once three people, two remain.

      Gabriella is gone.
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      Gabriella

      His story provides the missing pieces. My memories click together, placing one fragment next to another until the picture of what happened that night folds out before me.

      “You must’ve stood up right as I made that sharp turn. You fell over, and the prop—” He clears his throat and swipes at the tears on his cheeks. “You fell under the propeller.”

      I let the words linger in the air and the gruesomeness hang in the space between us.

      “I looked for you. It was so dark. Then I saw the life jacket.” Tears stream from his eyes, and he makes no move to wipe them. Almost as if he can’t even feel them, having transported himself back to that night. “You were face down. There was so much blood. Fuck,” he croaks. “I still see it like it happened yesterday.”

      I grip the wall to steady myself. The chaos in my head becomes clear, and I slide down the wall to my butt. I put my head on my knees and breathe as my lungs burn and fill with phantom water.

      How do I reconcile the Kingston from before with the man I’ve come to trust? The man I thought I could love.

      He sniffs. “I tried to visit you in the hospital, but your parents stopped me at the door. I told them it was my fault and that I wanted to pay for my part. They didn’t need or want my money or my penance. They told me the only way to make things right was to walk away from you and disappear from your life forever.”

      “And so you did,” I hear myself whisper. “Why did you come back?”

      “I thought I could walk away from you, but not a day went by where I didn’t think of you. I found out you were in a coma, that you went too long without oxygen.” He takes a shuddering breath. “I couldn’t stomach the idea of not seeing you again. I had to say I was sorry. But then I remembered that you didn’t even like me. You didn’t want to get on that boat.”

      “My parents told me I’d been out on a boat with friends, but they only named Ainsley.” I stare at the blank wall in front of me as it reminds me of the state I was in when I woke up. Blank slate. I remember those lonely days of recovery. No visitors. Just me, fighting to get myself back, when I could hardly remember who I was before the accident. “Ainsley never came around to visit. I had to learn to do everything again while having several surgeries to fix my face. I didn’t have time to even consider that my parents weren’t telling me the whole truth.”

      “I ruined your life.” His eyes are bloodshot and puffy. “Your dancing.” A tear tracks down his cheek. “I took all of that away from you.”

      I hold my head in my hands to keep my thoughts in order. A whirlwind of new information leaves me nauseous and my head sore. I don’t know what I’m more upset about—the knowledge that he’s been keeping our connection to himself all this time or that I never once questioned the truth of that night.

      “I need to go.” I scramble to my feet. “I have to get out of here.”

      I push away his attempt to help me up.

      “Don’t rush out of here upset.”

      I race to the elevator and hit the button to call the carriage. I catch my reflection in the elevator doors. The lights illuminate the three white scars—one that slashes my forehead into my hairline, the other my cheek to my ear, and the last that cuts from my throat to my earlobe. His fault. All of this is his fault.

      “Bee,” he whispers softly.

      I meet his eyes in the reflection as he stands behind me. “Don’t.”

      “I’m in love with you—”

      “Stop it!” I turn around and glare up at him. “You’re a liar.”

      He recoils a step.

      “Look at my face!” I gather my hair and shove my scarred side at him under the bright lights. “You did this! You did!”

      “I know,” he says through tears.

      “I want nothing to do with you.” The elevator pings, and the doors open. “If you care for me at all,” I say and climb aboard the elevator, “you’ll stay the fuck out of my life.”
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      Kingston

      “Kingston, get up.”

      At the sound of Alex’s monotone command, I pull the covers over my head and burrow deeper into the pillows. “Go away!”

      “You’ve been in bed for long enough.”

      “Says who?” The comforter is ripped away in one firm tug. “Hey!”

      Alex glowers down at me from the edge of the bed, his power suit and scowl giving him an air of authority. “Up. Now.”

      “Fuck. Off.” I pull a pillow over my head, only to have it taken and tossed across the room. “Why are you such a heartless asshole?”

      “Shower. Dress. Meet me downstairs.”

      “Um… no.”

      His glare tightens.

      “No, thank you?”

      “Go. You have thirty minutes.” He slams the door behind him.

      “Impossible! No one can get ready in thirty minutes!” I contemplate going back to sleep. He’ll have to Weekend-at-Bernie’s my ass if he wants me downstairs in any position other than flat on my back.

      When I consider that he will probably do just that—come up here and toss me over his shoulder—I decide maybe a shower and a glass of the nearest booze might help me sleep better.

      I’ll endure Alex’s come-to-Jesus lecture. I’ll reassure him that I have a plan, get him off my back long enough to drown myself in scotch, and go back to sleep until the pain in my chest goes away. After all, we’ve replayed this scenario more than once over the past two weeks.

      The shower’s too hot, and I don’t even look at the clothes I’m putting on. Eventually, I drag my bare feet downstairs with wet hair and a chip on my shoulder. I stop at the bottom step when I see all three of my brothers standing around Alex’s dining room table.

      “Hey, sweetie,” Jordan greets me and hands me a fresh espresso. “Are you hungry?”

      I pull my eyes from my brothers to her. “No, thanks. What are they doing here,” I whisper.

      A tiny grin tugs her lips. “Why don’t you get over there and find out?”

      Knowing Jordan wouldn’t send me into my own death without a warning, I walk toward the three. “If you’re here for an intervention, you’re wasting your time.”

      “Have a seat,” Hayes says in an uncharacteristically hospitable way.

      I take in the folders that sit next to Hayes and his computer and decide they’re probably going to ask me to sign some legal binding statement that ensures my silence about August and North Industries that will follow me into the afterlife.

      Hudson pushes his laptop aside. “How’re you doing?”

      I throw back the rest of my espresso and set the cup down a little too hard. “How does it look like I’m doing?”

      He nods and smiles. “I’m hoping what we came here to say will change all that.”

      “Okay, can you get to the point already? I’ve got a half bottle of Glenlivet upstairs waiting on me.”

      “Ms. Coleman lied,” Alex blurts from his end of the table.

      Hudson looks embarrassed.

      Hayes looks angry.

      “How’d you figure it out?” I say.

      “Alexander felt like something was off the day August fired you.” Hudson pulls his laptop back in front of him. “After some digging, and with the help of a PI, we discovered that you were telling us the truth about her. North Industries isn’t the first company she’s tried to weasel her way into.”

      “We questioned Lisa Darby, her assistant.” Hudson’s jaw ticks. “She overheard Coleman threaten you. We let Lisa go with a hefty severance package.”

      “And Coleman?” I ask.

      “We let her walk with the threat of legal action if she even whispers the name North Industries again,” Hayes says proudly.

      “How’d August take the news?”

      My brother’s all share a look.

      “Not well,” Alex says. “Stubborn son of a bitch.”

      I shake my head, not at all surprised that even with the evidence before him, he’d still rather villainize me than he would the guilty party. Prick.

      “We have an idea.” Hayes opens a folder and slides it to me.

      I stare down at the pages inside, seeing nothing but blocks of words and dancing letters.

      “Shit,” he grumbles. “Sorry.”

      Hudson pulls the folder between us and reads the first couple of paragraphs.

      “Stop,” I say and look around the table at the three men who look at me with cautious hope in their expressions. “You guys want to go into business with me?”

      “Not exactly,” Hayes explains. “We’d like to invest in your business. We’ve each agreed to give a significant donation so that you can start your decorating company.”

      “Outside of North Industries?”

      “Independent of North Industries, yes.” Hudson pushes the folder back toward me. “Here’s the total number right here.”

      I see the five and a whole lot of fucking zeroes. “Are you guys shitting me?”

      “Nope.” Hudson hands me a pen. “Sign the bottom here, and you’ll be on your way.”

      “The contract is cut and dry,” Hayes explains. “You take the money without obligation to pay us back. It’s ironclad. I know because I drafted it.”

      Jordan takes the seat next to me. “I looked at the contract too, and it’s exactly as simple as it sounds.”

      My eyes burn, and I take the pen to sign. But before I do, I ask, “Does August know about this?”

      “He will,” Alex says. “Because I’m hiring you to redecorate this building as well as the North Industries building.”

      And then my eyes let loose, and I fucking cry. Like a baby, right there in front of my brothers. And not one of them looks anything other than proud.

      Jordan hands me a tissue, and once I dry my eyes enough to see clearly, I scribble my name on the contract.

      “One more thing,” Hudson says. “We did some research and found out there’s a ton of software available to help people with dyslexia in business.”

      Alex pulls a laptop out of a black case and walks it down to me. “It’ll scan documents and read them to you, voice to text applications, and more. The guy who designed all the software is coming in tomorrow to walk you through it.”

      “The guy that designed the software? You hired him to come teach me? Is he here in New York?”

      “Silicon Valley.”

      “Holy shit,” I whisper. “You guys aren’t messing around.”

      “You deserve better than we gave,” Hudson says. “We’re here to right that wrong. You’re a North, and we’re your family. We take care of our own.”

      I swipe at my eyes and my nose. “I don’t know what to say.”

      “Nothing to say,” Alex says. “Just get to work.”

      “This is going to be so much fun!” Jordan claps her hands excitedly. “Go get your shoes on, and let’s go looking for an office building to buy.”

      “Lunch first? I’m starving.”

      The relief in her face matches my own.

      Finally, some direction. A plan. Hope.

      It almost makes me feel complete. Except for that gaping empty hole left behind by Gabriella.

      Gabriella

      The Manhattan Ballet Studio is housed in an old Anglican church built in 1823. The stone walls and stained glass surround the wood floors and mirrored walls, creating a space for dance that lends itself to spiritual reverence.

      The scent of wood polish mixes with a musty perfume as if centuries of incense burning have sunk into the decaying stone. I grip my ballet shoes tightly against my chest and move deeper into the space. Memories wash over me. A place that once felt more like home than my own opens its arms and welcomes me in.

      The prodigal daughter comes home.

      I spot Mrs. Gould across the room. She saw something in me when I was thirteen years old, and she dedicated her time to making me the best dancer I could be. She came to my first recital at Julliard. She brought me a dozen roses.

      “Gabriella, is that you?” Her English accent brings me back to a simpler time when I had dreams of becoming a prima ballerina.

      “Mrs. Gould, it’s been a long time.”

      Her arms wrap tightly around me. “I can’t believe it’s really you.” She draws back to hold me at arm’s length but keeps a grip on my shoulders. “Look at you, all grown up.”

