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Chapter One
 Annabel


  Every job has its sweet spot. You know what I mean. When it’s all smooth sailing and the boss still thinks you’re a glorious shining star.


  That’s the perfect time to quit.


  Do it too early, and you waste that magic, the joyful enigma that makes it seem like you have the world by the tail. All those golden mornings when Marcella’s face lights up with a smile from behind the manager’s desk when you show up in the morning. Wait too long, and you won’t be able to use her as a reference. You don’t want too much of that stale time, with both of you waiting to get out, I tell you what. It makes it hard to take the next leap.


  When you’re like me, there’s always a next leap. It’s a matter of letting go of the most recent one and jumping as far as you can, like a trapeze artist.


  Though don’t trapeze artists usually have safety nets?


  I always sense the sweet spot like a tingle at the base of my skull. It reminds me of a warm, plush blanket draped around my shoulders, so comfortable, but it’s all an illusion. It’ll sour sooner or later. Oh, how I hate to unscrew the cap on a job and find out that I missed the expiration date by a day or two. No, it’s best to move on before that happens.


  I don’t always get it right. My mother, though, now she was the real genius. She could smell it in the stale cardboard boxes littering the warehouse she worked at in Columbus, which is why we landed in Mississippi. When that went rotten, we moved to Detroit. Chicago lasted long enough for me to graduate high school. That was a shitty two-room apartment off the Blue Line, but she loved the ride downtown every morning. A theater job. Ticket office. She liked asking everyone where they were visiting from. Always dreamed of taking her sewing machine in, but it was too big to haul anywhere.


  I’ve felt it in the air since yesterday. I look around me, absorbing the here and now, and with a burst of energy zipping through my veins, I nod to myself.


  It’s time.


  “Mr.—” I look down at my screen for his name. It’s been a nice trip down memory lane, but I’m off script, and he knows it. “Mr. Rogers—” Really? “What can I do to make this right?” I feel for him. I do. But my shift ends in fifteen, and I’d like to make this a clean break.


  “You give me your name, young lady,” he hisses into the phone. “I’ve never been so insulted in all my life. I want to speak to your supervisor. Get him on the phone now.”


  “Annabel Forester,” I sing into the phone, already feeling free. “I’ll transfer you right over. ButIdon’tworkhereanymore.” I blurt the last bit into the phone as a race of words before I hit the transfer button.


  Three desks down, I hear my supervisor, Martin, take the call. I pick up my bag, straighten my blazer, and head down the carpeted hallway to one of the coveted corner offices.


  At the sound of the brisk knock on her door, Marcella looks up from her computer screen and beams at me. “Annabel. Heading home for the day?” Then her brow furrows. “It’s three forty-five.”


  “Yeah,” I say. I do feel a little bad. “About that . . .”


  *****
  Out on the sidewalk, there’s a parade.


  Not an actual parade—more of a procession—but it looks like a parade when I step out of the office building and throw my hands above my head in a gesture that could be mistaken for scoring the winning touchdown in the Super Bowl, “Eye of the Tiger” blaring in my ears. No one even glances at me. The line of burly men is busy rolling in big racks of insane clothing. Insane. I want to run alongside and bury my hands in their folds; the fabrics look so heavy and luxe. And . . . Italian. Renaissance?


  A woman stands along the edge of the sidewalk shouting into a cell phone. She keeps grabbing at her hair—red and curly and barely contained by one of those clips that looks like a claw—and the expression on her face is so distressed that I pull out my earbuds to hear what she’s saying. “Eye of the Tiger” fades into a tinny version of itself as her voice cuts in.


  “That’s bullshit, Evan. These people were supposed to be here last Thursday. You can’t tell me I don’t have seamstresses. Have you seen this cast?” She pauses, indignant. “No, Evan, have you seen this cast? I’m not Houdini.” Houdini was good at getting out of things, right? I’m not going to be the one to tell her that. “I need a full department behind me, or else the show—” With one hand, she waves the men past her, mouthing, Hurry, hurry. “Three weeks?” She holds the phone out in front of her lips and shouts into it, every word rounded. “I need seamstresses, Evan. At least one. And I need one now.”


  Remember how I said I could sense the sweet spot in a job? I can also sense shiny new opportunities.


  I glance down at what I’m wearing. Black dress slacks, a black scoop-neck tee that won’t draw too much attention on the train, and a heather-colored blazer I picked up at T.J.Maxx for a steal. I’ve had to fix a single tugged-out seam. More than presentable. In fact, sans blazer, my outfit is like Seamstress Woman’s.


  Her day is a lot worse than mine.


  The aura of bright, glowing possibility grows in my chest. The woman at the edge of the sidewalk—she could get killed, dangling over the curb like that—fumbles with her phone, stabbing at it with her thumb. “Damn it!” she screams into the sidewalk. None of the people hustling the garments past her flinches. So this is a fast-paced thing. My pulse quickens.


  When the next gap between rolling racks of clothing appears, I dart across the sidewalk to where she’s standing, facing the traffic, both hands grasping her hair, phone pressed into the curls. “Excuse me.” I speak gently, because Jesus, she could be about to blow.


  She whirls around, eyes unfocused. “What? What is it?” Then she blows out a breath through rounded lips. “I’m sorry, I—what can I do for you?”


  I’m practically beaming, remembering that sewing machine. In a lot of neighborhoods, in a lot of cities, it was cheaper to pick up some discount fabric and make my own than to buy new clothes. Was my life made for this moment?


  I stick out my hand to shake hers with a confidence honed from traveling city to city across the country. “I’m Annabel Forester,” I tell her, letting a tiny bit of pride seep into my voice. “I overheard that you might be looking to hire a seamstress.”


  
Chapter Two
 Beau


  I’m not in the mood for a madhouse.


  And a madhouse is exactly what’s rolling up the loading docks of the Pearl, the theater attached to my latest New York City acquisition.


  It seemed like a good idea when West approached me about this latest collaboration. A once-in-a-lifetime investment, he said. Partnership opportunities for all the businesses at Hawthorne International, he said. You’ll like it, he said.


  Like a fool, I believed him.


  He’s not even here to witness this chaos.


  Granted, it’s an organized kind of chaos, but I’d prefer no chaos at all, thank you very much. The Pearl acquisition is the kind of thing that makes us all look fun-loving and wonderful to the public but serves as a huge distraction from my real work, which is much less frivolous than this.


  I want to get out of here, head right back to hide away in my private office in my penthouse. But my personal wants are not high priority. Not today. If this falls into a complete shambles, I won’t forgive myself.


  “Mr. Bennett,” someone gasps nearby, and my entire soul sighs at the sound of it. “Mr. Bennett, hi. Excuse me. Hi.” He’s short, wiry, and what I took to be a gasp of exertion was clearly from excitement, because this man is vibrating with a kind of wild energy that infects the rest of the room. I can already feel it rubbing off, and I don’t like it. He sticks out his hand. “Simon,” he breathes, giving me a fierce smile. “Simon Smith.” Am I supposed to recognize him? “I’m the director, and I am so excited to be here at the Pearl. It’s a historic place you’ve got on your hands—”


  “This is your crew?” It’s rude—it’s terribly rude, but I cut him off at the pass. The people streaming onto the loading docks are about as organized as the lines at the discount ticket office in Times Square.


  He frowns. “Yes. There were some last-minute additions to the staff because this was an unconventional—” He gives me an awkward smile. “It’s not the typical production schedule. The producers should be—”


  Simon’s voice fades into the background. A deep breath doesn’t dispel the irritation from prickling on my skin. Something needs to be done, but I don’t know the first thing about theater productions. Nor do I want to learn, frankly. I’ve spent enough of my time over the past year overseeing the renovations to this place. Amid the important projects, of course. The public needs to see something. You’d be surprised how nosy people can get when they think something is being covered up.


  Two men carrying an oversize steamer trunk—a steamer trunk, really?—teeter awkwardly on the ramp leading in from the loading dock. “Shit,” one of them says, the veins in his arms standing out. The steamer trunk twists between them, and one corner smashes into the newly refurbished wall. I don’t flinch. Not outwardly, at least.


  All right, I’ll be honest. This isn’t my highest-profile project, clearly. I was tied up outfitting an ultrasecure town house meant for classified government meetings most of last year. I agreed to the Pearl project because West talked me into it over one too many beers when we all went to the Virgin Islands. All of us—the Overton Academy group. I won’t tell you what we called ourselves back in school. Mortifying stuff. Anyway, it was one of those trips, and I came back to New York with the deed practically in hand. West fled the country for a tropical vacation. He’s still there.


  West is going to love this.


  I hate it already.


  Three months and the production run will be over. Building management can send someone to plaster over the crack in my brand-new wall, and that’ll be that. I can go back to the things that matter for a while, until it’s time for something with a higher public profile.


  “How much longer is this going to last?” It’s not like me to interrupt a man twice, but I’ve lost the gist of what Simon’s saying entirely.


  “I—”


  “It’s no trouble. I’ll step outside and see for myself.” There can’t possibly be many more trucks full of this stuff outside. The loading dock is only so large, and the noise from traffic isn’t much worse than usual, which means they’re not blocking anything. Before he can say another word, I launch forward, letting the slope of the ramp take me quickly outside into the suffocating humid air of late summer.


  It is a bit of a neat procession, I guess, but they’re still coming, more and more boxes and bags, and God knows how many of them will trip going up the ramp and destroy the walls.


  And then I see her. How could I miss her? Dark hair, a shock of pink at the ends, standing in the very center of everything like a conductor. Even the daylight is conspiring to put her right at the center of my attention, the sun gleaming against her hair as she flits back and forth from one person to the next. She’s all over the place.


  She’s also got a body that makes it hard to look away, even hidden underneath the smart little blazer. The black slacks she’s wearing hug her ass perfectly, and I want to feel that curve under my hand.


  She doesn’t see the bike at the other end of the block. The guy riding it is tearing down the sidewalk, a package strapped to his back.


  I react.


  This woman—this gorgeous angel of a woman—doesn’t see me until I’m almost on top of her. She tries to back up, but her path is blocked by two men carrying an antique bench between them. “Sir. Sir!” she shouts, trying to get me to stop. “I’m going to have to ask you to—”


  “Move,” I growl, throwing one last glance over my shoulder. The bicyclist is bearing down, his face set in grim determination. He must work for tips. “Move!”


  “I—” She gets one more word out and then gasps, her eyes flying open wide.


  She’s an inch away from me, and even with this psychopath on a bike about to kill us both, I’m struck by the intoxicating blue of those eyes. My arm is gripped around her waist before I’ve had time to think, pulling her lithe body in close to me and yanking her to the side.


  The bike whizzes by. The two men carrying the bench lurch out of the way. “Hey, fuck you!” one of them shouts at the messenger’s back. A pathetic apology trails back on the afternoon breeze.


  My entire body is humming from the electrically charged jolt of having her body lined up against mine. This woman. This woman with the ridiculous hair, with the energy that stirs up the entire street in a way that I can’t stand. It doesn’t feel strange at all, holding her in my arms.


  No. No.


  Finally she disentangles herself from my grip, catching her breath. The light in my chest dims the instant she steps away from me, her lips slightly parted, staring incredulously after the guy on the bike.


  Then she turns back to me, her lips slightly parted. “This is going to sound like a total cliché,” she breathes, a hand on her chest. “But you saved my life.”


  
Chapter Three
 Annabel


  I could have died.


  Jesus. A renegade bicyclist is the last thing I expected to find barreling through this little soirée we’re having on the sidewalk, but what do I know? I didn’t count on being hired by Marilee North, the crazy, curly-haired, and wild-eyed lady I happened upon within minutes of quitting my last job. She’d looked me up and down, pursed her lips, and asked me where I learned how to sew.


  On that machine my mother dragged with us all over the country, if you want to know. My very first lesson was in Patriot, Arizona, when I was seven years old. I didn’t tell that to Marilee, though. I did tell her I’d been sewing forever. Then I pulled open the gray blazer and showed her an example of my proficiency, where I’d neatly handled one of the inner seams without destroying the line of the thing. I don’t have my mother’s machine anymore; she took it with her when she left the last time.


  “I can’t guarantee you anything long-term,” she’d said after a beat. “When the rest of the department shows up—”


  “Sounds perfect,” I’d said, beaming.


  Marilee North didn’t waste a second. She’d clapped her hands. “Okay, great. Help me corral these people before it turns into a disaster.” From the state of her hair, it already was a disaster, but that was neither here nor there.


  She left me there on the sidewalk to direct the flow to her, then hurried into the main building via the loading dock to have people sort the crates and racks and boxes into a haphazard order.


  It all happened so fast from there.


  The bike.


  The man.


  He was standing on the edge of the sidewalk, eyes narrowed, radiating a kind of heat that seemed totally out of place. What was he doing there? He’s wealthy. He must be. His suit is impeccable. Expensive, by the looks of it.


  His suit is next-level. But his face? His face is something to write home about. Penetrating green eyes, chiseled jaw, sandy hair . . . a shiver of pure delight quakes through me at the sight of him.


  But the rest of that package? No way. I’m not in it for men who brood like this, who look at me with a fire in their eyes like I’ve done something wrong. I like laughter. I like furious, sexy romps in the nearest bed, love ‘em and leave ‘em. I love ‘em hard, don’t get me wrong, but men have an expiration date, too. Did I mention that? They’re like jobs.


  I did not anticipate getting tackled by Expensive Suit. Feeling the warm weight of his muscular arms wrapped around my body, sturdy and sure, sent a thrill soaring through me so powerfully that, frankly, I don’t want to admit it to myself.


  “I undoubtedly saved your life,” he shoots back. He glances up and down the sidewalk. Checking for more bikes? He looks me up and down then, and the angry heat in his eyes softens. “Are you all right?”


  “Yeah, I think so.” I give him my most winning smile. “The bike didn’t hit me, after all. You took the brunt of the impact.”


  His jaw tightens at the words, and he draws himself up and away. “There wasn’t time to explain.”


  “Oh, I’m not—” Those eyes. Those eyes are breathtaking. Green, shot through with sunflower yellow. “I’m not asking for an apology.”


  “I’m not apologizing.” His words emerge as a low growl. Even as I bristle—he’s not apologizing? For manhandling me?—his voice awakens something buried deep in my gut, something dark and primal.


  “Okay.” I take a big breath and let it out, trying to calm my jangling nerves.


  When I open my mouth to speak again, he cuts me off. “If you’re all right, I’ll be going.” He starts to turn away.


  His accent is different, somehow. It’s American but not quite. Something is different about him, and curiosity flares in my chest. This beautiful, uptight man is not my type, not my type at all, but I can’t help wanting to know more about him.


  “Wait!” I call after him a bit too loudly, but it causes him to turn around. “Thank you.”


  “You’re welcome.” A curt nod, and then he’s gone. He might not be my type, but he is the type to fade back into the city. We’ll never cross paths again. The thought sends a bolt of sadness across the back of my neck. Why. Why?


  I can’t let him leave without saying one last thing, and before I can stop myself, I’m chasing after him. He’s fast, taking long strides. “Hey. Wait.”


  His eyes on me might as well be a spotlight. “We don’t need to do this,” he says sharply. “I didn’t want to witness a fatal accident. That’s all.”


  He’s so serious that I can’t take it anymore. “You saved the day, for sure. I thought I should introduce myself. I’m Annabel Forester. I work for”—for Marilee, but the specifics escape me—“the show.”


  He nods. “Don’t be so reckless out here.”


  I can’t contain the peal of laughter that rings out from my chest. “Don’t be so serious.” Then, because I’m clearly having an out-of-body experience, I reach forward and tap the cut line of his cheek. “Turn that frown upside down, Mystery Man.”


  Surprise lights up his face, and the barrier between us, his anger once tense in the air, dissipates. “You’re kidding,” he says, incredulous. “Nobody says things like that.”


  “I do.”


  “Nobody says things like that to me.”


  Oh, so he’s a big dog. “Forgive me, my liege.”


  His eyes twinkle, but he won’t allow himself to smile. “This once.”


  What is the proper etiquette for this situation? I feel the strangest pressure to know, to do, but I have no idea how to repay a man who saved me from getting clobbered by a speeding bicyclist. I resent being saved, which complicates things. “Can I—buy you a coffee?” I blurt out the question like a buzzer somewhere is about to ring.


  “No. Over here. Over here,” Marilee shouts from the top of the loading dock. “Annabel!”


  “Repay me with a job well done,” he says. “And try not to attract any more disasters to my hotel.”


  I turn away to wave at Marilee, to hold up a finger—one second—and when I turn back, he’s gone.


  
Chapter Four
 Beau


  I could have kissed her.


  We were standing that close.


  The chair behind my desk at Bennett Inc.’s offices—my offices—doesn’t creak when I lean back, though I almost wish it would. I’m counting on small things to keep me rooted to reality these days.


  These days. It’s been two days since I saw her, and the nagging feeling won’t go away. It won’t go away no matter how many miles I run on the treadmill at the gym, or how many acquisitions reports I demand from my CEOs, or how many dinners I plan with the group. West always wants to go to the strip club. I’m normally the least interested in that kind of outing, but I agreed last night to keep my mind off her.


  Off it. Off the hotel.


  I could have gone with her for coffee after the intimacy of her body pressed against mine. What was I doing, turning her down like that? She might not be the kind of woman I’d want long-term, but even so . . .


  “Linda,” I call out.


  My secretary, Linda, a woman in her early fifties with elegantly coifed blonde hair that’s going gray and the smartest collection of skirt suits I’ve ever seen, appears almost instantly in the doorway to my office. “Mr. Bennett?”


  “Tea, please.”


  She gives a graceful nod and steps away. Linda understands me. She might be American, but she knows the value of respect. Of dignity. Of peace.


  It had been a matter of inches. Seconds, really, to bend down and claim her mouth with mine.


  I’m still dwelling on the particular sweeping blue of her eyes and the way her mouth turned upward into a smile when Linda returns with the tea. Not a big fake American smile. A real smile, with something behind it. A secret?


  “Thank you,” I tell her.


  “Is there anything else, Mr. Bennett?”


  Yes. Find Annabel Forester, and bring her here. I want to know more about her. I want to know everything about her. I want to watch her push that ridiculous hair behind her ear and see that impish smile. Before lunch, if you would.


  If remembering her causes me this much of a distraction, seeing her in person again would be even worse.


  “No, Linda, that’ll be all.”


  The phone on my desk rings. Linda turns on her heel and moves to the door. She steps through and pulls it closed behind her, all before the second ring has concluded. I look at the screen on the handset. Oh, thank God. Something to take my mind off all of this nonsense.


  I snatch up the handset. “Bennett.”


  “Mr. Bennett, what do you have planned for this afternoon?”


  Edgar Sykes technically works for the Department of Foreign Affairs, but everyone at the White House and on Capitol Hill knows he has connections everywhere. The last three presidents have trusted him with more-than-sensitive tasks. There are some people you can’t have parading down Pennsylvania Avenue in plain sight. There are others you need to protect at any cost, and often that involves hiding them in plain sight. Edgar Sykes has been managing to do that for years, and this year is no exception.


  He’s calling me because in order to have secure places for people, whether it’s the president or any number of foreign dignitaries with classified information, you need property.


  Not a bad position to be in.


  I focus all of my attention on Edgar, pushing Annabel Forester out of my mind completely. I cannot afford to be imagining the curve of her hips underneath that gray blazer she wore the other day or the way she smelled—clean and bright, like sunshine somehow—when she flung her arms around me. “I have meetings,” I tell Edgar. “But they can be rescheduled.”


  “Good,” he booms. For a man who deals with the country’s most sensitive secrets, he’s exceedingly loud. “There’s a plane waiting for you at LaGuardia. It’ll take off as soon as you’re ready to go.”


  There are no more questions to ask. Whatever Edgar wants to talk to me about, he’ll tell me in person. This is a secure line, but why take the risk?


  “Two hours.”


  “See you then.” There’s an abrupt click as he ends the call.


  It’ll probably be an afternoon meeting. There’s probably no reason to stop by the Pearl to put my mind at ease about the state of the new renovations—


  “No,” I say out loud. It’s enough to summon Linda.


  The door swings open. “Did you call, Mr. Bennett?”


  I breathe deep before I speak. “My afternoon meetings will need to be rescheduled.” That’s the first thing that needs to be done. “I have another engagement. Have my car sent around.” I bend to pull open the bottom drawer of my desk. It’s wide enough to fit my traveling briefcase. In case of a meeting going long, I keep a set of the essentials in the briefcase. A clean shirt and underthings. A book. I could send someone out for something, but my shirts are tailored by my family’s man in Britain, and even my best assistants have trouble choosing something at the local store I’d want to read.


  I close the drawer and rise from my chair, still not allowing myself to think about Annabel. Not about the way the sunlight played over her hair and how much that shock of pink at the tips made me stifle a groan. Yet the more I looked at it, the more it made me want to ask her about it. Perhaps over dinner, or drinks at the club we belong to.


  “Is there anything else, Mr. Bennett?” Linda is ready to spring to action. I can see it in the way she stands.


  Find Annabel Forester, and tell her to meet me out front. I’ll take her with me on an afternoon trip to Washington, DC. She could accompany me to dinner at that restaurant I like—the one that overlooks the Potomac. At the very least, find her, because I want to know where she is.


  I grab my phone from the desk and slip it into my pocket. “It seems like a shame to waste the tea. Put it in a to-go mug?”


  
Chapter Five
 Annabel


  The whirr of the costume shop’s sewing machine sticks with me for hours after I go home from the theater. If I go home from the theater’s shop. I didn’t go home last night. Last night, I slept on a prop couch covered in crushed velvet and woke up this morning with a snort. With those costumes in my face, it wasn’t a stretch to believe I’d gone back in time to some ultrasaturated version of Italy.


  The musical is a reimagining, turns out. Marilee filled me in on the basic sketch of it yesterday afternoon while we sorted through miles and miles of fabric.


  “Why don’t you start from scratch?” I’d asked her. Back in Arizona, my mother’s favorite part of making anything had been choosing the material. Not that the material had to be new. It was the choosing.


  Marilee had raised her eyebrows. “And waste all this? This is thousands and thousands of dollars in our hands.” She’d thrust the dress she was holding toward my face. It was silk, a blue that makes the light refract like water. “No. For a reimagining, I’ll use some of my work over again.”


  I’d taken the job not knowing what the show even was. “A reimagining . . .” I’d prompted.


  “Of Romeo and Juliet,” Marilee had said, pulling a pair of reading glasses from her blouse pocket and putting them on. “It’s called The Lovers.” She’d waved a hand in the air. “Some boutique thing.”


  I didn’t know what that meant, but curiosity is one thing. Too many questions, and you’ll get fired before the sweet spot has a chance to even materialize. I don’t want that.


  Especially not now that the mystery man has piqued my attention.


  So he owns the hotel, right? I’ve been lurking around this place for a week straight, taking on every scrap of work available for Marilee—and holy shit is there a lot of work—and taking every opportunity to run into him again.


  That’s the truth. I’ve been trying to run into him again.


  He could have been a trick of the light. A ghost, maybe. An over-the-top sexy ghost who saved me from a certain death, but a ghost nonetheless, because I haven’t seen him.


  I splash water on my face in the cast bathroom. Even this has been stripped and plastered, painted to within an inch of its life. It’s nothing like the bathrooms in the theater my mom used to work at in Chicago, everything worn at the edges from hundreds of hands sliding over the railings. There are no amenities here, though, like toothpaste.


  I should get some toothpaste.


  I go back to the couch and dig through my purse for my phone.


  Seven a.m.


  Marilee and I haven’t discussed a schedule. Not an exact schedule, but she’s not here yet. I can afford a trip back to my warren.


  It’s three stops away in the morning sunlight.


  I think of him the entire time.


  I’ve never met a man who smelled so good or had a body like that. It didn’t even matter that he was wearing a suit. I could tell.


  Do not get hung up on him, I tell myself sternly as I get off the subway and climb the steps to street-level. Don’t get hung up on the job, either. I’m head over heels with the work. It’ll hurt when it ends. Maybe it doesn’t have to. No. They always do. This is temporary.