      “It’s good to see you again.”

      Her gaze dances lightly over my scars, and I can see in her eyes that she knows my story. I assume my parents must’ve relayed my excuse for no longer attending Julliard. “How are you, love?”

      “I’ve been better.” I stare around her at the studio to keep from having to see the pity in her eyes and to keep her from seeing the sadness in mine.

      “Life is that way, I suppose.” Her gaze drops to the pointe shoes in my hands. Her eyes light up. “Are you here to dance?”

      “I don’t know. It’s been so long, and the doctors said I’d have to relearn…” I swallow past the lump in my throat. “I don’t know if I even remember how.”

      “Doctors see the body. Dance is from the soul.” Her dark-brown eyes warm. She takes my hand and puts it against my heart. “Ballet lives here. Not in your brain or even your muscles, but here. In your heart. You never forget it.”

      “I want that to be true. It’s been so long since I’ve tried.”

      She takes my shoes from my hands. “Let’s start slow.” Her chin kicks up, and her shoulders stiffen. “Put your things down, kick off your shoes, and get on the floor for stretching.” She snaps and points.

      There is comfort in her stern command. Familiarity. Rightness.

      I don’t know if I’ll ever come back to this place after today, but right now, I know I’m exactly where I need to be.
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      Gabriella

      I wish I could say I lost count of how many days it’s been since I last saw Kingston, but that would be a lie.

      It’s been thirty-four days.

      I thought that as time passed, I’d think of him less. I thought his betrayal would burn worse every day until, eventually, it would burn out, and I’d forget him completely. Unfortunately, the very opposite plagues me.

      I have so many questions, and I can’t trust him to tell me the truth. I can’t trust my parents to tell me the truth either.

      Which is why I had to reach out to the only person who has no reason to lie to me.

      From my seat at the window of the coffee shop, I see Ainsley walk up. She hesitates at the door as if second-guessing her agreement to meet me. I hold my breath until she finally pulls open the door. I wave her back, and she keeps her eyes on the floor as she makes her way to me.

      I stand to greet her, but we don’t hug or shake hands. The invisible barrier of our shared history stands between us. “Thank you for coming.”

      “Of course.” She orders a latte, and we talk about the good weather and how our favorite breakfast place went out of business until we run out of small talk.

      “Ainsley, I was hoping you could answer some questions about the night of my accident.”

      Her face pales, but she nods.

      “I got the story up until I fell in, but everything after that I have no memory of.”

      She sips her latte and carefully sets down the mug with shaky hands.

      “Can you tell me what happened that night?”

      “It was my fault,” she says with her face turned down to her mug.

      My heart drops into my gut at the certainty of her voice. “What do you mean?”

      Her gaze meets mine. “He wanted you. You weren’t even trying to get his attention, but he wanted you anyway.” She takes in a breath through her nose and blows it out. “He wanted you over me.”

      “Kingston.” My lungs squeeze around my heart, making it ache.

      Her eyes fill with tears. “I didn’t want to hurt you. I just wanted to embarrass you in front of him.”

      My molars slam together.

      “He was driving, and he kept asking you to go sit with him. You were so scared. You were holding on so tight.” Her words come out in a rush as if her heart’s been desperate to purge them. “You stood up to go sit with him, and I slid my foot out to trip you.”

      “Jesus…” I whisper.

      Her cheeks are streaked with tears. “If he hadn’t turned the boat at that very second, you would’ve just stumbled. I didn’t mean for you to fall over.”

      I grip my head and rub my temples. “You could’ve killed me all because you were jealous?”

      “I’m sorry, okay? I told your parents I’d do whatever it took to make it up to you. I told them I wanted to make things right.”

      “Tell me the rest of the story.” I sound robotic and hardly recognize my own voice.

      “Kingston found you. He had his friend call the Coast Guard, and he gave you mouth-to-mouth until they got there. He tried to stop the bleeding, held his shirt to your neck, and threatened the paramedics for attempting to take over. He wouldn’t leave your side until they rushed you into surgery—”

      “Is that it?” I don’t know how much more of this I can listen to, but I know this is the last time I’ll see Ainsley and my last chance to learn my story.

      “I tried to visit you at the hospital, but your parents wouldn’t let me see you. They were right to blame me for what happened. They told me if I tried to contact you, they’d call their lawyers. I was so afraid of losing my spot at Julliard and of my family finding out that I did what they asked. But I haven’t lived a single day since without the memory of what I did and all I took from you.”

      “I think I’ve heard enough.” I grab my purse and stand to leave.

      “I’m sorry, okay? You need to know I am so sorry, Gabby.” She swipes at her nose and her mascara-smudged eyes.

      “I know you are. So am I.” I leave a crying Ainsley in the coffee shop.

      My head swims with this new information.

      Kingston saved me.

      But this doesn’t change the fact that he lied about us knowing each other. Doesn’t change the fact that he’s still a liar and a thief.

      He robbed me of my memories, and then he stole my heart.
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      Kingston

      Life can change in the blink of an eye. I never would’ve believed it if I hadn’t lived it. It’s been four months since I signed the paperwork accepting the financial gift from my brothers to start my own interior design company, and here I am, doing it.

      Jordan and I found a warehouse in Brooklyn with five thousand square feet of industrial space on the ground level and three thousand square feet of living space up top. Two apartments—the biggest I took for myself, and the other I plan to rent. I invested in some remodeling to bring the 1910 masonry building up to code, but it is still far from the luxury of Lenox Hill.

      My kitchen is half the size of my last, and my closet doesn’t even hold all of my shoes, much less my clothes. But I find those things aren’t as important to me anymore. Sure, I refuse to go out in public looking like a slob, but I’ve been so busy that I’ve had to cut my getting-ready time down to under an hour, something I would’ve considered impossible months ago.

      Alex accepted my proposal for the redecorating of all the lobby areas in his building, giving the space a more organic modern look rather than a sterile one. I’ve picked up several jobs from the Restaurant Digest exposure, so much that I’ve had to hire a small staff. We’re currently working on the proposal for the lobby areas of North Industries.

      Turns out, I do have something valuable to offer.

      Bee Inspired Designs is a success.

      The name and location of my business are no coincidence. When I was looking for a building, it only made sense to be close to my own inspiration. Gabriella will always be the great beauty of my life. Whether or not she’s in my life doesn’t change that.

      I’m sorting through fabric samples and putting together a vision board for my project at North Industries when my assistant Todd knocks on my door.

      “Yo, K. You got a visitor.” His thick New York accent and tattooed bald head make him the most unlikely of professional choices, which is why I hired him. Bee Inspired Designs is a cesspool of talent, with individuals who represent their own unique style. I want my business to be a place where freedom of expression is our creed, and everyone has a seat at the table.

      “Who is it?”

      He shrugs. “Some suit.”

      “Send him in.” I assume it’s one of my brothers coming to check on me. They’ve been annoyingly involved in my life like a pack of mother hens.

      “I’ll be damned.” August saunters into my office, which resembles more art studio than traditional office. He studies the wall of fabric swatches, the corner of wood samples, and the table displaying stone slab countertops. “I didn’t believe them when they told me how well you were doing.” He flips through a book of paint colors.

      “That doesn’t surprise me.” I push my work aside. This asshole kills all creativity when he’s in the room.

      He pulls a stool out and sits across the table from me. He eyes the vision board for the North Industries lobby. “This your plan?” He tilts his head and studies the selection of cotton, linen, and bamboo fabrics mixed with reclaimed wood and recycled glass light fixtures.

      “Everything is natural and sustainably produced.” I turn the board toward him so he can see it better. “Alex insisted.”

      “Huh…” He pinches the fabric between his fingers. “I like it.”

      A compliment? I narrow my eyes. “But?”

      “No but.” He gives the vision board one more glance, then looks at me. “I like it.”

      “Okay, what’s going on here? Do you need an organ or something?”

      “Look, your brothers told me what they discovered about Ms. Coleman, and I’ve been thinking a lot about what you said about your… your, ah… learning issues.”

      I cross my arms over my chest, feeling the need to protect the organ behind my ribs. “And?”

      “I’ve come to realize that you’ve overcome a lot, and I, uh…” He clears his throat. “I respect that. Says a lot about a man who can overcome his own shortcomings.”

      “I suppose I should be honored by your compliment, but I find it insincere that you waited until I was running my own business without you that you finally acknowledge my worth.”

      He frowns, and I see a flicker of anger in his eyes as if he wants to defend himself, but he keeps his mouth shut. “Fair enough.” He stands. “Why don’t you go ahead and tack my office onto this project. It could use an update.”

      “I’ll have to check my schedule and get back to you.” Would be fun to reupholster all his furniture in flying dick-paisleys.

      He shoves his hands in his pockets and smiles at the ground before looking back at me. “If you ever want to merge your company with North Industries—”

      “I’ll pass.”

      His jaw tenses. “I see.”

      “If you don’t mind, I have a lot of work to do.” I nod to the door.

      “Sure, see you around, son.”

      Son?

      Not princess?

      I shake my head and get back to the vision board. “He’s definitely asking for an organ.”

      “Who was the stiff?” Angelica, one of the designers on my team, slips in past August. Her white Docs squeak against the polished concrete floor.

      “My sperm donor.” I point to the book of paint colors. “Can you hand me that?”

      “Sure thing,” she says and puts the book in my hands. “I wanted to show you my idea for the windows.” She lays out her sketchbook in front of me. “The glass is great, but in the areas the sun hits, we should do a green wall. Indoor plant walls help productivity and increase oxygen, which is good for the brain, and look how badass they’d look in these spaces.” She runs a hand over her pink mohawk. “Here.”

      “I love that. I’ll add it to the proposal.”

      She throws up a fist pump. “Yes!”

      “Great job.”

      “Thanks, boss!” She skips out of the room and closes the door behind her.

      “Boss?” I feel my lips tick up. “I’m a boss.”

      Gabriella

      After ballet, I find myself in Central Park, walking the paths and enjoying the cool breeze as fall blows the leaves from their branches. The weather is changing rapidly, and soon we will give up cool breezes for snow and ice.

      Ballet is coming back much quicker than I expected. Mrs. Gould said there’s a cosmic connection between the heart and the body and that they communicate all the time without the interference of our brains. She says it’s that connection that is enabling me to dance again.