  It’s another block to my apartment. On the way I force myself to notice everything. Revel in awareness, my mother used to say. She reveled herself into enough awareness for the both of us, I think, but even so. The guy with the flower cart on the corner has a new batch. The ones in the little bucket right in front are dewy and pink. I run my fingers across them as I walk by. Who can resist? The bakery has a new display out front. My stomach growls at the sight of it. Is there anything in the fridge at my place? I’m not even sure.


  The front door sticks, so I shove at it using most of my weight. My roommate, Cynthia, is on the other side, squinting toward the postage stamp of a foyer when I finally get inside.


  “Where’ve you been?”


  “Good morning to you, too, my sweet roommate,” I sing.


  “Oh God, Annabel. You’re too happy for this hour of the morning.” Cynthia’s dressed for work—she’s a bank teller at a branch five blocks down—but she loathes the morning.


  “I’m not. I got a new job.”


  She rolls her eyes. “Do you ever stick with anything?”


  “I stick with you.” I open the fridge. Score—one of those bottled protein shakes from the bodega is still in here, and it’s not expired. “I’ve got to shower and get back.”


  “I’ll be gone,” she calls after me.


  “See you tomorrow, sweets.”


  “Will I?” Cynthia laugh, then slurps at her coffee.


  “I guess you never know.”


  “Hey, wait.” Cynthia follows me to the edge of the narrow hallway leading to the bathroom. “They’re coming tomorrow to look at the ceiling. You’ll be working during the day, right?” Every so often a shower of plaster rains down onto our coffee table, a premium specimen from an international outlet known as IKEA. Cynthia spends a lot of time fretting about it.


  “All day, every day.” She shakes her head and goes back into the kitchen, an early morning smile on her face.


  Twenty minutes later I’m fresh and clean and ready to dig through more crates of costumes. What will I do when this gig ends? This occupies me through both train stops. It doesn’t matter. The sunshine on my shoulders is warm, I’m not in that office anymore, and I got out of another job right on the perfect side of the sweet spot.


  I plug in my headphones and walk the last block to the Pearl, a new hit by Imagine Dragons turned up loud and ringing in my ears. It’s almost turned into a one-woman concert by the time I reach the front entrance.


  “Make me a believer,” I’m lip-synching with all my might. Yes. Yes. Today is going to be a good day. Today I’m not going to look for Mystery Man at all. Today I’m going to—


  I hit the last lyrics hard and yank out my headphones, heading for the steps of the Pearl.


  “That was quite the performance.”


  The voice comes from next to my elbow. I shriek at the closeness of it and spin to find myself facing him, blushing furiously. “Oh my God,” I say, gasping. “It’s you.”


  
Chapter Six
 Beau


  She looks fresh, hair swept up in a messy bun on top of her head, black clothing. Annabel Forester looks . . . comfortable. It’s not the kind of thing I’d wear to the office, but there’s no shame in her eyes. The pink in her cheeks makes me want to smile back at her, and so I do.


  “Correct. It’s me.”


  Annabel winds the cord of her headphones around her fingers and shoves them, along with her phone, into the purse dangling from her shoulder. I try to act like my heart isn’t beating out of my chest. Like I wasn’t hoping to see her here when I gave my driver, Winston, the morning off and stopped at the Pearl before I make the rounds at my offices. Why I care if Winston sees me with a woman, I don’t know, but I’m not going to dwell on it now.


  “Do you actually own this hotel?”


  It’s not the question I expected from her, and it makes me laugh. “Yes, of course I do. Do you actually work for the production here?”


  “Yes. The morning you saved my life”—she grimaces—“was my first day on the job.”


  “That bad?”


  Annabel laughs. “The job is great. I don’t love being rescued like some damsel in distress, though.”


  “Better rescued than flattened.”


  “I’d have seen it coming in time.”


  “Confident,” I tell her. “Very confident.”


  Annabel shrugs. “I live in the city. But I know Marilee flew out from LA. I don’t know about the bike situation there, but—”


  “Marilee . . .”


  “Marilee North. The costume designer for the show.” She narrows her eyes. “Are you sure you own this hotel?”


  I’m sure I want to take her somewhere for breakfast. Somewhere quiet, away from the traffic. My veins pulse with the urgent need to know more about her, and I can’t for the life of me figure out why. I’ve been suffering for a week. It makes no sense. Annabel Forester, she of the pink hair and blue eyes, is not the kind of elegant woman I need by my side. I shouldn’t bother.


  And yet . . . here I am.


  “I’m sure,” I tell her, and then I clear my throat. “I’m afraid I’ve been very rude.”


  Annabel grins at me. “You didn’t bring flowers, for one thing.”


  “Flowers?”


  She laughs. “For rejecting my coffee date.”


  The emptiness of my hands has never felt more palpable than right now. Something about being near Annabel throws me completely and utterly off-kilter. I’ve built my life on careful planning, careful consideration. I don’t show up with nothing. That’s not me. Worse still, on the plane back to New York, I realized I never told her my name. I’d walked away like some common asshole on the street.


  Someone honks a car horn in the closest lane, and it grates on my nerves. I haven’t planned for this. I haven’t planned for any of this. She’s right. I’ve got to wipe the slate clean somehow. “Would you like to get some breakfast with me?”


  Annabel’s grin grows wider. “I don’t go off with mystery men, if that’s what you’re suggesting.”


  “I’m not a mystery man, I’m—” I steady myself. Then I extend my hand like a gentleman would do and not like the douchebag I was pretending to be the other day. “My name is Beau Bennett.”


  Annabel takes my hand and shakes it firmly. “You remember who I am, clearly.”


  “Yes, clearly I do.” I can’t help smiling at her. I’m not a giddy kind of man, but the energy in the air around her is contagious. “I should have taken you up on your offer.” I don’t want to, but I let go of her hand. “Come for breakfast with me, and let me make it up to you.”


  “I would love to,” Annabel says, and then she does something with her face that I rarely see on anyone’s face. Not these days. “But I can’t. I’ve got work.” She waves a hand dismissively in the air. “No need to make it up to me, though. I never get too attached.”


  She whirls around and flies up the steps of the Pearl.


  What. Just. Happened?


  Was I rejected out of hand by a woman who, if I’m not mistaken, is wearing the same outfit I first saw her in a week ago? How can she possibly say no to me? She’s working in my hotel.


  “Wait!” I shout the word after her as if she’ll disappear completely once she’s through the front doors. My heart pounds wildly. She’s a whirlwind, a tempest, an imp, and I should want absolutely nothing to do with her. I should take this as a sign that we are not meant to be. Not even for breakfast, much less the things I want to do with her behind closed doors. I’ve never come across a woman like her, and in the bedroom, where I can truly be in control . . .


  Annabel turns to face me, and for a split second I see what she’ll look like when I take her. “Yeah?” She calls down to the bottom of the steps, and the tenor of her voice makes me hard. I ignore it and cross the sidewalk. That’s as far as I’m willing to go. I’m not going to follow her to the top of the steps—not a chance.


  “If you won’t go for breakfast, how about dinner? When is your shift over?”


  She shrugs one shoulder, cheeks a deepening pink. “It depends on when Marilee’s done for the day. Sometimes I work late. I don’t know if I can—”


  “Eat,” I tell her in as firm a tone as I’d use at the office. “Marilee can spare you for an hour. I’ll meet you here at five.”


  She opens her mouth—I picture those lips yielding to mine—and closes it again, giving me another little grin, eyes alight. For one charged instant, I think she might say no, might grab the door handle and run away from me. Her blue eyes dance in the sunlight, and I see the hesitation in the way she shifts her weight from side to side the slightest bit. I want to put my hands on her hips. I put them in my pockets instead.


  “It’s a date,” she says finally, and then she’s gone.


  
Chapter Seven
 Annabel


  It’s a date. It’s a date. Could I have been any cheesier? Not unless I was literally covered in queso. No. I could not have.


  And Beau Bennett . . . it’s all in the name, isn’t it? He’s not the kind of guy who goes for cheesy. I don’t even know why he came to the Pearl this morning in the first place.


  I suppose if you own a hotel, you can show up there whenever you want.


  I bury myself in work, in following Marilee’s instructions, all day long, hardly daring to think about this date. I set up appointments to fit dresses and costumes. I push the date out of my mind.


  Where’s Beau going to take me? Please, let it not be the lobby of the hotel. No. That would never happen. He would not stoop to taking me to dinner in the lobby restaurant.


  Or would he?


  That’s my debate, standing here on the front steps of the Pearl. Beau didn’t say that I should meet him here specifically, but I have a feeling it’s a good guess. This is, after all, where he practically chased me down for the chance at . . .


  At what?


  How far am I willing to go? He doesn’t strike me as the one-night stand type. He strikes me as the sit-down-with-my-parents, put-a-ring-on-it first type. I don’t want a ring on it. I’ll never want a ring on it. A ring is like an anchor—it’s wonderful until the storm sets in, and you can’t haul it off the bottom of the ocean to set your boat free.


  At least, that’s what I imagine. I’ve never been much for boating.


  I’m still in the same clothes—all black. There was no time to go home and change. Honestly? I might not have changed. This is dinner, not the opening night of The Lovers, and I’m not going onstage.


  It feels like it, though.


  Bethany sends me a text while I wait on the sidewalk, rescheduling our evening session for the morning. Score.


  The sweet spot of excitement is upon me now, in the hazy evening light, and the longer I wait, the more the sweetness seeps away. I shift my weight uneasily from one foot to the other. If he doesn’t show up in the next minute, I’m going to—


  A black Town Car, gleaming like it’s been polished to a high shine, smoothly pulls up to the curb right in front of the Pearl. My heart beats faster at the sight of it. There are a thousand cars like this in New York City. I don’t want to get my hopes up if I’m going to be disappointed.


  The back door opens. Beau unfolds himself from the car and stands up tall on the curb. When he sees me, his mouth curves upward in a smile tinged with the same relief I feel.


  “Hungry?” he calls out across the space between us.


  With the golden light on his face, the fine cut of his suit, the way his confidence overrules even that little flicker of doubt, I’m hungry for more than dinner. If I had any excuse to tackle him right now, I would. My muscles tense in anticipation.


  I hold myself back. Beau is not that kind of man.


  “Starving,” I answer him and bound down the steps toward the car.


  *****
  “Tell me about yourself, Annabel Forester.”


  We’re sitting in an intimate dining room of a restaurant that is a thousand times too fancy for what I’m wearing, but Beau Bennett didn’t blink an eye and neither did the hostess. She gave him a subdued smile and asked him if he wanted his usual table. His usual table, at a place like this. It struck me when we sat down in front of the immaculate white tablecloth that Beau probably owns more than the Pearl. He probably owns half the city. My heart leaps into my throat. He’s somebody. I’m just the woman he pushed out of the way of a speeding bicycle.


  “I’m nervous,” I tell him. Honesty is my default policy. When you move around as much as I do, it’s the one thing that can make you some easy friends.


  He grins. “There’s nothing to be nervous about.” He spreads his hands, the gesture encompassing everything on the table. The gleaming silverware. The one-of-a-kind china. The basket of bread, still warm from the oven. “It’s the least I could do.”


  “You leaped out in front of a speeding bike to save a complete stranger. You don’t need to take me to dinner.”


  “I did.” Beau sweeps his napkin from the table and drops it into his lap with a graceful fluency that must have come from an etiquette class of some kind. “Walking away from you was a mistake. So I see your coffee, and I raise you dinner.”


  “A mistake?”


  He gives me a look of guarded heat. “A mistake.”


  I catch my breath. “Where did you go to school?” It’s a neutral question, one that won’t stoke the desire already building between my legs. Needlessly, I realize, because this is a friendly dinner. Nothing is going to happen here. Nothing, nothing, nothing.


  “I don’t think so,” he says, another smile flitting across his face. “I asked first.”


  “What do you want to know? I’m an open book.”


  “What made you want to work at the Pearl?”


  “I saw Marilee North on the sidewalk. She was shouting into her phone about needing a seamstress.”


  “So, not only can you sew, but also the idea of a frazzled costume director appealed to you?”