      I’ve found healing in the power of my body. I’m beginning to feel hope that I can regain what’s been lost. Not that I’ll ever become a prima ballerina. That dream was my parents’ more than my own, anyway.

      But it feels good to reclaim something of my old self.

      To put back one of the pieces that has been missing for so long.

      I head to the Jamaican jerk food truck to grab dinner. After all these months, this is the first time I’ve been able to even consider hitting one of the spots Kingston and I visited together.

      The ache is there as I approach, but it hurts a little less than it did yesterday. I wait in the short line and place my order. I find a bench nearby and eat while watching people pass, walking their dogs or chasing after their kids.

      A peace washes over me. A contentment I haven’t felt in a long time.

      And that’s when I see him.

      His tall frame is clad in midnight-blue velvet slacks and a black peacoat. He has a Styrofoam bowl of jerk chicken resting in one big hand as he searches out a place to sit and enjoy his dinner.

      His eyes scan the area, and as if drawn by my thoughts, his gaze lands on me. His expression falls slack, and his lips part, like he can’t trust his own eyes to believe what he’s seeing.

      I smile—it’s small, nervous—and my stomach turns over on itself. I give a little wave. He lurches forward as if someone gave him a nudge from behind and heads toward me.

      “You couldn’t stay away, huh?” I nod toward the jerk chicken truck as he approaches.

      He stops a foot away from the bench, and he seems ten feet tall from where I’m sitting. “Gabriella?”

      Does he still not believe it’s me?

      “Yes,” I say and shift nervously in my seat. “Oh, my hair.” I finger the ends of the short bob. “I cut it.”

      Three weeks ago, I decided it was time to stop hiding and using my hair as a shield, so I had it cut to my chin. I can’t expect people to accept me for who I am if I, myself, don’t learn to love who I am. I’m getting there. Scars and all.

      He swallows, and his hazel gaze flutters around my face. “You look incredible.”

      My cheeks heat. “Thank you. What are you doing over here?”

      He blinks as if my question zapped him back to the present. “I just had a meeting with a new client.”

      “Client?”

      He motions toward the bench where I’m sitting. “May I?”

      I scoot to the far end, fearing what I might feel if he brushes against me. “Of course.”

      He settles in at the opposite end of the bench and faces his body forward as though he, too, is worried about touching me. “I opened my own interior design business.” The pride in his expression is undeniable.

      “That’s amazing. Congratulations.”

      “It’s been…” He blows out a breath and grins. His smile is so captivating, so endearing, I could cry at the look of it. “A really cool experience. I’m working harder than I have in all my life.”

      “That’s great, Kingston. I’m so happy for you.”

      He eyes my ballet shoes. “Are you…?”

      “Dancing again. Yes. It’s a slow process, but it has been healing for me.”

      He thumbs the edge of his bowl nervously. “Are you still at the hospice center?”

      “No. I’m working at the children’s hospital now. I do therapy with kids who have been burned or scarred. It was time to get a real job, and investing in the future and lives of kids is more life-giving than at hospice, where the investment was in death. I finally feel like I’m taking parts of my life back instead of floating around without any grounding.”

      He frowns and turns away.

      “I want you to know I don’t blame you for what happened that night. It wasn’t your fault.”

      “Jesus, Bee.” He sets his food down as if he’s lost his appetite. “You wouldn’t have been there if it weren’t for me.”

      “I do have a functioning brain. I made the decision to be there that night.” I lean forward to catch his eyes. “I talked to Ainsley.”

      He blows out a breath and slumps back against the bench. “Never thought I’d hear that name again.”

      “She told me what you did. How you saved me.”

      “Anyone would’ve done the same—”

      “You refused to leave my side?”

      He side-eyes me and shakes his head. “I would’ve held your hand through surgery if they’d let me.”

      I angle my body toward him and bring my knees dangerously close to his. “I want you to hear me when I say this. I do not blame you. Do you understand? What happened was not your fault.”

      He shrugs. “I hear you. I’m just not as convinced.”

      “Can I ask you something?”

      He looks at me, those hazel eyes open with vulnerability. “Anything.”

      “Why did you let me believe you were gay?”

      He chuckles, and the sound is a warm bath to my frazzled nerves. “Out of all the questions you could ask, that’s the one you choose.”

      “What other questions could I ask?”

      “I don’t know, maybe how did I find you at the hospice center? Why did I pass out on your doorway?” He runs a hand through his hair. “Why let our relationship go so far knowing what I know?”

      “Okay, tell me.”

      “I’ve been thinking, and you know…” He scratches his jaw as if what he’s about to say makes him itchy. “I think I fell in love with you the first time I saw you.”

      “That’s impossible. You couldn’t know what kind of person I was.”

      “You hated me. You pushed me away every chance you got. Not that I blame you, I was obnoxious.” He dips his head and chuckles to himself. “It didn’t matter. I was so into you. You were smart and funny, and I loved how you didn’t take any shit from anyone. I was determined to win you over that night.” He frowns and stares blindly across the park. “When you showed up at North Industries to return my wallet, and you seemed happy to see me. You smiled, and I… I couldn’t let you go. I knew it was wrong to keep you, to let you think I was gay, but you genuinely seemed to like me, and I couldn’t let you go.”

      “Did you know I didn’t remember you? When you woke up in that hospice room, did you know I wouldn’t remember?”

      “No,” he says. “It was pretty obvious when I woke up that you had no clue who I was. I planned to walk away and leave you alone. Showing up drunk like that was a stupid risk, but I was weak. For three years, I never stopped thinking about you.”

      “Did you have someone following me?”

      He recoils. “No. I hired a PI just to check in on you. I had to know you were getting your life back. The plan was to stay away, but in a moment of drunken weakness, I fucked up. I saw you, spent time with you. And all those feelings came rushing back, made me desperate for another minute, another day, another night. And you should know, if you hadn’t figured it out, I’d still be lying to you today because just like the night of your accident, I didn’t want to leave you.”

      I give myself a minute to let the weight of his words sink in. His honesty is refreshing, even if what he’s saying hurts. He had no plans to tell me the truth.

      “Eventually, you would’ve met my family. They would’ve exposed you.”

      He nods. “Maybe.”

      “Remy almost exposed you. Ainsley could have. We were doomed from the start.”

      He sniffs and swipes at his eye. “We were.”

      “So I guess that leaves us… friends?”

      He smiles sadly. “I’d like that.”

      My heart splinters, and emotion swells. How did things go so wrong? Kingston is in love with me, and I might be in love with him, but the history and the lies between us create an obstacle too vast to overcome.

      “I should go.” I gather my trash and things. My eyes fill with tears. “It was nice seeing you again.”

      He jumps to his feet as if considering chasing after me, but his boots stay rooted when I walk away to the sound of his whispered, “Goodbye, Bee.”
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      Kingston

      The creative room at BI Designs has become my favorite place in the world. The walls are covered with inspirational images—brightly colored graffiti from around the city, industrial bridges next to naturescapes ripped from magazines. There’s even a wall dedicated to perspective that has a twenty-four-foot ladder and an inversion table so I can hang upside down to create. Sounds wild, I know, but my brain works in the strangest ways. It always has. I’m just finally learning how to work with it rather than against it.

      My team of four—Angelica, Todd, and my artist friend Nico, who I’ve hired on a consultation basis because he’s fucking brilliant—all stare at the table of chaos where we’ve laid out a selection of colors, fabrics, and textures for a new luxury cigar lounge we’re bidding. We walk around the table, move shit around, stand back, and move shit around again until we all give a collective sigh of relief when the right combination is found.

      “Something’s missing,” Nico moves a paint sample closer to the brushed brass fixture.

      “Agreed.” Angelica squints through her hot-pink cat-eye glasses. “Needs more texture.

      “Velvet?” Todd pushes a sample of the fabric into the mix.

      “No, that’s not it.” Angelica walks slowly around the table to take in the combination at all angles of light.

      “Denim.” I reach for the sample and toss it into the mix. “For the chairs.”

      “Shit,” Todd whispers. “That’s it.”

      “Yes!” Angelica and Nico high-five.

      “It works, right?” I never imagined I’d find a job that didn’t involve hours of reading and writing, one where I could use my creativity and not be ashamed of my disability. Playing with colors and patterns all day doesn’t even feel like work.

      Angelica punches in the information on her iPad. “I’ll check prices with the distributors.”

      “Todd, can you go down to the textile warehouse and grab a sample of every denim they have? The color has to be perfect.”

      “Shit, what time is it?” Todd jumps when he checks his watch. “I’m showing 2B at ten.”

      “Oh, yeah?”

      I put Todd in charge of renting out the extra apartment above the warehouse. I occupy 2A, the bigger of the two places. 2B has been a harder sell because it doesn’t get a lot of sun through the north-facing windows, and the view includes a parking lot and an ugly five-story building built in the eighties.

      “It shouldn’t take too long. The lady said from everything she saw that the place was perfect. I can run to the warehouse after the showing.”

      “Go get the samples. I’ll show the apartment.”

      “You sure?”

      “Yeah, I got it.”

      “Cool. Text me if there are any other samples you need,” he says and rushes out the door.

      Nico and Angelica work on the proposal, and I head to the front office to wait for the prospective tenant. I’m antsy to get back to work and pray the person shows up on time. I also pray the person isn’t a slob and has normal hours. I’m not excited about having to share close quarters with a stranger, but the added income will help with the upkeep of the place.

      Sitting in Todd’s front office chair, I flip through the Manga book he left on his desk and check my voicemails. Alex and Jordan calling in separately to check on me, then calling in together—

      The door opens, and I lift my gaze to greet the guest, only to drop my phone when I see Gabriella standing in the doorway. Backlit by the sun, she looks like an angel in a hoodie and leggings.

      I jump to my feet. “Gabriella?” In my hurry to get around the desk, I kick the corner and stumble forward, catching myself midair before falling on my face.

      “Kingston? Are you okay?” She rushes forward with her hands out in case she might have to catch me.

      “I’m fine.” I reassure her by pointing at the problematic piece of furniture. “It was the desk. It sticks out. Anyway, what are you… how did you find me?” All the reasons why she is standing here in front of me filter through my head. She misses me. She wants to give me another chance. She loves me. My chest fills with hope, but I hesitate to get too excited just yet.

      “Wait, what are you doing here?” she asks, her gaze skeptical.

      “What? I own this place. This is my company. My building.”

      Her eyes grow wide when the missing link falls into place.