  I shimmy my shoulders. “It seemed like the best idea at the time. Plus, it led directly to . . . a nice thing happening.” It’s a lame cop-out, but there’s no way I can describe how it felt to be held in his arms, even for that brief moment. Embarrassing . . . and hot.


  He leans back in his seat, considering me from across the table. “It’s not my usual approach to women.”


  “Desperate times . . .”


  Beau leans forward again, a sudden intensity in his eyes. “Start at the beginning. I want to understand how all of this came together.”


  I laugh, dispelling some of the tension. “The beginning beginning? That’s a long-ass time ago.”


  The spotlight is focused on me again, with all its heat, leaving no shadow to hide behind. It’s an odd feeling to be held in someone’s gaze like this. For years, for years, I’ve been bobbing in and out of people’s notice, getting in, getting out, moving on. This time I feel caught.


  Is it so bad that I like it?


  What was it that my mother used to say? Always jump in with both feet. You can always jump back out.


  “The very beginning,” Beau says, the slightest note of command in his voice.


  I clear my throat. “Here’s the beginning. I was born in a town called Patriot. That’s where it all started.”


  
Chapter Eight
 Beau


  She tells me everything.


  Everything.


  The words pour out of Annabel like nobody’s ever asked for her life story before, though that can’t possibly be true. She tells me about Patriot, the desert town a half-hour drive from the nearest grocery store. She tells me about moving to Montana in the middle of winter. She tells me about the way her mother used to sew, and that’s how she got that job at the Pearl, by the way.


  She’s an open book. The floodgates are open, and she doesn’t hold back.


  How can she live that way?


  I could never spill an unedited version of my life to a near stranger across a dinner table. Not like she’s doing right now. The way she speaks is the same way she moved outside the Pearl, lighting on one topic, then the next, hardly stopping to breathe.


  I try to make a rough sketch of how I’ll answer her when she poses the same question. The only problem? I can’t tear myself away from her blue eyes long enough to do it. The sensation of being unprepared creeps down my spine. I hate it, but Annabel draws me in, and before I know what’s happened, the bread bowl is empty, and she’s looking at me in the candlelight, that ridiculous hair of hers pulled neatly away from her face. Her hair is neat. Her life isn’t.


  But when there’s a pause, the question doesn’t come. “You don’t sound American,” she says simply. It’s not a question at all, but I have an answer for it nonetheless.


  “I was born in England,” I offer. Then I press my lips closed.


  Annabel leans back to let the waiter slide a plate of steak onto the tablecloth in front of her. She gives him shy nod and a smile. He delivers my plate—pork—and hovers near the edge of the table, checking the wineglasses.


  Annabel shoots me a look, then flicks her eyes back to him.


  Finally the man breaks the silence as gracefully as he can. “Would you like to cut in, miss?”


  Confusion flashes through her eyes, followed by a rush of pink to her cheeks. “Oh, of—of course.” She takes the steak knife in her hand and cuts into the center of the filet, peeling the two halves apart with her fork. “This is perfect.” She sighs, almost a moan, and it’s all I can do not to leap across the table and kiss her right now.


  Which would be stupid. Unbelievably stupid.


  When the waiter is gone, she digs in, her back straight in her chair. “You probably think I’m a small-town girl,” she says before putting a forkful in her mouth. I glance down at my own food. I can’t bear the sight of those lips a second longer.


  “Aren’t you?” My pork is so tender that it falls away at the first touch of the knife. I lift a piece to my mouth, stifling the urge to hold out my fork and watch Annabel wrap her lips around it.


  Stop.


  “In a way,” she says, dropping her eyes back to her plate. “But you heard that little story of mine. We never stayed in one place for long.” She grins up at me. “But Britain? That makes you exotic.”


  “Hardly. I didn’t even keep the accent. We moved to the States when I was six.”


  Her forehead wrinkles. “Why?”


  “My father’s job.”


  Annabel raises her eyebrows. “His job?” she prompts.


  “He did some government work.”


  “Yikes. Should I be talking to you right now, or will you have to kill me?”


  I’ll have to do something if you keep sitting across from me with your shirt stretched across your curves like that. “No. He had more of a . . . consultant role.” It was exactly how I’d describe my job to her if we were ever going to be intimate.


  Which we’re not. This is a way to make up for the nagging guilt I felt about turning her down. With eyes like hers, how could I have done that?


  “Does he still do that?” Annabel takes another bite of steak and lets out an actual little moan.


  This is still torture.


  What was the question?


  “Consulting? No. He retired a few years ago. My grandmother’s health started to decline around that time, and my parents went back to England. Bakewell, actually, is where they live.” If she looks it up, she’ll find a charming little town in the countryside. I don’t tell her that, due to the fortune my father made while they were in the States, my parents now live in a sprawling manor that rivals most of the mansions I’ve seen here.


  Annabel puts down her fork. “And you? What do you do?” She smiles, her eyes twinkling. “Aside from owning hotels and saving poor women like me from mad bicyclists, that is.” The way she says poor women makes me think she’s harboring the slightest bit of irritation over being saved. She needed it. Nobody can deny that.


  “I run a real estate development company.” I give her the truth—as much of the truth as I can offer. I’ve atoned for my asshole-ish behavior. Only . . . I can’t quite stop myself. “It’s actually part of a larger corporation. I’m a partner with a group of my friends from school.”


  Annabel’s mouth drops open. “Like from college?”


  “From high school.”


  Her eyes go wide, and she picks up her fork from the table. “That’s . . . kind of amazing. Do you know that? Going into business with friends from high school?” She laughs. It sounds genuine enough, but I swear I hear a hint of pain. “I got my mom to stay put for the last two years of school. It doesn’t make for lifelong friendships, if you know what I mean.” A flicker of a pained smile. “Tell me about your friends. A group of friends like that—to me, that’s almost more exotic than being from England.”


  It’s contagious, her enthusiasm, and I find myself buying in. “There was West, to start with. He was—”


  “Not nearly as much fun as I was.”


  The voice that breaks in, shattering my lovely mood, is the last one I want to hear.


  
Chapter Nine
 Annabel


  The entire time the statuesque blonde is slinking toward the table, I am praying to any god who will listen that she isn’t heading for this table. Not here. Not now. Not when stone-faced Beau Bennett is about to tell me something I couldn’t find on Google if I’d had time to look. His entire face lit up when I asked him about his friends.


  The smile melts away when the blonde utters those words, cutting him off midsentence. I don’t know who to look at—the stunning runway model who has graced us with her presence or Beau, with his sandy hair and blue eyes. My heart does a flip. If anyone belongs together, it’s these two. I feel every inch of my black work clothes, the very same outfit I was wearing the first time I saw Beau, without the blazer. What does my hair even look like?


  Blondie leans down toward Beau and, honest to God, plants a kiss on his cheekbone. He doesn’t turn away, but his mouth is pressed into a thin smile, nothing like the dimpled, open expression he was wearing a moment ago. “Hello, darling,” she says.


  “Kinsey,” he says, his voice not giving away even an ounce of irritation. He clears his throat, gesturing to me across the table. “This is Annabel Forester. I . . . ran into her the other day at the Pearl,” he says, and a hint of amusement creeps into his tone. “Annabel, this is my friend Kinsey.”


  She drops her hand possessively onto his shoulder and smiles at me with enough chill to freeze hell. I feel it in my bones. “So nice to meet you,” she simpers, letting her eyes drag down my outfit. Does she have laser vision? Can she see my worn-in Keds underneath the tablecloth?


  “Nice to meet you, too,” I say, putting on a big smile. Am I dying inside? Yes. But I’ll be damned if I let Kinsey see it. Kinsey Colt. Whatever her name is.


  She’s already looking away, catching Beau within the web of her gaze. “I didn’t know you’d be here tonight,” she says, accusing him with a fuck-me smile. “With a new friend, no less!” Kinsey doesn’t bother to look at me when she says it.


  “Life happens quickly, doesn’t it?” Beau’s tone is mild, but Kinsey’s smile tightens.


  She narrows her eyes a fraction of an inch. “Oh, it does. It really does,” she murmurs, rubbing his shoulder.


  God, this is awkward. I want to take another bite of my steak, but I don’t dare lift my fork from the plate now. I don’t want to draw her attention.


  Beau doesn’t react at all, though if she was touching me like that, I’d want to flick her hand away like it was a spider. “Are you here for dinner?” He cranes his neck to look behind us. “Not alone, I hope?”


  Every alarm bell in my mind is jangling. Do not invite her to sit with us, Beau. You might be from England and uptight as hell, but now is not the time to do the polite thing. If telepathy is a thing, let it work right now.


  Kinsey finally takes her hand away and folds it elegantly over her purse. “Oh, don’t be silly,” she says with a laugh. “I’m meeting Roger.” Nice. Nice move, Kinsey. “You know how he is.” She rolls her eyes, waving a hand in the air. “Always wants to check up on me when he’s in the city.”


  “Of course.”


  She gives him one more pat—is she ever going to stop?—and looks over at me again. “I’d better take my seat,” she says, her eyes as cold as icy December rain. “It was wonderful to meet you, Annalise.”


  “Annabel,” I try to say, but it comes out as more of a grumble.


  “Oh, that’s right. Annabel.” She gives Beau a wink. A wink! Right in front of me. “I can’t wait to see your face, Beau.” She throws the words over her shoulder as she brushes by me in a delicate cloud of Joy by Jean Patou. I’ve smelled it once before, in a dressing room of one of the stars at the theater mom worked at. It had been a gift, so she told everyone what the scent was. Eight hundred fifty dollars a bottle. I can still hear that wafer-thin soprano saying it now.


  Beau takes the bait. I can tell he doesn’t mean to, but he does. “See my face?”


  Kinsey turns back, waggling a finger at him. “It’s a bit of a surprise, or I’d tell you more! If you can’t take the suspense, send me a text.” Then she sashays away toward the back of the restaurant.


  Beau’s eyes are still following her when I turn around. “So,” I say with a sigh. “You and Kinsey? Are you a couple?” Tell me now, so I can push away this wild crush that’s taking over every cell in my body. Kinsey’s little display fanned the flames. I won’t even bother to deny it.


  Then his eyes are back on me, and, Jesus, they’re smoldering like an inferno. “No,” he says, sounding wistful. “Not really.”


  I raise my eyebrows. “Sure looked like it.”


  “Who’s Roger?”


  “Roger Sykes,” he says absently. “He’s one of Kinsey’s uncles.”


  “And you never dated.”


  He cocks his head to the side. “She was a friend from high school, in our group,” he says, searching my face. “First there was West. He was my roommate the first year at Overton. He’s still the same.”


  I drop the topic of Kinsey. It’s none of my business. This is a date, not a date. I’m not planning to leave here with an engagement ring on my finger. It would probably be even better if I left without any further plans to see Beau. He’s out of my league.


  No more lurking around the Pearl to see if he’s there. That’s my personal vow. Beginning right now, I will take this dinner as the very end.


  The rest of the meal is perfectly pleasant, but I can feel myself pulling away, shrinking down into myself. God, I hate this feeling. Not a single one of them is any better than me. Toward the end, when the waiter clears away our plates, I fantasize about buying an Amtrak ticket to the nearest nowhere town on the map.


  We get in the Town Car when it pulls up in front of the Pearl. I don’t want him coming to my place, not after that encounter with Kinsey. Then Beau says my name.


  I turn away from the window. “Yeah?”


  There’s something in his eyes—an apology? “I had a nice time with you tonight,” he says, and disappointment curdles in my gut. “I don’t want you to feel any pressure, but I’d like you to have this.” He presses a card into my hand, the paper thick and smooth. In the process our fingertips touch, and a spark jumps between us so sharp I pull away. “No pressure,” he says, and it sounds like a dismissal, so I thank him profusely for the dinner and step out of the car.


  I’m feeling awfully dejected—that is, until I poke my head in the open car window to thank him one final time.


  That’s when I notice the bulge in his pants.


  The rush of victory floods my veins.


  I pretend I don’t see it.


  “Maybe we’ll run into each other again sometime.” It was a nice dinner. It was so nice watching him in the candlelight that I might need a last-minute date with my vibrator.


  “I’d like that,” he says.


  I slam the door shut before I can leap back in and straddle him.