      “You’re the renter?” Could it be possible that the universe would find me worthy enough to put the person I love more than anything back in my path again?

      Her eyes dart around the office, and when they land on the company sign, her expression falls, and her jaw goes slack.

      “Oh, yeah, that…” I run my hand over the back of my neck, feeling the heat rise from my chest.

      “Did you,” she whispers, “name your company after me?”

      I turn to look at the logo and try to see it through her eyes. The contemporary swirls and scripted font. Is she freaked out? “I did. You’re my inspiration, Bee.” I turn back to her. “You always have been.”

      She clears her throat and stares down at her feet, then turns to look at the door behind her as if making a mental escape. “I think… I should go—”

      “No, please don’t. We’re friends, right?” The f-word sours in my mouth, but I force myself to smile. “I have an apartment for rent, and you’re looking for an apartment to rent.”

      “I am, but…” She chews on the inside of her mouth.

      “It’s so hard to find anything in this area, and if you like it, it’s yours.” I scramble to sell her on the idea. To get her to stay, even if only long enough to tour the place. “The square footage is impressive.” I snag the keys from Todd’s desk. “You won’t find anything like it for the price. You have to see it for yourself.”

      She takes a minute to think that over and finally nods. “I came all this way. I might as well.”

      I open the front door for her and hold my breath as she walks past me, fearing that one whiff of her shampoo might cause me to beg for her to give me another chance. She deserves better, asshole.

      “The entrance to the apartments is this door over here. There’s the intercom so you can buzz up any visitors.” I unlock the door that leads to a staircase. “The building is old, so there’s no elevator.”

      At the top of the stairs is a small sitting room with a window, a loveseat, and a coffee table. Branching off that room are three doors.

      “This is 2B.” I slip the key into the lock and push open the door for her to walk inside.

      The apartment is modest—one bedroom, one bathroom, a living room, and an eat-in kitchen. My apartment is bigger and has better light, and I want to offer it to her, but I hesitate to let her know I live here for fear that she won’t even consider the place.

      I keep to the entryway while she walks around the apartment, ducking into the rooms and pushing the blinds aside to look out the window.

      “Paint, carpet, and all appliances are brand new. Behind those doors is a small laundry room.”

      She turns to me, seeming surprised by my statement. “Look at you, talking like a real blue-collar man.”

      I chuckle and feel warm all over from her teasing.

      “It’s perfect, but…” She takes another look around and sighs. “Won’t it be weird, you being my landlord?”

      “No! No at all. Not… no, never.” I bite my bottom lip to keep from my embarrassing babble.

      “Will it be hard? With you working downstairs, we’ll be running into each other from time to time.”

      I resist the urge to make a dirty joke. See? Who says a man can’t mature? “The last five months without you have been hard. I suspect the rest of my life will be no different.”

      She frowns.

      Shit, I’m losing her again. “You can’t beat the price,” I say, hoping to sell her. “You won’t find anything for one thousand a month in the state of New York.”

      “One thousand?” She tilts her head and smirks. “The ad said four thousand two hundred?”

      “Huh… that’s weird.” I shrug. “Typo.”

      “Kingston.” Her smile widens. “You can’t give me a deal just because of our history.”

      “Deal? I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I smile back at her, and the mutual happiness between us pulls at my chest and draws me closer. I dig my heels in and slam my back against the wall to stay put. “So? When do you want to move in?”

      “Aren’t you optimistic?” She props her hands on her hips.

      “What happened at home?”

      Her brows pinch together. “Nothing, it’s just time for me to move on. I got an actual paying job now, and I want to be more independent. It’s time.”

      “Well, I hope you live here. It’ll be nice to bump into you from time to time.”

      “I’ll think about it,” she says and takes one last look around the space. “I’ll let you know what I decide.”

      Gabriella

      “What do you mean it’s no longer available?” I motion to the loaded moving truck I rented that’s parked illegally outside of the building. “What am I supposed to do with my things?”

      I’m going to have a panic attack. Right here on the sidewalk outside of what was supposed to be my new apartment. My new beginning!

      “Don’t worry. We have another apartment open for you.” The guy says and holds out a set of keys. “You’ll be happier with this one.”

      “But I haven’t even seen it. Is the rent the same? What if it’s not—”

      “Come check it out.”

      I follow the bald guy with all the tattoos up the stairs to a door that says 2A on the front. I look to the 2B door and wonder who stole my apartment from me. I should ask for Kingston and demand he explain, but I’m frazzled enough as it is. The last thing I need is his overwhelming presence, which always manages to knock me off-center.

      I push inside the apartment and freeze mid-step at the view. The living area is lit up with sunlight, with the arched windows overlooking the street below and a nearby park. The walls are white, the floor is wood, and the kitchen is updated like the last but twice the size. And this is a two-bedroom?

      “I can’t afford this.” I hand the man, Todd, the keys back. “It’s twice the size.”

      “Price is the same.”

      “How is that possi…” Of course. Kingston. Did he evict whoever lived here in order to give the apartment to me? Or bribe them to trade? Because if the person who once lived here now lives in the much smaller apartment next door? Well, that’s going to make for some awkward neighbor interactions. Hey, I’m the woman you were kicked out of your home for. Want to come over for a coffee sometime?

      “So?” Todd says and checks his watch as if he has somewhere he needs to be. “What do you say? Will you take it?”

      On principle alone, I should say no. But I’m currently homeless with everything I own in the back of a U-Haul. “Is Kingston around?”

      “No, he has two walk-through’s this afternoon. He won’t be back until late.”

      I sigh and decide I have no choice but to move into this fantastic flat. “Fine.” I hold out my hand to take the keys back. “I’ll take it.”

      He slaps the keys back in my palm. “Smart choice.”

      He turns and heads out. As he jogs back down the stairs, I hear him whistle like the kind always heard at baseball games. He barks out a command, and I jog down the stairs just as I see four guys who are built like semi-trucks going for my U-Haul.

      “What is this?”

      “Complimentary move-in help.”

      I wasn’t in a position to turn down help.

      The four men had the U-Haul unloaded in less than an hour. It took the rest of the day for me to unpack and return the rental truck. A storm was rolling in that promised the first snow of the season, and I wanted to get home before it hit. I had the Uber swing by the grocery store to grab some essentials to get me through the weekend.

      Showered and in my pajamas, I heat up a frozen macaroni and cheese to celebrate my first official night in my new place. I curl up in the couch my parents let me take from my dad’s study. It smells like his cologne. I turn on the television but keep the volume low so I can enjoy the sound of the rain as it pelts the glass.

      A knock on the door startles me.

      I haven’t buzzed anyone up, so I assume it’s my neighbor in 2B, but I’m afraid to answer in case they’re angry I stole their—”

      “Gabriella, it’s me. Kingston.”

      I blow out a breath of relief while my heart simultaneously picks up a furious pace. What is he doing here? And why couldn’t he have stopped by when I’m wearing something other than the flannel pajamas my parents bought me three Christmases ago?

      “Coming!” I shake out my hair, hoping to give it a tousled, casual look, and throw back my shoulders before unlocking the door.

      I should’ve worried less about my appearance and prepared more for his.

      His hands are in the pockets of his royal blue slacks, and his suit jacket is opened to expose his impressive torso, which is wrapped in a fine silk shirt the color of eggplant. His head tilts, and he takes in what I’m wearing, just as I did him. He grins.

      His gaze has the ability to rip through my clothes, and I fight the urge to cross my arms over my chest. “Hey, what are you doing here?” I immediately regret the question when his smile falls.

      “With the winter storm coming in, I wanted to make sure you knew how to work the heater.” He nods over my shoulder to the wall heater across the room. “It’s a little temperamental.” His eyes settle on the single couch in the room that’s facing the television, which is playing without sound. They narrow on the half-eaten noodles in a plastic tray.

      “I messed with it earlier, and it’s working fine.” I have the urge to close the door, to block his view of what I’m sure looks like a pathetic and lonely life. I won’t say it’s pathetic. To me, it’s more like freedom. But I can’t deny I’ve been lonely. I’ve met friends at the ballet studio and hung out with co-workers at the children’s hospital, but there has been a piece missing since Kingston and I broke up. A piece I fear I may never be able to replace.

      He nods solemnly. “Good, that’s good. If you, uh…” He does that thing where he rubs the back of his neck. A nervous tick that only makes him look hotter. “If you need anything, like anything at all, I’ll be, ya know,” he says and jerks his head toward 2B.

      “Wait… what? Kingston. You lived here?”

      He holds up his palms. “It’s not a big deal.”

      “Not a big deal? I kicked you out of your place!”

      “No, I voluntarily moved. The smaller apartment is better for me. I’m never home anyway.”

      “The cheap rent, the bigger apartment, the complimentary movers…” I shake my head. “That was all you.”

      He doesn’t deny it.

      “You don’t have to do all this for me.” I clench my fists. “You don’t owe me anything, okay? I told you I don’t blame you—”

      He takes a step forward, his brows pinched into a vicious slant. “You think I did all this because of some obligation I feel?”

      “Isn’t it?”

      He runs a hand through his hair and stares at the ceiling for a minute as if searching for the last sliver of patience that he stashed in the rafters. “Fuck, I don’t know how to be any clearer, Bee.” When he lowers his eyes, he braces his arms on the doorframe and leans in. “When are you going to get it through your head? I’m fucking in love with you. I have been for a long time, and whether we’re together or not speaking to one another, I will still and always be in love with you. I know I’m not the kind of man you deserve, but that means jack shit to what I feel for you. Get this through your beautiful and brilliant head. I am in love with you. And as long as there is air in my lungs, I will jump at any and every opportunity to take care of you. Now, I understand you may not be comfortable with all this, so if you want to leave and find somewhere else to live, I won’t stop you.” He studies my face, then pushes back and away from the door. “Have a good night, Bee. If you need anything at all…” He nods toward his door and then turns away and disappears inside.

      I don’t know how long I stand there in my open doorway processing his confession, but when I get back to my dinner, it’s cold.
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      Kingston

      I woke up in the middle of the night to the sound of the raging wind outside my window. Freezing sleet hit the glass from a wind that came in waves and threw a million tiny pebbles. The crack of what sounds like thunder comes next, but I don’t see the flash. I sit up in bed and watch. Listen.

      Another crack, but it’s not thunder.

      I wrench my head around.

      What I’m hearing is a frantic knock on my door.

      I dart from bed and race through the living room, knowing it could only be one person.

      I swing open the door to find Gabriella looking much the same as she did when I saw her earlier. Same pajamas, and her bob still a sexy mess, but her stoic expression from earlier is replaced by flushed cheeks and wild eyes.

      “Bee, what’s going on? Are you okay?”

      “No.” She shakes her hands out nervously. “You said I could come to you if I needed something.”

      “Yes,” I say, ready to provide whatever she needs, whether it be a cup of sugar or my fucking soul. “What do you need?”

      She stops fidgeting, her eyes so clear and determined that I reel back at the power of them. “You.”

      “Huh—oomph.” I catch her in my arms and stumble back from the force.

      Her mouth reaches for mine, and I grip her by the ass and pull her to me. Her legs wrap around my waist, and our lips come together in a frenzied kiss. I groan when our tongues slide together. The taste of her brings back a rightness I’ve lived without for too long.

      Her hands fist in my hair and tilt my head so she can deepen the kiss. And fuck me, I’ve never felt so wholly consumed.

      With everything I have, all the things I’ve been given, all the success I’ve worked for, she’s the only one I’ve ever needed. She’s my beating heart, my muse, the missing part of me. I’ll never be whole again without her.

      I head for the bedroom and slam into a moving box. I pitch forward and throw an arm out to the wall to keep us upright. Smooth fucking move, asshole.

      I feel my way slowly through the living room. I shuffle my feet and kick the coffee table, the corner, and my bedside table.

      Finally, my shins hit the mattress, and I lay her down on my bed.

      I pull my T-shirt off and toss it aside while she unbuttons her flannel with trembling fingers.

      “Let me,” I say and put a knee to the bed between her legs. I slip the first button open to reveal her quickly rising and falling chest. “Are you nervous?”

      “No,” she answers quickly. Resolutely.

      I smile. I can’t help it. She wants me!

      I open the next button and the last, but I keep her body covered. I pick up her hands and press them to my lips, first one, then the other, then both. “I’m so fucking happy you’re here. We don’t have to do anything if you don’t—”

      She hooks me around the neck and pulls me down on top of her. “I missed you. I want to feel close to you again.”

      I push a strand of hair off her face and kiss the tip of her nose, loving the feel of her beneath me, her eyes on me, and her hands on my skin. “I missed you, too. So much. If we do this, I don’t think I’ll be able to let you go again.”

      The corner of her mouth tips up. “I was hoping you’d say that.” She lifts to press her mouth to mine.

      I pull back. “Are you sure? Is our history too much to overcome? Will you ever trust me again?”

      “I trust you now. I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t.” She pushes up and says against my lips, “Now kiss me already.”

      Is this real? Is she really in my arms, or am I lost in the world’s greatest dream? If so, I hope I never wake up.

      Rolling to my back, I take her with me. Bringing her weight against me, her chest on mine, our hearts race in unison. My hands slide under her top, and the skin of her back is softer than the finest fabrics against my palms. She breaks the kiss in order to sit up, and her thighs spread wide across my hips. She pulls one arm free and then the other so that the flannel falls loosely, still buttoned, around her waist.

      The moonlight through the rain casts her naked torso in a captivating glow, giving depth to the beauty of her form. I run my hands up her ribs and cup her breasts. Her nipples grow hard beneath my touch, and I thumb the pebbled tips.

      She rolls her hips in waves, rocking and riding the stiffness that is held captive behind my sweats.

      My mind swims with all the ways I want to touch her, taste her, please her every desire and discover a million more. I would spend my life exploring every square inch of her skin if she’d let me. Gabriella is my soul’s obsession. She always has been.

      “I need to taste you.” I sit up and cover her nipple with my mouth.

      She moans and arches her back, offering more of herself to me. I steady her with a hand between her shoulder blades, holding her to my face while I lick, suck, and nip at her breast until she writhes against me.

      When I pull back, her breast is wet and pink from my attention. I switch to the neglected side and work her over until she’s shaking with the need for release.

      I kiss between her breasts, lick a path to her throat, and run my lips against her scar. She shivers in my arms.

      “I could eat you alive,” I growl against her skin.

      Her fingers tangle in my hair, and she pulls me away enough to get my eyes. Desire turns her eyes into molten sapphire. She licks her lips. “Me first.”

      “Fuck.”

      Gabriella

      I’ve always hated giving blow jobs. My first experience was so awful that I avoided them every chance I got. Which is why this all-consuming desire to get my mouth on Kingston catches me by surprise. Usually, I’d end up caving to the pressure for oral sex and do it as a means to get the guy off my back. But this is different.

      I want to feel him between my lips. The stretching fullness of my mouth. His silken steel against my tongue. I want to use my mouth on him in ways that will make his hips buck and his mind spin, and I want to hear the noises he makes. I more than want all these things.

      I need them.

      I lean in and kiss him. I suck his tongue into my mouth as a sample of what’s to come. His hips jump, and he nips at my lips.

      I crawl down his body, taking my time. I drag my lips across his throat, stop to flick my tongue against his nipples, and lick over his belly button to the drawstring of his sweats.

      The cotton is stretched thin over his erection. If he were any harder, there is no doubt he’d rip through the fabric. The area at the tip is soaking wet, and I am emboldened by the effect I have on him.

      Little ole me turning on a man like Kingston doesn’t seem possible. And yet, the evidence stands long, thick, and proud in front of me.

      I untie his drawstring with trembling hands, my body connected to the livewire that is Kingston North. His blatant sensuality is intoxicating.

      He lifts his hips so I can slide his pants down, and his hard-on springs free and lands heavily against his stomach.

      In the history of the human world, praise has been given to the beauty of the female form. Clearly, history has never seen anyone like Kingston. If he were sculpted from stone like Michelangelo’s David, he would be considered obscene and vulgar. Not because of the shape of his long torso, narrow hips, broad shoulders, and wide chest. In all those areas, he’s got David beat. But below the waist, Kingston is the definition of virile strength and size combined with artistic form and beauty.

      “If you keep staring at it like that, I’m not going to be able to sit still much longer—” He sucks in air through his teeth. “Licking your lips is not helping.”

      I look up his body and grin.

      “So fucking sexy,” he says and falls back to the bed. “You’re killing me here.”

      I grip the base, and his hips jump. “You should know, I haven’t done this in a long time.”

      “You’re breathing on me is enough to finish me off. When it comes to you, it doesn’t take much—mmmm…”

      With the tip between my lips, I take a long swipe with my tongue. His hands fist the bedding at his side as if he’s locking them in place to avoid taking over. I have no practiced technique, no learned skills that are proven to drive a man wild, so I take my time learning every dip, every swell, and every long stretch of silken skin with my mouth. I pay attention to his reactions, a study in how he likes to be touched, and make mental notes—

      “Stop!”

      I look up in time to see him jackknife forward. He grips my shoulders and pulls me up his body. Wrapped in his arms, I feel his muscles twitch. I put my lips to his throat and kiss him there.

      “That was close,” he breathes. “I need a minute to—stop wiggling.” He braces his hands on my hips to keep me still. “I’m not kidding. I’m so close.”

      I prop myself up on an elbow. “And that’s bad?” I shift my weight, making him groan.

      His eyes are pinched tightly closed, and his jaw is hard. “You’re teasing me,” he says in a warning tone.

      “Teasing?” I open my legs to straddle his hips. “Me?”

      With a guttural growl, he pushes me to my back and pins me to the bed. His eyes are a wildfire that holds me captive in his gaze. “You’re a temptress.”

      “Only to you.”

      He moans and kisses me deeply. “I love the sound of that.”

      He hooks my pants and underwear and pulls them off my legs in one swift movement. He then tugs each side of my flannel shirt, popping the last few buttons. “I’ll fix those tomorrow.”

      He kicks off his sweatpants and drops to his knees at the edge of the bed. “My turn.” He hooks my thighs and pulls me toward him. Resting my legs on his shoulders, he opens me to the heat of his gaze. I should feel self-conscious as he blatantly stares at me and studies my exposed flesh just inches from his face.

      I squirm beneath his inspection, but I’m surprised that my unease isn’t from feeling bashful. I squirm because I’m restless. Eager. Frantic for him to put out the ache.

      He kisses up my thigh, switches to the other, and nips at the tender skin with his teeth.

      “Now, who’s the tease.”

      I feel him smile against my skin. This time, when he kisses me, he does it right where I need him most.

      I gasp at the contact, and my back comes off the bed. He groans, and the vibration sends a jolt of pleasure up my spine. His expert touch brings me close, and he manages to read every response and back off just enough to leave me hanging on the edge of release. I toss my head to the side and moan. My heels dig into the powerful muscles of his back while he strings me along a tightrope but never lets me fall.

      “I can’t decide which part of you I want more,” he says, and with one last kiss to my inner thigh, he releases my legs and pulls me off the bed.

      My ass lands on his thighs, lining up his solid length with my liquid heat.

      His eyes are lust-filled, his lids heavy, and his lips flushed. “Kiss me.” He stays put, forcing me to come closer.

      My bare breasts brush against his chest and my nipples harden at the contact. Every touch is a hot button that fills me with heat and urgent need.

      I touch my lips to his, lick his lower lip and his hips jerk beneath me.

      His fingers dig into my hips as if he’s holding me off. Or maybe holding on. “I don’t have a condom.”

      “I don’t care.” It may be irresponsible, but I don’t.

      “I haven’t been with anyone but you,” he says, dragging me closer.

      “Since we were together?”

      He shakes his head. “Since your accident.”

      “What?” I say, but it comes out in a whisper.

      “And before that, never without a condom.”

      “Wait, you haven’t slept with anyone since…” I swallow hard.

      He nuzzles my throat, kisses up my neck to my ear. “No one.” He nips at my earlobe. “It’s only ever been you.”

      How did I miss it when we first met? Why did it take me nearly dying to see that the man in front of me was the only man for me?

      Whatever the answers, they don’t matter now.

      The important part is that we’re here, together, now.

      And I’m in love with Kingston North.

      I wrap one arm around his shoulders and cup his jaw with my free hand. He leans into my palm in a way that makes me think he’d be happy to spend the rest of his life there.