  
Chapter Ten
 Beau


  What a train wreck.


  That’s what I get for asking a woman on a hasty date. A run-in with Kinsey, who hasn’t left me alone since the first day of the ninth grade. Not that Annabel needs to know about that. She doesn’t. But Kinsey put a damper on the rest of the meal. Oh, Annabel hid it well. She kept asking questions, kept wanting to know more about me, but I swear that by the time we left, she was practically sitting at the next table over.


  It should be good enough, a pleasant meal with her. More than enough. It’s not as if I’m ever actually going to kiss her. It’s not as if I’m going to fall in love with her.


  Lust, maybe.


  Lust, definitely. All right? I said it. It was hellish having to sit across from her in the car without touching her. That’s why I was so desperate that I made myself into a fool as she got out of the car.


  Giving her that card was a mistake. It has my personal cell phone number on it, and I never give that out to anyone. Kinsey, for all her posturing at the restaurant, doesn’t even have that number.


  It’s enough, the dinner. Enough. I made up for my rudeness last week. I found out more than I ever could have wanted to know about Annabel. I know exactly what kind of person she is—the kind who’s always running. I don’t need that in my life. There’s a reason I’ve been in New York City since I graduated college. Commitment is the only way to get anywhere in this life.


  Back at my penthouse, I shut myself in my office and switch on my computer. Edgar Sykes wants a list of potential properties by tomorrow morning. The meeting in DC was about an extremely hush-hush asylum case from the Middle East. There are worldwide political ramifications if anything goes south. New York City housing will be by far the most anonymous, and there’s only one person Edgar trusts in the country to choose a place and have it outfitted with the necessary security measures. It’ll all happen inside of a month.


  The payoff will be more than I’ll make from the Pearl in a year. That’s how much rides on these projects.


  I ignore the stiffness of my cock between my legs and pull up the latest batch of emails. I have several people in the city who keep their ears to the ground about properties that will fit the bill. Between four of them, I have fifteen messages.


  It takes an hour, but I narrow it down to five, which I add to a list. Edgar will choose three. I’ll make a final determination based on that list. That’s when everything begins.


  I force myself to focus. Every detail matters. Entrances. Exits. Elevators. All of it. I make notes with each property, copy the list into an email, and send it off to Edgar.


  No one needs to know that the entire time I’m researching, typing, sending, I’m painfully aware of two things: how much I want Annabel and the silence of my phone.


  I’m not expecting her to text me tonight, or ever. I get the sense she doesn’t quite believe me about Kinsey.


  And it doesn’t matter.


  Except that the dinner didn’t work the way I’d planned. I’d planned to be finished with Annabel by the time we stood up from the table. I’d planned to be satiated.


  Instead I’m even hungrier than when we first sat down. She’s simply not like anyone I’ve been with before. Wild, somehow, even though she lives in the same city I do. I’d like to bring her here, spread her out on my bed, and tame her wildness for myself. Nothing held back. That’s something I could get from her, though I know the cost would be high.


  It might be worth it.


  I sit back in my desk chair and run my hands over my face. The gym. I need to go to the gym.


  When my phone buzzes against the hardwood of the desk, I jump a foot in the air, fumbling for it even before my heart rate has slowed to a normal speed. I snatch it from the desk with such force that it falls out of my hand and clatters to the floor.


  “Bloody hell,” I mumble under my breath, bending to pick it up.


  It’s not her.


  How do you like them apples?


  It’s West, sending me something stupid from his tropical island vacation. It’s a meaningless message. Okay, not entirely meaningless. This is West’s primary means of checking in. Disappointment surges in my gut followed by a flash of anger.


  I send him back a single emoji. The one with the middle finger raised.


  I’ve just hit send when the phone buzzes again in my hand.


  This time it’s an unknown number. Hope flares like a flame from a match.


  You sure that Kinsey woman isn’t your girlfriend?


  I laugh out loud, my voice ringing off the walls of my office. This is the real Annabel, right here on my screen. 


  A second text comes in.


  We shouldn’t be friends. If she’s your girlfriend.


  My hope is tempered but not by much.


  She’s not my girlfriend. I send it back as quickly as my fingers will type the words.


  To be clear, I’m not asking to be your girlfriend.


  What, you didn’t like the restaurant?


  In the privacy of this conversation, without the pressure of holding myself back from her gorgeous lips, her gorgeous body, I can let my guard down. Not all the way. Fools rush in and all that. Flirtation, though? I’m not going to have a reason to be at the Pearl anytime soon, so it won’t do any harm.


  I’m already fantasizing about that steak . . .


  I’m already fantasizing about her.


  Next time, try the pork, I send back.


  Don’t get ahead of yourself, Mystery Man.


  It’s the last I hear from Annabel for the rest of the night.


  It doesn’t matter. I still can’t wipe the smile from my face.


  
Chapter Eleven
 Annabel


  The world is caving in.


  I leap from my bed with a shriek. On the way my feet get tangled in the comforter, and I tumble into the center of my tiny bedroom. My head misses the sharp corner of the nightstand. “No!” I cry, wrenching myself free of the comforter.


  Another crashing sound comes then, and something shatters in the living room. Am I still dreaming? No, because the dream I was having heavily involved Beau Bennett and some amazing things he could do with his hands. “What is happening?” I shout. Wait, what time is it? I was dreaming, and I don’t remember hearing my alarm. Sunlight is streaming in through my window. Streaming. Not like the early morning, either. Oh no.


  I’m late for work and the apocalypse is happening in my apartment. Or I’m being robbed. Which is it?


  I grab my phone from the death trap of a bedside table and clutch it in my fist, trying to clear my head. That dream was a good dream, and my body is still struggling to get back to it, even during this legitimate emergency.


  I press the home button on my iPhone. The screen takes a second to light up, since the thing is two generations old, but when it does, nine forty-five hovers on the screen in those lovely white letters. I suck in a breath through my front teeth. Wonderful. Absolutely wonderful.


  That settles that. If I’m being robbed, I’m not going to cower in here while the rest of my life gets destroyed in the living room. “Whoa,” a man’s voice echoes down the hall.


  I wrench open the door and burst into the hallway, still in my shorts and tank from last night.


  “Shit, dude,” a man says from the middle of my living room, and then he backs up in sight of the hallway. His blue uniform is covered in white powder.


  White powder?


  He stares up at the ceiling of the living room and puts a hand to his baseball cap.


  “Hey!” I shout. The guy wheels around, the color draining from his face. No—it’s more powder.


  “Dale, we’ve got a resident.” He says it in the same way they’d say we’ve got a murder on one of those crime shows.


  Dale pops his head into the hallway, utterly baffled. “Miss, are you all right?”


  “Is my apartment all right?” I’m trying to keep my voice steady, but this isn’t exactly a comforting sight.


  “Not . . . exactly,” Dale says.


  I take a couple of steps toward the two of them, and both hold up their hands and launch into a chorus that sounds like waitwaitnodon’tcomeanycloserstaybackwait.


  “Not a chance,” I tell them with a glare, striding toward the living room, head held high. “What am I going to do, stay in my bedroom all day? I have work, and—” I cross the threshold into the living room and stop dead. “Oh.”


  The three of us face the giant hole in the ceiling together. There’s a midcentury green armchair in the center of the living room. It flattened our IKEA table. The chair, and all the plaster underneath it.


  “Yeah,” Dale says. “So, that happened.”


  *****
  My hands are still trembling an hour later on the train to work. I stared up at my apartment for a while, then got myself together. “You two. You call whoever you need to call. I’m going to call my roommate.”


  Cynthia was not happy to receive that phone call, but I rushed her off the line. Back in my bedroom, I pulled a clean outfit from my closet—dark-blue skinny jeans with enough stretch to let me bend over a sewing machine all day, and a black tee. I have about nine of these T-shirts. It makes doing the laundry easy. I hesitated over the single high-quality tank top I own. Don’t be ridiculous, I told myself. So you texted Beau last night. That doesn’t mean he’s going to be waiting for you at the front door of the Pearl.


  I wanted to say more last night, but I didn’t. I don’t know why I held back. Was it because of Kinsey, or did I lose my nerve. There’s jumping in with both feet, and then there’s jumping in over your head.


  His text comes in while I’m between messages from Cynthia, who has moved on to the denial phase of this disaster.


  Is it getting ahead of myself if I ask you to grab coffee at lunch?


  I lean my head against the back of the seat. Lunch? Ha. I’m about to show up for work several hours late. Marilee only believed my excuse because I snapped a few pictures with my phone and sent them to her before I called.


  No time . . . I’m late for work. Ceiling emergency.


  Ceiling emergency?


  It’s a long story.


  My phone rings in my hand, Beau’s name on the screen. My stomach does a flip-flop that seems pleasant somehow.


  I answer.


  “What kind of emergency can a ceiling possibly have?”


  I laugh, and it sounds a little crazy. “It caved in.”


  “What ceiling?”


  “The ceiling in my apartment.”


  There’s a muffled shuffling, like he’s readjusting his phone. “What? Annabel, are you all right?”


  “I’m fine. Part of the living room fell in. The living room above us,” I say, twisting the strap of my purse around my hand and letting it go again. “So, I’m a bit late for work, and also I don’t have an apartment. At least there are plenty of prop couches I can crash on, right?”


  “Where are you? I’m coming to you right now.”


  “Whoa, wait. I’m on the train,” I say, a pleased warmth bubbling in my chest. “I’ll be at the Pearl in fifteen minutes.” I blow a breath out through my lips. “Marilee isn’t going to be happy. I might need to leave early if I’m going to find a place to—”


  “You won’t leave early,” Beau says, and his voice is taut with worry. I did not expect this reaction from him. “You’ll have a room at the Pearl. A suite,” he adds. “As long as you need. I’ll meet you there.”


  “That’s too much—” I start to say, but the line is already dead.


  Beau Bennett, twice the hero. Who knew?


  
Chapter Twelve
 Beau


  I must look crazed, pacing back and forth in front of the hotel like this, but my stomach is churning with worry. There’s nothing in particular to worry about. I keep telling myself that. Annabel wouldn’t have answered if she’d been crushed by the ceiling of her own apartment. What worries me is that she might downplay what happened. If she shows up with so much as a bruise—


  I don’t know what I’ll do. But I can guarantee it will be drastic.


  Keep it cool. I need to keep it together until she gets here, and even after that, because this should not be such a big deal. But it is. Her voice sounded shaky on the phone, high and nervous. Every nerve is screaming to be near her. A ceiling caving in . . . Jesus.


  “Hey.”


  I spin around in the middle of the sidewalk. Annabel stands there, a half grin on her face, eyebrows raised. “You’re pacing.”


  “Are you all right? Annabel—” I’m not planning ahead when I step toward her and put a hand to her face. Her smooth skin underneath my palms is the only thing on the planet that can loosen the knot of worry behind my rib cage. “Are you all right?”


  She sucks in a breath and raises one hand to mine, as if she can’t believe I’m touching her like this. I can’t believe I’m touching her like this. Something about her makes me reckless. This time it feels right. “My apartment caved in!” She chirps the words, bewildered. “A chair fell straight through the ceiling and crushed my coffee table.”


  I lift her chin, looking for any marks on her skin. It’s irrational, and I know it. “You weren’t in the living room when it happened?”


  “I was asleep.” A laugh tinged with fear bubbles up. “I woke up to the sound of falling plaster.” Annabel’s forehead wrinkles. “Two maintenance guys came in to check that there was nothing wrong with the ceiling. They had a key and everything.”


  A hot, wild flush of rage surges through my veins. How could the super give two men a key to an apartment like that? How could he do that without making sure it was empty first? Does the man know what kinds of things can happen given that scenario?


  Annabel looks up into my eyes, worry clouding hers. “Your face is red,” she says gently, putting her other hand on top of mine.


  I’m in too deep, and I know it. An inch forward, and I could kiss her. I want to kiss her. I want to taste her so badly that my only option is to step away.


  So I do, even though it kills me.


  “I’m furious.” I try to release some of the anger with a controlled breath but fail miserably, settling instead for running my hands through my hair. “I don’t have any right to be. I know that. But something could have happened to you. Those men—”


  It clicks then, and her expression shifts. “I’m okay,” she says slowly, reaching out and putting her hand on my elbow. Her touch is a calm warmth over my angry heat. My shoulders relax. I didn’t even know I was tensing them.