      “I love you.” The words are a release valve, and putting them out there lifts a weight I didn’t realize I’d been carrying. I’ve spent years of my life hiding who I am, telling lies so I don’t have to tell my story, and pushing down feelings that are too intense. Too real. For fear they would wreck me. But this confession, these three words, they remind me that I don’t have to hide anymore. That my story doesn’t make me vulnerable or weak. It’s all a part of what makes me who I am, but it does not define me. My scars are not who I am.

      I am a smart, capable woman who is in control of her own future. Who can make choices and change her mind. And who managed to win the heart of an incredibly talented, funny, beautiful man with his own broken story to tell.

      “Do you mean it?” His voice cracks with emotion.

      “I’ve never meant anything more.”

      He covers his mouth with mine and kisses me until I’m clawing at his back. He lifts me over him and then slides gently inside. Stretching me, filling me, consuming me.

      In that moment, I know I’m never letting him go.

      Kingston

      If there’s one thing I’m proud of, it’s that I’m not a typical guy. And yet, in this moment, buried completely inside Gabriella, all I can think is I’m home.

      Yeah, such typical dude shit. But I’ve never felt so grounded, connected to another person in all my life. Not my parents, friends, not even my brothers. With Gabriella, I can be myself. I can say the wrong thing, trip, choke, and bring all my weaknesses without judgment. I don’t have to hide behind the smoke and mirrors of a pretty face and charming personality. For the first time in my life, I don’t have to put on a show. I can just be me.

      “Hang on,” I say against her lips. “Things are about to get rough.”

      She locks her ankles at my back and kisses me hard.

      We move together with all the grace of a hurricane—lips, teeth, and tangled limbs. I lay her on the floor, knowing she deserves better than to get fucked into the carpet, but moving to the bed is a mountain I can’t climb.

      I slam my hips forward, and she moans into my mouth. Again and again, I sink deeper and deeper inside her. Her body tenses and tightens around me. I change the angle, hit a spot that makes her catch her breath, and then tip her over the edge.

      Knowing we’re the only ones in the building, I don’t muffle the sound when she cries out her release. The sound bounces off the walls and goes straight to my gut, where my own orgasm lies coiled tight, on the verge of bursting.

      I lick her lips, suck her tongue into my mouth, and thrust one last time. Stars burst behind my eyes in technicolor as my release rips through me. My muscles tense to the point of pain as waves of ecstasy wash over me. My erection kicks hard inside her, and she tilts her hips before taking a ragged breath that ends on a sexy-as-fuck, “Oh, my God.”

      I kiss up her throat to her mouth, her cheeks, and the tip of her nose. “You good?”

      She giggles—yeah, fucking giggles—by way of answer. My chest swells with the pride of a million men before me who satisfied their women to the point of giggles. Fuck yes. I want to do that again.

      I roll off of her but slip my hand under her shoulders and pull her to my side. We’re both breathing heavily as we stare at the ceiling from our spot on the bedroom floor. I run my fingertips along her back, feel every sweet indention of her spine and the two bee stings just above her ass.

      She sighs in a way that makes me feel like she’d be just as happy as I am to spend the rest of our lives on the floor with her in my arms. “The weather cleared up.”

      “I don’t think it did.”

      She puts her chin to my chest and looks down at me. “Listen.”

      She’s right. It’s not raining.

      I give her ass a squeeze. “Up.”

      She makes a grumpy noise when I stand and pull her up with me. I file that sound away as one of my favorites of hers. I put her into bed and crawl in behind her.

      Facing the window, she smiles. “It’s snowing.”

      “You see what we did?” I press a kiss to her temple and wrap my arm around her waist. “We fucked so hard we changed the weather.”

      Her low, gritty chuckle shoots straight to my dick, and I tell myself it’s too soon for round two, but my libido says otherwise.

      “I don’t think the snow has anything to do with us banging.”

      I snort. “Banging? I like it.”

      She wiggles her ass against my hard-on. “I can tell.”

      “Shhh, don’t flirt with her. She needs her rest in order to make love to you properly.”

      “Your dick is a she?”

      “Hey, your heart is a he.” I shrug. “And my dick is smart, has high standards, and always gets her way. Definitely a she.”

      “You’re nothing like any man I have ever known.”

      “I know, right?” I kiss her temple. “Lucky you.”

      She yawns hard. “I love the snow.”

      “Do you? Tell me what else you love.”

      “Hmm…”

      “Go on, don’t hold back.” I bite her shoulder and make her yelp.

      “Warm socks. A good English tea. RayBans. Hoodies. Oh, and I love any dessert that includes fruit.”

      “Huh, and that’s it?”

      “Yep—hey!” She laughs as I playfully tickle her ribs.

      “Are you sure there’s nothing else? Not one other thing that you love?”

      Her laughter grows, and she wiggles and bucks against me, which is doing amazing things for my dick and my imagination. “Okay, okay… there’s one more!”

      I stop tickling her and wait. “I’m listening.”

      “Meatball subs from—” She laughs as my fingers dig into her ribs.

      She turns toward me, and all that laughing stops when our eyes meet. We crash together—lips, hips, and legs intertwined.

      Before I slip inside her again, she holds my face in her palms and says, “You, Kingston. Of all that I love, you are who I love most.”

      I make love to Gabriella slowly, deliberately, and without a single care to where I need to be in the morning—or next week for that matter.

      Where my world was once wrapped up in success, money, or living up to my family name, it now is condensed into one beating heart inside this woman.

      She is my world now.

      And I plan to make her mine forever.

      Gabriella

      Kingston and I finally got to sleep just as the sun was coming up. We’d worked up an appetite in bed and ended up making oatmeal at three o’clock in the morning. Wrapped in a blanket, we watched the snow fall and made love one more time before falling asleep in each other’s arms.

      I planned on unpacking my apartment all weekend, so I don’t have anywhere to go, but when I hear Kingston’s phone ringing in the other room, I wonder if he’s late for something.

      I wake him by dropping kisses all over his face. Before he opens his eyes, he smiles.

      “Hey, your phone is ringing.”

      He pulls me down on top of him. “Don’t care. Sleep.”

      With my cheek pressed to his chest and the steady rhythm of his heart in my ear, I could easily fall back to sleep, but I hate the idea that I could be the reason he misses something important with work.

      “Shouldn’t you at least check to see who’s trying to get ahold of you?”

      He frowns, like the very idea of working is an insult to his ears.

      The phone rings again. He groans.

      “I’ll grab it for you.” I slip from the bed and dodge moving boxes in the hallway and living room where he left his phone.

      Hurdling over a box on my way back, I toss his phone on the bed just before the thing quits ringing.

      He checks the missed calls and sets it on the bedside table. “Come back to bed, Bee.”

      “Was it important? Do you need to go?”

      He cracks one eyelid. “Are you trying to kick me out of my own bed?” In a quick move that I wouldn’t think possible for someone who isn’t fully awake, he snags my arm and pulls me on top of him. “I have an idea.”

      I prop my elbow on his chest and my chin in my hand. “I like ideas.”

      “How about we make my bed our bed.”

      “You’re… asking me to move in with you?”

      “Not exactly. This place is stupid small.”

      “I knew it! You didn’t want to move here. You did it for me!”

      His expression becomes serious and more awake. “I’d live in a shoebox for you. No question.”

      I grin and kiss him softly. “That’s sweet.”

      “Anyway, I was thinking I could move back into the big apartment with you.”

      “You want to move in together? I just moved out of my parents’ house yesterday. I was kind of hoping for a little more time on my own before I settle down.”

      He frowns. “I guess that makes sense.”

      “But…”

      He kisses me. “No buts. I think that’s smart. So, I’ll stay here until you’re ready, and then we’ll move into the bigger apartment.”

      “And do what with this place? Rent it?”

      He chuckles. “Fuck no. We’ll knock down the wall and turn this apartment into an add-on.”

      “Oh, like an office?”

      “I was thinking more like a closet.”

      “Of course you were.”

      His phone rings again, and he reaches over and answers with an angry, “What.”

      The person on the other end is male, but that’s all I can tell from what little mumbling I can hear.

      “Yes, I’ll be down in a bit.” He hits end and tosses his phone on the table. “You’re right. I have to go.”

      “I told you! Tell whoever’s been waiting for you that it’s not my fault.”

      “So I can’t tell him you had me tied up and used me as your sexual servant until I lost consciousness?”

      “Dammit, now you know what the plan for tonight was going to be. Guess I’ll have to come up with something else—”

      “Oh, no, you will not.” He gets out of bed. He stretches and groans as if his muscles ache and are putting up a preliminary protest after last night’s sexcrobatics. “I’ll make sure to cut out of work early to give us more time.” He winks at me before heading to the shower.

      “I hope you like fuzzy handcuffs!”

      “The fuzzier then better!”

      I thought my accident tore the possibility of a great life away from me.

      But with Kingston, I’m starting to believe in the possibility that this life, the one after, could be even better.
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      Kingston

      “The trucks are scheduled to arrive at seven o’clock, so I plan to be there double-fisting espressos at six.” Angelica peers at me from over the iPad. “Any questions, boss?”

      I take one last look at the completed vision board for the North Industries lobby. Angelica and Todd are great about getting things ordered and putting numbers and measurements into a computer. I leave those things to them and work best with visuals. And I’m really liking the plan we have laid out for tomorrow. Everything must be perfect. Having sunk all my free time into this project, I’m ready to finish it and put it behind me. “No questions. I think we’re ready.”

      “Is Gabby bringing us dinner tonight?” Todd says with a glint of excitement in his eyes. “Those meatball subs are the bomb.”

      “Not tonight.” I check my phone to see if she has texted. We usually stay in touch all day. She texts on her break at the hospital and on her way to ballet, and I text her every time I look up from whatever I’m working on, every chance I get. “Let’s cut out early. Get some sleep. Tomorrow’s going to be a long day.”

      It’s just before five when I lock up shop and head upstairs. Gabriella should be home from ballet by now. I might even be lucky enough to catch her before her shower. I like to offer my help with the hard-to-reach areas.

      The prospect of Bee all sudsy and wet has me taking two stairs at a time. Her door is unlocked, so I knock once and walk inside. I’m already working on the buttons of my shirt. “I hope you’re dirty, Bee! Because I plan to make you dirtier before I lick you cle—” I slam to a halt when I pass by the kitchen.

      Gabriella is in her dance clothes, her hair pulled back and damp with sweat, her eyes wide in horror. Standing next to her in a three-piece suit—which, judging by the cut, is definitely Italian—is her dad.