  “I have no right to feel this way.”


  Annabel steps closer. The scent of her shampoo is carried on the breeze, light and clean. “If it’s worth anything at all, I feel better”—she swallows hard, blushing scarlet—“now that I’m here, with you.” She laughs, squeezing my arm. “It was some crazy stuff, this morning.”


  My anger drains out of me then, my heart beating hard into a pale worry. It was so close. Another few feet of weak ceiling. She clearly didn’t consider the apartment before she signed the lease, but I can’t bring myself to be mad at her now.


  “I’m glad you’re all right.” I cover her hand with my own. I swore I wouldn’t kiss her. I swore I wouldn’t get in over my head. And I’m not. This is called being a decent human being.


  Annabel bites her lip and leans in closer, as if we’re standing out here in the bitter fall and not on a late-summer afternoon. “Don’t worry about me,” she says, the words barely audible over the sound of traffic going by on the street. “But I will admit,” she says, cocking her head to the side, “I like it when you send me text messages.” She takes another long breath. “I have no reason to like you,” she continues. “You’re so . . . serious. But I do, Beau.”


  What? What? My heart skips a beat, then two. Flirting at dinner. A few unguarded text messages. And here she is, standing in front of me in broad daylight, jumping in with both feet. The alarm sounds in the back of my mind. Slow down. Slow down. Consider all the possibilities. Make a careful choice, not a dangerously reckless one. Pull away, I tell myself, but instead I find myself leaning in.


  Our lips brush against one another—it’s electric—when there’s a heavy hand on my shoulder. “Bennett!” booms a voice from directly behind me. The interruption is like having ice water poured down the back of my neck. “Getting frisky out on the sidewalk! Yes, my man!” Then I’m being pulled, turned around, and yanked into a tight, manly embrace, thumps raining down my back.


  It takes me a good while to get out of his grip, pushing back with both hands. “West.” I stare at my best friend, caught somewhere between enraged and delighted. “What the hell are you doing here?”


  “Surprise!” He holds out his arms like he didn’t tackle me in broad daylight. “It’s time for an Overton reunion! I heard your new hotel is open for business.”


  Oh, not this. Not now. Not when I was about to take Annabel inside and personally escort her to a private suite. The possibilities blow away on the breeze. “West, I have—”


  “Annabel Forester,” Annabel says, reaching around me to shake West’s hand. “Nice to meet a friend of Beau’s!” Her smile turns from disappointed to genuine. “I’d stay, but I have work.” Then she’s gone in a flash of pink, jogging up the steps of the Pearl.


  West looks after her with an assessing grin on his face. “New girlfriend?”


  Almost. Then you interrupted. “Stay away from her,” I growl, then cover my burst of possessiveness with a smile. “What’s this about a reunion?”


 

  
Chapter Thirteen
 Annabel


  That went well. That went so well that my cheeks are still on fire two hours later. I can’t stop reaching up to touch my lips where they brushed against Beau’s, which is such a teen movie cliché that it’s almost as mortifying as the kiss itself. What was I doing, swooning in the middle of the sidewalk because he offered me a free hotel room?


  I’m going to take it. For sure. From Cynthia’s constant stream of texts, it appears that the building owner is offering to put us up in the World Hotel. That text came with seventeen exclamation points and six noes. She’s going to stay with her old college roommate. And me? I’m not going to turn down a room that makes my commute nonexistent.


  It’s almost hard to feel affection under the complete and utter mortification, but this job is growing on me. It makes me nervous, in a way, because I’m so into the work that the sweet spot might come early. For once in my life, I don’t want to bail. I’d like this beginning time, this time full of stress and late nights and small explosions from Marilee, to last a while longer. I can’t explain why. The fabric feels good under my hands. I like bantering with the cast of the production, who have begun to stream in ahead of rehearsals, which began this weekend. Bethany, the woman playing Juliet—they’re calling her Julie, in this show—has the most exaggerated expressions I’ve ever seen. As my mother would say, she is a hoot.


  I’m on my knees, adjusting the hem of the gown she’s going to wear in the opening scene, when she puts her hands on her hips and looks down at me.


  “You look like you’re about to have heat stroke.”


  “It’s hottinhrr,” I mumble around the pins in my mouth.


  “What?” She holds a hand up next to her ear, careful not to move her hips. I appreciate her well-thought-out theatrics.


  I take the pins out of my mouth. “It’s hot in here.”


  “You’re a bad liar, or my name isn’t Bethany Kirke. It’s freezing in here.”


  “That’s because of the tulle.”


  “Come on,” she needles. “I’m a stranger in a strange town, and you have a secret.”


  “You live in Queens,” I say with a laugh.


  “It’s not the same as Manhattan. Spill it. I’m dying here. Most of what I hear all day is”—she purses her lips—“the greatest love story of all time. Terrible ending, though. Your face is like a fire engine, Annabel.”


  “Hot flash?” I stick another pin into the hem and resist the urge to touch my bottom lip with my fingertips. I might as well be in high school again. That’s how giddy and stupid I feel, and it’s all because of a kiss that was derailed right before the good part by Beau’s longtime friend West.


  What is that guy doing here? I know he lives in the city—that much I gathered from our conversation last night—but Beau definitely mentioned something about him being out of the country. And a reunion? I don’t know. I entered a fugue state from the kiss and had no control over my reaction. 


  “Annabel,” Bethany says firmly. “We are close friends.”


  “We met a week ago.”


  “We are close friends, and it’s offensive that you would keep a secret like this from me. The smiling, Annabel. The smiling.”


  “What smiling?” I pretend to be shocked, but she’s given me another reason to grin like an idiot. I am an idiot. I shook his friend’s hand and then ran away to my job instead of leaping onto him like I wanted to. Like I still want to. It’d be stupid to get involved with a man like Beau. Certain heartbreak. But I want to. My whole body is alive with the anticipation of it.


  I can always leave when the sweet spot hits, before we get in too deep.


  If I can recover from that scene on the sidewalk.


  I focus on the hem, but I can feel Bethany’s eyes on me. Ever so lightly, she taps the toe of one foot on the wooden pedestal. 


  “Fine,” I say with a sigh. “There may be . . . someone I’m interested in.”


  “Man or woman?”


  “A man.” Good. If it’s going to be twenty questions, I can drag this out indefinitely without giving her any real details. The less everybody knows about this—and everybody includes the cast of The Lovers—the better it will be when it’s time to duck out.


  “Did he take you home with him last night?”


  If only. “No, I spent last night in my own home. And then my ceiling caved in.”


  “What?” she gasps. “Okay, that’s a good one. That’s a really good one, Annabel, but I still want to hear about this man.”


  “He’s a Mystery Man,” I tease.


  “Is he admiring you from afar?”


  Beau was standing so close on the sidewalk. “I don’t know if afar is the right word to—”


  “My apologies for interrupting.” Four words. Four words in that smooth, low voice and all of me is on fire, tensed and ready to pick up where we’d left off. “A minute of your time, Ms. Forester?”


  I turn away from Bethany. Beau is standing at the doorway to the costume shop, leaning against the frame and looking every bit a Greek god. “Mr. Bennett,” I say, trying to keep it casual. “Absolutely.” A smile flickers across his face. This game—this one sends a surge of excitement up my spine. I look back up at Bethany. “Do you mind?”


  Mystery Man, she mouths at me, her eyes shining. “Not at all,” she says out loud and steps off the pedestal, pulling her phone from a pocket under her skirt. Two graceful steps later and she turns, collapsing onto one of the prop sofas. It’s a pretty picture, and I know it was staged for us by the way she smiles to herself.


  I brush past Beau on the way into the hallway, trying to play it cool. “What’s going on?” I ask him, keeping my voice low.


  He leans down. “I’d like to show you your suite.”


 

  
Chapter Fourteen
 Beau


  “This is too much,” Annabel says, but she can’t stop smiling.


  “I haven’t even opened the door yet, so how do you know if it’s too much?”


  “You said suite. I share what’s essentially a closet with my roommate. There’s no need for—”


  I raise a finger and press it across the softness of her smile. “We’re past that now, don’t you think?” Annabel is radiating nervous energy, and I’d bet a thousand dollars it has to do with that kiss. Curse West. Truly, curse him for his terrible timing and the fact that he found it necessary to hug me when I was clearly otherwise engaged. “First hand me your phone.”


  “For what?” Annabel asks the question but she’s already reaching into her pocket. She pulls it out and sets it in my hand, trusting me in one motion with all of her most intimate information. “Oh—here.” She turns the screen back toward her and types in her passcode.


  I navigate to the app store and download the app for all the hotels that fit under the Bennett Inc. umbrella. It takes seconds to sign in, and I already had the front desk connect it to her account. “Your room key.” I hand the phone back to her. “Hold it in front of the sensor.”


  Annabel opens her eyes wide. “Very fancy.” She waves the phone in front of the silver pad below the doorknob. Green lights around the edge of it circle once, and the lock clicks open. God, I’ve never wanted to be inside a room with a door closed behind me so much in all the years I’ve been alive.


  “After you.”


  Annabel steps inside, head turning one way, then the other. “This is too much,” she says again under her breath.


  I’ll admit: aside from the penthouse and one other floor beneath it—West, conveniently, seems to have rented that out—this is the best room in the house. Room? Actually, it’s several rooms.


  I follow her down the entry hall past a coat closet and kitchenette into the main living area. Low-seated furniture faces a picture window with a view of Manhattan. Annabel is drawn to it like a moth to a flame. With the afternoon sunlight spilling over the city, it is a sight to behold.


  “Wow,” she breathes, looking out over it all.


  I hardly see the city. She’s silhouetted against the window. Her black T-shirt hugs the sloping line of her waist, and her jeans move over her curves where I want my hands to be. My palms ache with the need to touch her. After what happened on the sidewalk, I’m not in any mood to hold back. From the way Annabel is standing, one hip cocked to the side, rising up ever so slightly on tiptoe, she’s not, either.


  I cross the room toward her. I’m a step away when she turns, her cheeks pink, and bites her lip.


  “Annabel,” I say.


  “I want to make out with you.” The words make contact, and a beat later they register in my mind.


  I don’t know which of us moves first, but she’s in my arms in a flash, arms wrapped around my neck. Her lips are on mine, and it’s nothing like that timid, interrupted travesty of a kiss on the sidewalk. The word scorching rings through my mind, but I love the burn.


  Annabel presses against me, her hips making tiny movements side to side, and I’m practically bursting from the kiss. Don’t ravish her. Don’t tear her clothes off and throw her onto the bed. Don’t. Don’t. Annabel’s tongue battles with mine. She’s coming at me, putting on the pressure, and she might not even realize it. On instinct I raise my hand to her face and take her jaw in my hands, squeezing so she knows that when it comes down to it, I’ll be the one in control.


  Her eyes flutter, and she moans into my mouth, moving one hand to wrap around my wrist like she needs to feel it to believe it.


  I pull back, breaking the kiss. My cock throbs with every thundering heartbeat, but there’s something holding me back, holding me still. Annabel searches my eyes, her breath fast and hard. “What—what is it?” Her words are soft and sweet, and bloody hell, I want her even more.


  “Do you want this?” I tilt her face up another fraction of an inch. “If you don’t, I’ll leave right now. There’s time to—” My mind is melting at the sensation of her skin under my palm. “There’s time to slow down.”


  A slow smile spreads over Annabel’s face. She looks almost surprised, and then her eyes darken. “I want this,” she says, her grip going tight on my wrist. I reach up behind her with my other hand and curl my fingers through the low bun of her hair, her ridiculous pink-tipped hair, and give the slightest tug. Her eyelids flutter as she gets lost in this. It’s a simple thing, the tug of her hair, and she’s responding like I’m rolling one of her taut nipples between my fingers. “There are no guarantees,” she says, her voice so low I can hardly hear it, “but I want this.”


  I bend and kiss the exposed skin of her neck above where my fingers cover her jawline. “I don’t do this,” I tell her, struggling to keep my voice even. “I don’t fuck women I meet on the street, even if they’ve driven me wild . . .”


  “You haven’t fucked me yet,” she whispers. “But I wish you would.”


  Her words crack open the last of my propriety, and when she jumps into my arms and wraps her legs around my waist, I’m done for.


  Until Annabel pulls back, her forehead wrinkled. “What’s that?’


  “What?”


  She’s still. “The buzzing.”


  Then I feel it, insistent in my front pocket. My phone.


  It’s my personal line, and I never miss taking a call on my personal line. Not when I work with people like Edgar Sykes.


  Annabel seems to sense it, letting her feet drop to the floor while I dig my phone out of my pocket and look at the screen.


  Speak of the devil. If it isn’t Edgar, ruining the best moment of my life.


  
Chapter Fifteen
 Annabel


  Beau composes himself before he answers the call, but judging by the fire in his eyes, it’s a near thing. “Bennett,” he says, and his voice is so mild that if I was on the other end of the line, I’d have no inkling that anything was wrong. Jesus. This man is a consummate professional, but I’m not sure it’s limited to the hotel business. You don’t need this much of a poker face, this much self-control, to manage hotels—even if they are fancy boutique ones like the Pearl.


  I let myself steal one glance at the front of his pants, mainly to keep my mind off the desire pooling between my legs. I’m not the only one who’s been left hanging in the most awful way.


  “Yes, absolutely,” he says, his eyes focused somewhere behind me.


  I move my head to draw his attention. Does that make me an asshole? Maybe it makes me playful. But I’m rightfully pissed off that this phone call has interrupted us in the middle of the hottest kiss I’ve ever experienced in all my years of bouncing between cities, meeting men at bars, at jobs . . .


  Beau looks at me with narrowed eyes, his jaw working. “I always make personal visits, Edgar, and I’m happy to do so again if you have concerns.” Then he rakes his gaze down every inch of me. I swear, my skin heats under his look, and he’s not even touching me.


  He should be touching me.


  That kiss was like jumping from the tallest diving board at the pool three towns over from Patriot. It was such a pain in the ass to go there that sometimes, when the weather was so hot that neither one of us could stand it, Mom would spring for a room at the Wagon Wheel Inn. Unlike the Pearl, you never knew what you were going to get when you opened the door. It didn’t matter. We’d spend every possible hour at the pool. That sensation of finally hitting the clear, sparkling surface of the water is what I felt when Beau finally kissed me.


  I’m in it now.


  Hesitation has never been my thing, and men like Beau—rich, he must be rich and tightly wound—have never been at the top of my list. Not that they would ever look at me, either. But all that is over. There’s no going back now, and my stomach turns over with giddy anticipation.


  I step closer to him. Close enough to reach out and run my fingertips over the smooth fabric of his tie. It reminds me of costumes, of Bethany waiting downstairs in the costume shop. “Take your time,” she’d said when I asked her if she minded waiting. She’d given me a conspiratorial grin. “You know,” she’d murmured, “Beau Bennett isn’t exactly a mystery man.” I’ll have to ask her about that later.


  “Hang up,” I whisper to Beau, but he lifts his eyes away from me when I say it.


  “That’s fine,” he says into the phone. “I’ll have more for you tomorrow.” He keeps his lips pressed into a thin line until he’s made sure to disconnect the call. “I apologize,” he says, his voice dropping into a register that emits pure sex.


  Bethany, I remind myself. I’m committed to my job, and that should come before Beau.


  Should . . .


  But he steps toward me and drapes his arm around my waist, and Jesus, he tastes good. Like mints and money. I can admit, secretly, that it’s totally intoxicating. We’ve never discussed how much money he makes—how awkward would that be?—but the fabric of his suits alone tells me it’s a lot.


  I’m not thinking about the suit, except the way the fabric crushes in my fistfuls of his expensive lapels. His hands are on my waist and then running down my back, strong, commanding. There are advantages to the business type, I’m realizing now, and one of them is that it’s made Beau into a man. So what if he’s almost infuriatingly considerate? So what if he plans everything before he does it? He’s in the room with me right now, isn’t he?


  I’m about to slide my hands under those lapels and tear his jacket away from him when the buzzing starts again. It’s not a fun buzz, either. It’s insistent. Obnoxious. Beau tenses under my grip. “Oh, for God’s sake—”


  He yanks the phone from his pocket and answers it without looking. “Bennett,” he says, a sharp edge to his voice that’s barely tempered. Then he rolls his eyes. “West, what do you want? I’m—” He raises his eyes to the ceiling in what looks like a plea for deliverance. “Three weekends. Isn’t that nice. What are you going to do during the week? Right, yes, obviously.” There’s a pause. Beau runs his hand over the curve of my waist. He’s distracted, and honestly, that’s not the best way to start a sexy romp. “No. I’ll talk to you later.” He disconnects the call and sighs heavily.


  “Let’s go,” I say into the pause.


  “Go?” He looks at me like I might be crazy. “Go where?” So he’s forgotten about Bethany, too. A satisfied warmth spreads across my chest. Bethany is a gorgeous blonde girl with the perfect face to play Juliet. Or Julie. Whoever. The fact that he doesn’t remember her makes me feel oddly full of myself.


  “Away from the Pearl,” I say. It’s the best thing for him. Every time I see him here, he’s carrying the weight of the world on his shoulders. I heard the condensed version of his life’s story after our date. I know that the last few years have been one heavy deliberation after the next, though I don’t see why hotel chains warrant so much energy.


  The man needs a shake-up, and I’m the perfect person to give it to him.


  In what little time we have.


  
Chapter Sixteen
 Beau


  Annabel is an impulsive decision embodied. The way she’s smiling at me, a rosy pink tinging her cheeks and a sparkle in her eyes, shuts down my mind completely.


  “Where to?”


  “Anywhere.” She reaches out and grabs my hand. “I bet you don’t take days off. I bet you spend most of your days debating the best course of action or whatever it is wealthy business owners say.” She shakes her head. “Let’s take these interruptions as a sign that we’re supposed to get together later, when it’s dark out and nobody’s blowing up your phone.”


  “So your suggestion is to leave this private suite and . . . what? Take the subway?”


  Annabel grins, wrinkling her nose. “The subway? Don’t kid, Beau. You must have cars.”


  *****
  Annabel is right.


  It does feel good to go somewhere without planning, without agonizing over the details, without weighing the pros and cons and everything in between.


  There’s an uneasy element, too, but I push it to the back of my mind. Edgar’s call can wait awhile, and West—whatever his plans are for a reunion can, too. He hasn’t been out of the country that long. I’m sure he has something up his sleeve, because it’s completely like him to plan something ridiculous without involving anyone else. Naturally, he’ll expect us all to attend. The show at the Pearl was his idea—he’s the one arranging most of those details and contracts, along with my contacts at Bennett, Inc., but there’s always more to the story with West.


  Still, it feels good to drive. I don’t do much driving these days. Winston was frankly shocked when I gave him the afternoon off.


  Annabel leans back in her seat while we cruise down the 202. We’ve been driving for almost two hours. This is the direction she said to go, and for once in my life I didn’t spend an hour considering the options. I agreed. Her smile was worth it.


  “Let me in on the secret.”


  She turns, brushing a stray lock of hair away from her face. “What secret?”


  “Where we’re going. That would be a good place to start.”


  “A better place to start would be to throw your phone out the window,” she says with a laugh. “But don’t worry. I wouldn’t dare. I know you’re important.”


  Is she fishing to learn more about what I do? Why would she be? It’s always possible. “How do you know I’m important?”


  “People who aren’t important don’t wear suits like that.”


  I’m not wearing the entire suit. I folded the jacket and put it on the backseat. “What do they wear then?”


  She glances down at her jeans and T-shirt. “Exhibit A.”


  “Oh please,” I tease her. “You’re the most important person here.”


  “Flattery.”


  “The truth.”


  “The kiss was that hot, huh?”


  Pleased satisfaction rises in my chest. “Not flattery. It’s the truth. Though you have a point. We could have burned that whole place down.” It feels odd to say things like this to her without couching them in layers of reserve. I’m not in the habit of doing this, but Annabel makes it easy. With her in the passenger seat, I can say anything.


  Not that I’m going to. That would be too much for both of us, if I was to pour my heart out to her. I’m so out of practice with that kind of thing that I’m not even sure what I’d say.


  “Do you miss your parents?”


  God. It’s like she senses my barriers and throws herself against them. For an instant I have the uncanny premonition that even though we’re only beginning to spend time together, it might already be running out.


  Don’t be ridiculous, I tell myself, and then I consider my answer.


  “Yes and no,” I say finally. Annabel waits, her patience a low current in the car. “I love them.” Jesus, that sounds strange, a declaration like that coming out of my mouth, and it seems vaguely wrong, but there’s nobody but Annabel, so I barrel onward. “But we were never very close after we moved to the US.”


  An old memory resurfaces—being five, eating tea and a biscuit at the kitchen island, my feet hooked on the rungs of the stool. And shouting. Muffled shouting. I stared out over the lush green backyard, a fenced-in thing not large enough to run in for long, and pretended not to hear it.


  Annabel is still watching me. Haven’t I said enough? “My father spent most of his time at work and on business trips in the beginning. By the time he scaled it back, I was in the upper grades and didn’t want much to do with them.”


  “And then they went back to England?”


  “After college, yes.”


  There’s a pause.


  “How often do you visit? Or do they visit you?”


  “I go home for Christmas every year. If I can get there, I go every season, but some years are busier than others.” Some years there’s a woman standing on the sidewalk who changes everything by being alive. “What about you?”


  Annabel smiles, big and bright. “Oh, you’ve heard most of it.”


  “You talked about moving, not your family. Come on—it’s your turn.”


  She smiles even wider, and it strikes me that this grin is a cover, somehow, for something she keeps hidden beneath the surface. “My mom is a wonderful woman,” she begins. “My dad—he was never in the picture, but she never let me feel that I was any lesser of a person because of it.” The next time I glance over at her, the smile has transformed into something warmer, less intense. “So it was the two of us. We went wherever her mood took her. She always left before things got boring or bad, and then it was on to the next thing. I liked it.”


  This last thing doesn’t ring quite true, but I’m not going to press her. “And do you visit her often?”


  “No.” Annabel frowns. “I begged her to stay in one place for the last two years of high school. That was in Chicago. But the minute I got my diploma, she wanted to hit the road. She had Brazil on her mind. I wanted to go to college, so I stayed.” Her voice is as upbeat as always, but as she finishes speaking, Annabel looks out the window.


  “That must have been painful,” I offer. It’s not something I would say to anyone else.


  “It’s important to leave before things go sour,” she says, like she’s repeating some ancient wisdom. “Oh, hey, there’s our exit.”


  
Chapter Seventeen
 Annabel


  “All right,” Beau says, standing against the open passenger door with his hand out. “How’d you find this place?”


  I step out of the car and let him shut the door behind me. “Doesn’t everyone know New Hope?” It’s full-on evening, but the air is still warm. I tilt my face up and let the dwindling rays of sun have their way with my skin. When I open my eyes, Beau is grinning at me. As much of a grin as he’ll do, which is more of a half smile. “I take it you don’t know New Hope.”


  “First time ever setting foot in the place.”


  “I love a good first time.”


  “Don’t tempt me,” he says as he leans down to kiss my temple. It’s so gentle, so couplelike, that my heart almost seizes up right then. “Do you have a plan for while we’re here? It’s another two hours back to the city, and I don’t want—”


  “I know. You don’t want to get back too late.” There’s work waiting for both of us back in the city. I finished up quickly with Bethany, but lucky for me, a lot of the actors and actresses in the production like to schedule fittings at odd hours.


  I thread my arm through his and tug him in the general direction of the main drag. To be technical, we’re already on Main Street. I had him park at one end so we’d have a reason to stroll. Yes, I’d rather be straddling him in the back of his car, but I’m not in the mood for that kind of anxiety. I might be a get-up-and-go kind of girl, but the idea of attracting police attention in a town as small as this one doesn’t thrill me. Plus, there are probably more than a few people here who remember me.


  Beau’s smile grows bigger the farther we walk down Main Street.


  “Do you like the looks of this place?”


  “It’s old,” he says simply.