      I’ll never forget his cold, hateful stare.

      The same one currently aimed directly at me.

      “Mr. Penn-Sterling…” I swallow hard. “What are you doing here?”

      Her dad’s eyes narrow on the exposed section of my chest, and his lip curls in disgust when his eyes come back to mine. “You sure about this guy?” He’s clearly talking to his daughter, but his glare stays on me.

      Gabriella sighs. “Yes, dad.” She walks to me and mouths your shirt before taking my side.

      I work my fingers up each button, closing my shirt up to my throat. “You told him.”

      She shrugs. “Of course.”

      “Can’t say I approve,” her dad growls.

      “Can’t say I care,” she says in her light voice that I love. “You want me to be happy, and Kingston makes me happy.”

      By the softening of her dad’s expression, I can see that voice has a similar effect on him. That expression hardens again when she slips her arm around my lower back and tucks into me.

      She’s so fucking brave. It takes a steel spine to stand up to men like our fathers.

      “I guess now is as good a time as any to also let you know,” she gazes up at me adoringly, “I’m in love with him.”

      Her dad blinks as if this is new information to him. Or maybe it’s not new, but he’s only now attempting to believe it.

      His jaw saws back and forth as if he’s working on a pros and cons list that probably involves my death and disappearance.

      “You wanted me to heal. To get back to living.” She looks up at me with a smile that shoots straight to my chest. If we were alone, that grin would get her fucked hard where she’s standing. She smirks as if she senses the direction of my thoughts.

      “All I want is for you to live the best possible life you can.” He shoves his hands in the pockets of his suit pants and stares at the floor. “You deserve no less.”

      “I can say with all my heart, Dad, I am now.” She squeezes me to her as if punctuating her statement.

      “For what it’s worth,” I say, “you told me to stay away from her that night at the hospital, and I really tried. But I fell in love with your daughter, and I couldn’t stay away forever.”

      “Okay, okay,” her dad says and waves her off. “That’s enough. I get it.”

      Gabriella rolls her eyes, but smiles.

      “Why don’t you two get changed, and I’ll buy you both dinner.”

      “You don’t need to—”

      His gaze snaps to mine. “You want my blessing to date my daughter?”

      “I… guess?” Truth is, I’d date her with or without his permission. But I suppose his blessing means more to Gabriella than I could understand.

      “Great. Get dressed, and let’s go.”

      “I don’t need to change. But I’ll wait for Ga—”

      “Yes, you do.” He grimaces. “That shirt is covered in tiny flying dicks,” he says and checks his watch. “You have ten minutes.”

      “Hey,” Gabriella says, smiling. “I love that shirt. Wear it.”

      Little rebel. “If you say so.”

      “I’m not going to be seen in public with him wearing a dick shirt,” he grumbles. “Ten minutes!” he says before closing the door behind him.

      “Holy shit,” I breathe.

      I’m still trying to regulate my heartbeat. I knew I’d have to face her dad again eventually. I didn’t think it would be so soon. “Why didn’t you warn me he was up here—whoa, what are you doing?”

      She already has her leggings off, and she’s tugging at her shirt and sports bra. “Changing.”

      “In the kitchen?” I readjust my quickly swelling dick. Hey, it’s not my fault. My woman in a g-string and nothing else is a temptation beyond resisting.

      She bends over to pick up her clothes.

      I groan at the visual.

      She straightens and smirks. “We have ten minutes.”

      “I’ll make you come in two.”

      Her eyes flare. “Wanna bet?”

      I cross to her in one long stride and have her back pressed against the refrigerator. I slip one hand into her ponytail and the other down the front of her panties. “Fuck.” I rest my forehead against hers. “You’re already soaked.”

      Her breath hitches when I slide my fingers inside. “My body was primed for a shower together.”

      I bite her bottom lip and pull before releasing it with a growl. “I change my bet. One minute.”

      She moans and rocks her hips against my hand.

      “You’re mine, Bee. You know that, right?” I coax a long groan from her throat. “You’re so beautiful.” I run my lips along her scars, drop kisses against the tight skin, and thank God that she’s here, that she’s alive. That she’s mine. “You make my world a prettier place.”

      She hitches her leg over my hip, putting her dripping heat so close.

      “Fuck it.” In seconds flat, I release my hard-on, tug her panties to the side, and plunge so deep both her feet come off the ground. She wraps her legs around me. I throw my hips forward with a desperate need to crawl inside her. Her body tenses. Her lips part on a sigh. I take the opening and kiss her. Her taste floods my system and fuels my desire. Harder. Deeper. I suck her lip and nip with my teeth. She tenses, her body giving all the signals that she’s close. Her orgasm tears through her and triggers my own.

      My head spins, and my legs shake, but I don’t stop moving, milking, drawing out the pleasure of our mutual release. There is no earthly comparison to what I feel when I’m making love to Gabriella. Soft and slow, hard and fast, long and dirty, no matter how we do it, where we do it, I’m always overwhelmed with the love I have for this extraordinary, complex woman.

      Spent, sated, and totally fucking stunned, I pull back and look down at her soft smile.

      “Three minutes,” she says, her voice husky in a way that has me hardening again while still inside her. “I win.”

      “Does that mean I’m your sexual servant for a day?” I kiss her forehead and carefully lower her feet to the ground.

      “A day?”

      I bite my lip when I pull out of her, really fucking annoyed that we can’t take this into the bedroom and pick up where we left off.

      “I thought you’d be my sexual servant for life?” She winks over her shoulder and sways her sexy ass into the bedroom to get changed.

      I don’t follow her in there because if I do, we’ll never make it out to meet her dad. “I think that means I won the bet then!”

      The bet, the lottery, the favor of the universe—with Gabriella, I won at life.
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      Gabriella

      I expected the North Industries company Christmas party to be an extravagant event. August North jumps at every opportunity to flaunt his financial success and fluff his ego. But knowing all this still didn’t prepare me for the complete transformation of Manhattan’s Gotham Hall. The building was built in 1924 and inspired by ancient Roman architecture, but tonight, it’s been transformed into a whimsical winter wonderland—from the hundreds of flocked trees to the lighted illusion of falling snow and the fog that gently rolls around the floor. Every square inch of the multi-room space is a nod to the childhood dream of Narnia.

      I grip Kingston’s arm a little tighter. He looks down at me with a knowing smirk.

      “I feel like I walked through a magical door,” I say, noticing that everyone else seems to be in the same state of awe.

      Everyone except Kington.

      He only has eyes for me. “Better than I imagined,” he says softly.

      “What?” I want to look at him, but with every step we take that brings us deeper into the space, I see something new that snags my attention.

      He presses his lips to the side of my head. “Your reaction.” The confident tone in his voice piques my interest.

      “Hold on.” I stop us in our tracks. “Did you do this?”

      His answering grin and shrug remind me of a boy in love—shy, bewildered, and a little bashful. “They asked for my input, and I know how much you love the snow.”

      “Kingston,” I say breathlessly. “You did this… for me?”

      He plays with my fingers before bringing my knuckles to his lips. He holds my gaze while he kisses each one and whispers, “You’re my muse. My inspiration. Everything I do is for you.”

      I blink back tears, determined to save my mascara.

      “Oh, Bee…” He pulls me to his chest and puts his lips to my hair. “Don’t cry.”

      “I’m not crying.” I discreetly tap at the corners of my eyes and sniff. “I’m fine.”

      He plucks a clean, silk hanky from his pocket and hands it to me.

      “I’m serious. I’m good.” I take the square of fabric and do a little more damage control. “I must’ve…” I dab a little more. “Got something in my eye.” I tuck the handkerchief into my clutch. “I’ll just hold onto this in case something else, ya know….”

      “Gets in your eye?” he says through a poorly restrained smile.

      I throw my shoulders back and gather myself. “Oh, look, there’s Jordan!”

      He puts his hand on my lower back and keeps it there even after we join Jordan, Alexander, and Hudson as they lounge at a bar table. Jordan looks stunning in a white strapless cocktail dress, and the men all look like they’ve just come from a Millionaire Men of Manhattan calendar shoot in their suits and perfectly sculpted hair.

      “Gabriella,” Hudson says and leans in to kiss my cheek. He doesn’t shy away from my scarred side like most people do. I kind of love him for that. “You look incredible.” His warm eyes never leave my face.

      “I live with the best stylist in New York.” I lean into Kingston for effect.

      “Next door.” He pouts. “You live next door to the best stylist in New York.”

      “Still holding out on moving in together, huh?” Jordan smiles into her cocktail glass.

      “She is,” Kingston answers and snags two champagne glasses from a waiter who is carrying them on a silver tray. He hands me one. “Unfortunately.”

      “Then why are you always waking up at her place?” Alexander scowls at his brother.

      “Because he sleeps over every night.” I sip my champagne because I know where this conversation is leading.

      “Every night?” Hudson says.

      “I mean…” Kingston looks around the room and shrugs. “Yeah.”

      Alexander’s glare tightens. “Then what are you pouting about?”

      “All my things are in the other apartment.”

      “The other apartment that you plan to turn into a closet,” I add.

      The group of three share confused looks.

      “So you are basically living together.” Jordan raises her glass. “Congratulations!”

      I toast her. Alexander and Hudson join, but Kingston rolls his eyes and tries not to smile. “So much for getting them on my side.”

      “You know…” Alexander slips his arm around Jordan’s lower back and pulls her to his side. “If you want to live with her officially, why don’t you ask her to marry you?”

      I watch Kingston closely, anticipating his response.

      He throws back the rest of his champagne in one gulp. “Tried that, too. She’s holding out.”

      “One year,” I clarify.

      “One year,” he repeats with a little attitude.

      “You’re such a baby,” I say.

      “The North boys are used to getting what they want.” Jordan eyes her husband, who seems amused by her observation.

      “Isn’t that the truth,” I say.

      Kingston cups my jaw and brings my face around to his. “I’m here instead of at home. Your Oscar de la Renta dress is on your body rather than in a pool at the foot of your bed.” He leans in and kisses my throat, my neck, and bites my ear. “I’m way over here instead of buried deep, deep inside you.”

      My whole body breaks out in goosebumps.

      “I think I’m very good at doing what I don’t want, because if I had my way, we would not be here, and you would be buck-ass naked.” With a gentle kiss, he backs away and faces his family with a totally unaffected smile.

      Meanwhile, I lean into him and hold on for dear life until the tingling feeling all over subsides. “Holy shit,” I whisper. “What time does this shindig end again?”

      “Not soon enough,” Kingston says through a satisfied smile.

      “Here comes the Grinch,” Jordan says and nods in the direction of Hayes.

      With a black suit and scathing fuck-you scowl, he moves through the crowd, and, as if sensing the demonic presence, people instinctively step aside and clear a path.

      “My God, look at him,” I say in reference to his expression, which would make a child cry. “Does he ever lighten up?”

      Jordan sighs. “Not lately, no.”

      “He’s been touchier than usual, that’s for sure.” Hudson sips his champagne, a look of genuine concern on his face. “I think he needs a vacation.”

      “You’d have to lock him out of the building to get him to take one.” Kingston pulls me close as Hayes approaches.

      I paste on a fake smile since I can’t muster a genuine one for the prick.

      He’s just feet away when out of nowhere, a woman darts into his path. She came out of the crowd so quickly that she couldn’t have seen him coming. The speed with which she was moving combined with the determination of his steps causes a collision and the thump of two bodies slamming together.

      The woman yelps. Her drink, something red and slushy, a daiquiri, drips down his crisp, white dress shirt. “Oh, my God.” Her fingers tremble at her lips. “Mr. North, I am so sorry. I didn’t see you—”

      “Gillingham.” Hayes growls the single name with a feral glint in his eyes and a clenched jaw. “You really are a waste of oxygen.”

      “Whoa,” Kingston says, racing to the woman’s rescue. He puts a hand on Hayes’ chest as if to hold him back. “It’s cool. Shit happens.” Kingston recoils and shakes daiquiri from his hand. “Don’t worry about it, okay?”

      Hayes’ hateful glare is still aimed at the woman, even as her tears make black streams down her face.

      Jordan scurries up to her, and with a gentle hand, she guides her away from the gawking crowd. “How about we get you cleaned up and get you a new drink.”

      Ever the predictable asshole, Hayes watches the woman until she disappears, only then redirecting his anger at Kingston.

      He shoves past his younger brother to his twin, who seems slightly amused by the whole thing. “Give me your shirt.”

      “What?” Hudson chuckles.

      “Look at me,” Hayes says. “I’m covered in fucking slushy or whatever this…” He plucks at the fabric and sniffs. His expression twists in revulsion. “Smells like spring break in Florida. Jesus.”

      “Hey, at least it’s red.” I make no attempt to hide my joy at Hayes’ humiliation. About time he got a taste of his own medicine. “’Tis the season.”

      “Shut up.” He tugs at his tie.

      “Why don’t I mop up the mess with your face?” Kingston wraps me in his arms from behind and kisses my head. “Or I’ll hold him down, and you can kick him in the nuts, Bee.”

      I look up at him, and he takes advantage and kisses my lips. “Maybe another time.”

      He shrugs. “Whatever you want, baby.”

      “Daniel Marquis is here. He’s going to see me like this and think I’m a filthy drunk.” Hayes unbuttons the top two buttons on his shirt. “I need to talk to him tonight and see if I can seal the deal on—”

      “It’s a party.”

      His eyes dart to mine. “So?”

      “And it’s Christmas.”

      He shrugs and looks to his brothers. “What am I missing?”

      “She’s implying this is a social event, not a business event.” Alexander’s expression implies he’s annoyed that Hayes isn’t picking up on the obvious.

      “Your shirt,” he says to Hudson. “A thirteen-million-dollar contract depends on it.”

      “Alright, you stubborn fuck,” Hudson says and hands off his drink to the closest waiter. “Let’s go change.”

      “But then your shirt will be stained pink,” Alexander says to Hudson.

      “I have no one to impress.” He flashes a handsome, white smile. “Besides, like Gabriella said, ‘tis the season, yeah?”

      “Dumbass,” Hayes growls and stomps off toward the restrooms.

      Hudson grabs my hand and squeezes. “Sorry about him. He really is the hardest person to like.”

      “Keep your hands to yourself, or you’ll lose ‘em, bro.” Kingston turns me into his arms and away from his brother’s touch.

      Just then, Jordan rejoins us, alone. “Poor girl. Hayes has really done a number on her.” Alexander hands her a fresh drink that he grabbed from a waiter. She thanks him and takes a healthy gulp. “She was pretty drunk, going on and on about how Hayes is the devil.”

      “She’s not wrong,” Alexander says.

      “Nope.” I agree.

      “She’ll be okay. I got her a water and a coffee and found her a quiet place to sit and sober up.”

      “The night is young,” I say and tug on Kingston’s hand. “Let’s dance.”

      He lifts a brow. “I thought you needed more than one drink before you grope me on the dancefloor?”

      “I do not grope.” I pull him toward the music. “I’m a high-contact dancer.”

      “You grope.”

      “You love it.”

      He spins me around and pulls me into his arms. “I love it. And I love you.”

      I slide my hand down the back of his coat and squeeze his ass.

      His eyelids lower, and he pulls me flush to his body. “We’re leaving in thirty minutes.”

      “Deal.”

      Kingston

      I’m in my favorite place in the world.

      Lying on my back, Gabriella naked and straddling my hips, my hands on her boobs, and my hard-on buried in the warm, wet grip of her body. There is no place I find more peace, more beauty, or more inspiration than right here, gazing up at the woman I have loved since the day I saw her crossing that busy Manhattan street.

      I rub my thumbs in circles around her tight nipples as she slowly rises and falls against me, over me, consuming me.

      “I changed my mind,” I say through panted breaths.

      “What?” My words seem to pull her from a dick-daze. She blinks down at me. “…changed your…”

      “Mind. Yeah.” I slip my thumb into her mouth and watch her suck it before I drop it back to her nipple.

      She moans and jerks her hips. The sensation sends a zap of pleasure up my spine, and I hiss at the feeling.

      “I don’t want to move in anymore.”

      She freezes. “You don’t?”

      “No.”

      “Why not?” Her shoulders slump.

      I roll her to her back and continue the movement, picking up the strokes where she left off. “I don’t want to live above where I work anymore.”

      “Okay.” A tiny frown tilts her lips, and I kiss those sexy downturned lips. “Where will you go?”

      “We.” I change the angle to hit that sweet spot, deep inside.

      She gasps.

      “The question is, where will we go.”

      “Why are you talking so much?”

      I brace my elbow on the bed and pick up the pace. “I can multi-task. I was thinking we should get our own place. Together. I’ll rent these apartments out, and we can start in a place of our own. Something we pick out together.”

      “Are you,” she breathes heavy, her body tightening, prepping, so close, “saying you’re… evicting me?”

      “Huh…” I think about that. “I guess I am. But together—”

      Her tongue slips into my mouth, and she rolls us back over so I’m on my back. She keeps her mouth on mine and rides me hard, robbing me of my voice, my ability to think, erasing all cognitive thought and leaving me with nothing but the building pleasure that coils tightly at my spine.

      I go first. Right over the edge, I spiral. Drop. A free-fall that sends my stomach into a delicious twirl.

      She throws her head back, arches her back, and follows after me. I watch in stunned awe as she falls apart. She collapses on my chest, her face in my neck, her breath on my skin. I could stay like this with her forever.

      “Now,” she breathes, “what were you saying?”

      “We should get a place together.”

      She puts her elbows on my pecs and rests her chin in her hands. “You’re never going to give this living together thing a rest, are you?”

      “No.”

      Her eyes narrow. “You’re a stubborn man, Kingston North.”

      “You love me for it, right?”

      She sighs and drops back to my chest. “I do. So much.”

      “So? What do you think? If we start looking now, it’ll be months before we get into anything, maybe longer.”

      A little shiver slides up her body, and I kick myself for not considering how cold she might be. I take the comforter and pull it up over our bodies, making sure to tuck it in around her.

      “I’ll agree on one condition.”

      Her mention of a condition reminds me of how I got her to promise she’d give me an hour that night on the boat. Would she take it back now if she could? Would I? If I knew what we’d have to go through to end up where we are right now, bodies connected, confessions of love and a future, would I risk giving all this up to save her from that night? It’s my turn to shiver. “Sure, whatever you want.”

      “Marry me.”

      Everything stops. Every single life force inside me hits pause. “Say again?” I croak.

      She lifts her head, and her gaze is steady, sure, determined. “I’m asking you to marry me.”

      “You’re proposing?” The second I hear the words, I want to suck them back into my lungs because clearly, she is. And holy fuck... She’s proposing! To me!

      When she pushes to sit up and glare down at me, I know she was hoping for a better response. “Kingston North, are you thinking about it?”

      “No!”

      She gathers the blanket around her body as if needing the shield more than the warmth. “I thought we were on the same page. You always talk about our future like it’s a forgone conclusion—whoa!”

      I tackle her to her back and smother her with kisses. I kiss her hair, her hairline, forehead, eyebrows, her cheeks, her nose, her lips, ears, throat, chest. She giggles and squirms beneath me. “Yes! Bee, fuck yes. Absolutely. No questions asked. I will marry you.” The heat in my eyes intensifies, and I risk losing whatever manliness I have in this moment by bawling like a baby.

      I lower my mouth to hers and kiss her with everything I’ve got. Everything I feel—joy, possessiveness, and bewilderment. Unworthy of her forgiveness, of her grace, and of her love, I pour my gratitude into the kiss. No, it’s more than a kiss. It’s my vow to love, cherish, and put her before all else as long as we both have air in our lungs.

      I roll to her side and cup her jaw while my thumb traces her scarred cheek. “I’m going to make sure you never regret the decision to be my wife.”

      She covers my hand with hers. “I know you will.”

      I feel my mouth pull into a huge smile. “We should go dress shopping. I know a great designer. He’s the next big thing in bridal gowns. Tomorrow, I’ll—”

      She presses her finger to my lips. “Slow down. We have plenty of time to figure all that out.”

      I kiss her finger and bite the pad. “Your dad is going to kill me.”

      “I don’t care what he thinks.” She slips her hands around my neck and pulls me over her. “I don’t care what anyone thinks but you.”

      We kiss and kiss and make love slowly.

      Whispered words of devotion and promises of forever.

      Nothing about our story is typical. We’re breaking all the rules.

      Rebelling against the norms and saying fuck it to anyone or anything that gets in our way.

      Our love is chaotic, riddled with old wounds and shared scars. Battle worn and tested. And most of all, enduring.
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