  “The word you’re looking for is historic.”


  He laughs. “It’s not as historic as Britain, but it has that same kind of charm, doesn’t it?”


  “Yes. Very charming. Very unlike Manhattan.”


  “That’s why you wanted to come here?”


  “That’s why I wanted you to come here.” I can’t quite put into words why it was so important to get out of the city. It’s the comfortable thing for me to do in the first place. I love the sensation of being on the move. Thanks, Mom. But today it was more about Beau. It was more about wanting to see the tension leave his shoulders.


  He takes a big breath. He’s already starting to relax. I can feel it under my palms, wrapped around his arm. “I’m still waiting on an answer.”


  “To which question?”


  “How do you know about New Hope, Pennsylvania?” He looks down at me, eyes shining like he’s enjoying working out this puzzle. “I’ve legitimately never heard of this place.”


  “I’m sure they don’t talk about small towns in Bucks County at the big corporation you’ve all got going.”


  He shrugs. “I’m not sure what everyone talks about all day, so there’s always a possibility.”


  So precise. So accurate.


  “If you must know, my car broke down.” I sigh, remembering that car. It was a 1992 Subaru Legacy. “It was my first car, and my graduation money was all I had, so I bought it from a dealer outside Chicago.” God, that thing was a death trap.


  “You didn’t want to stay?”


  “Not once my mom flew out. All my friends were going to college, and I figured I’d go, too.”


  Beau cracks a smile, but he doesn’t laugh. “So you drove off and went to college?”


  “That was the plan.” I had been naive at the time, to say the least. “I hadn’t exactly . . . applied anywhere. I thought it would be more like moving. That was always easy for my mom. Pick up and go, and the pieces somehow all come together. I was a traveling virgin, okay?”


  “I’m not laughing,” he says, but I can hear it in his voice.


  “Anyway,” I press on. “It was a cheap car, and I didn’t quite make it all the way to the city. I made it here. That part went fine. I got a job at a pizza place, enrolled at the community college the next semester . . .” It had felt good to be in a place like this. Good right up until it got to be stifling, and then I headed out. “It was nice.”


  “It seems very . . . relaxing.”


  “That’s a lovely way to put it,” I say with a laugh. “You can admit it, Beau. New Hope might be relaxing, but I’m not.”


  He stops in the middle of the sidewalk and gazes into my eyes. “No, you’re not,” he says, like he’s still mulling it over. “I don’t know how you live this life, going from one place to the next, never settling down.”


  Heat flushes all the way through me. Beau transfers my hand from his arm to his hand and then curls his fingers through mine and lifts them to his lips. God, he is such a gentleman. Can anyone blame me for having a searing crush on him? “Never say never,” I blurt out.


  He raises his eyebrows. “The more you tell me, the more you’ll always be on the move.”


  I can’t help myself. “I’d like to be moving on you.”


  He laughs, his face transformed, and then his hand is on the back of my head, pulling me in. It’s a deep kiss, totally not self-conscious, and nobody’s phone rings the entire time.


  It lasts right up until someone on the other side of the street lets out a whoop. I break away from Beau with a laugh, then wrap my arm around his waist. “If we stay here too long, these people are going to expect a show.”


  “I’ll give them a show,” he says, but he comes along with me to dinner, his arm around me all the way.


  
Chapter Eighteen
 Beau


  Kissing Annabel isn’t nearly enough.


  It’s not nearly enough, though I couldn’t have hoped for anything more out of a woman than this time we’re having right now, in this funny little town that seems like it might be in another country from Manhattan.


  She shows me the pizza restaurant where she used to work on Main Street but wrinkles her nose when I suggest going in. “Nah,” she says, tugging me along. “I’m assuming you haven’t taken me to dinner at the Pearl for the same reason.”


  “The food at the Pearl is excellent.” What reason is she talking about?


  “The audience, mystery man of mine. All those eyes on you? I don’t want to spend our getaway greeting people who will probably be morbidly curious about what happened to me.”


  “Why would they be?”


  Annabel puts the slightest pressure on my waist. We keep going another couple of blocks to an Italian place that’s more upscale than the pizza joint but not so high-class that her jeans and T-shirt will be out of place. She shrugs, her shoulder rising against my body. “I left right at the peak of the sweet spot.”


  “The sweet spot?”


  We’re interrupted by the hostess, who seats us near the front window. I ask her again.


  “You know.” She flicks her eyes at me from across the table, away from the menu. “The sweet spot, when everything’s going really, really well. When everything’s great. That’s the perfect time to move on.”


  A chill settles in the pit of my gut. “I disagree.”


  “The bottom line,” she says, as if she’s thought a lot about this, “is that things tend to go sour after too long. I’d rather spend my life finding new adventures.” She breathes out the hint of a sigh. “It lasted a long time here. That’s why I still like to visit. It didn’t make sense to stay after I graduated.”


  “With a business degree. Isn’t that what you said?” I know she mentioned this during that first date, but I want to make sure I don’t have my information wrong. That wouldn’t inspire much confidence. The more I’m with her, the more confidence I want her to have in me. It’s entirely possible that I’m falling for her, falling harder than I thought. All this talk about getting out before things go bad doesn’t thrill me. But Annabel was working on old information. She hadn’t met me yet.


  “A two-year business program and then marketing.”


  “But you work as a seamstress.” It doesn’t add up.


  Annabel grins. “It’s definitely not the next logical step.” She puts down the menu, laying it flat against the tablecloth. “I wanted to try out a few places before I committed to anything. Try out the city. I guess I’ve been trying it out for longer than I thought.”


  “There are hundreds of marketing firms in Manhattan.”


  “It’s such a process, though. All those interviews, and then they want the five-year plan . . .” She shudders. “Look, I’ve got an apartment. I had an apartment. And I’ve met a lot of exciting people, doing what I do. I can always get into marketing. My mom always said the main thing is to have a degree—it doesn’t matter which one.”


  “I can’t argue with that.”


  “Hey—you never said what your degree is in.”


  “I double majored in psychology and English literature.”


  Annabel’s jaw drops. “But, Beau, you’re not a psychologist or an English professor. You don’t even have—what are those things called?” She circles her eye with a thumb and forefinger.


  “A monocle?” I laugh out loud. “Who says I don’t have one? You’ve never been to my apartment.”


  “Tell me you do not have a monocle.”


  “I don’t. But I still think you should come to my apartment.”


  Her eyes light up. “Tonight?”


  “Soon.”


  “Riiiight,” she says slowly. “We’ve got work.”


  “We’ve got work.” I repeat the phrase as solemnly as I can, even though the tasks seem insignificant now. What do I have on my agenda? I know I’ve got emails to return—more notes from Edgar Sykes—but couldn’t those wait another day or two? Couldn’t I sweep her off her feet at some bed-and-breakfast in New Hope? This place must be a regular den of bed-and-breakfasts.


  But she doesn’t press me, and soon the waitress is at the edge of the table.


  By the time our plates are cleared away, the act of looking at her has me aching to be somewhere alone with her where we can continue what we started in her suite. I could rent out an entire bed-and-breakfast right now, if I wanted. I could do it.


  I can’t pull the trigger.


  I’ve been with plenty of women. With guys like West—and Declan and Liam—in my immediate circle in school, we were always surrounded by beautiful girls. I had more than a few relationships with those kinds of girls—wealthy, poised, and out for blood. Like Kinsey. They moved fast, and as an idiot teenager, I didn’t mind it. Now I’m a grown man, and bloody hell, I’m hesitating. The last thing I want, I realize as I look at Annabel across the table, is to get to that sweet spot ahead of schedule and lose out on even a second of time with her.


  It’s best if we go back to the city.


  She’s quiet as we drive away from New Hope. I keep my eyes on the road, so I can’t be certain, but I think she’s got tears in her eyes.


  It’s a long time before she speaks. “Did you have a nice time?”


  I take her hand over the center console. “Lovely, Annabel. I’d go back with you again, if you wanted.”


  She smiles, then asks me about what it was like going to boarding school.


  All the pleasant chatter in the world can’t stifle my need for her, though. When I pull up at the Pearl, I’m about to climb out of my skin, and she can sense it. She bites her lip, hesitating with her hand on the door handle. “Beau, are you—”


  I open my mouth to tell her I’ll park the car and be right in. Before I can say a word, my phone rings in my pocket. It’s connected to the car’s hands-free system, so the screen lights up with a name: Edgar Sykes.


  Shit.


  “Soon,” I promise her. She doesn’t ask what I mean.


  

  
Chapter Nineteen
 Annabel


  Beau’s face falls when he sees the name on the screen, and for one long heartbeat, I wish furiously that we lived in an era when there were no phones. Of course, in that kind of time, Beau would have been upper-crust, and I never would have crossed paths with him. Those kinds of people had manors and castles. My kind of people had hovels by the side of the road. They didn’t get jobs in theaters at the drop of a hat.


  “Soon,” he says to me, his voice thick with disappointment. He digs in his pocket for his phone. It must be an important call, if he’s not even willing to let the man’s voice come over the car’s speakers. Edgar Sykes. The name sounds familiar, but now’s not the time to ask.


  I lean over and plant a kiss on his cheek. I don’t linger on the sidewalk. I know he took a risk by taking a day trip with me—I knew something like this might happen.


  No, I don’t linger on the sidewalk, but from inside the lobby, I can see his car parked by the curb. My heart thuds in my chest. Is he going to get out?


  He doesn’t get out. After a few minutes, the valet whose job it is to stand out there moves closer to the building. A few more minutes pass, and Beau pulls away.


  “I wanted you to stay,” I say sadly under my breath. That’s the only time I let myself complain. Expecting him to drop everything for me is beyond ridiculous, so I don’t.


  I go up to my suite and sit on the sofa in the living area. The lights of Manhattan twinkle against the night sky. He’d appreciate the view.


  *****
  It’s an hour later when the first text comes in.


  I’m so sorry, Annabel. It’s a business matter—I’m on the plane now.


  My heart leaps when his name appears on the screen. I swallow down the ache of disappointment, which is still making my throat tight. It makes no sense—I have no reason to expect anything like this from Beau—but I’ve been stewing about it since I sat down on the sofa.


  I type out a joke about a hotel emergency, but it’s not funny, and I don’t send it. I settle for Is everything okay? instead.


  A bit more complicated.


  Three dots flash along the bottom of the message. He’s got more to say, so I wait. It’s hard to be patient. Somehow I manage.


  Hotel management isn’t my only endeavor. I would tell you more details, but I can’t. I hope you understand.


  The curiosity almost takes my breath away. Tell me immediately! I type it twice before I finally delete it and take in a deep breath. I’m looking for a very good reason that he didn’t come up to my suite tonight. I don’t need to know what else he does—this isn’t going to be forever, this thing with Beau.


  A wash of regret comes over me at the thought. The thought. My hands tremble around my phone. That’s not the kind of thing I should be dwelling on now—not when things between Beau and me could get so much better.


  And then so much worse, nags the voice in the back of my head. It sounds curiously like my mother, who hasn’t called me in months. I dial her number every few weeks. She never picks up. Brazil must be treating her well.


  Be honest. Be honest, Annabel, I tell myself.


  I understand. I miss you.


  I send it quickly, then drop the phone to the cushions by my side. I snatch it up again. Who am I kidding? I want to see his reply the instant it arrives. Will he say something like that to me, or am I pressing his buttons for nothing? He looked wildly uncomfortable after he said he loved his parents, and they are his own parents. I’m a woman who wasn’t paying attention to the sidewalk traffic.


  I miss you, too.


  Three dots flashing. There’s more.


  Every minute with you today was more than I could have hoped for.


  More than he could have hoped for? I laugh out loud. Unbelievable. No, seriously. A man like Beau Bennett can have any woman he wants. More than he could have hoped for?


  Are you trying to win me over? :P


  What, you don’t believe me?


  You have everything a person could want. A trip to New Hope can’t have been that amazing.


  There’s a long pause, and then another message comes in.


  I don’t have you.


  My breath hitches. His words make me feel a strange kind of nice. When I was younger, when we moved all over everywhere following my mother’s whims, I used to imagine how it would feel to live in a house she’d bought. A house she intended to stay in. This is that feeling times a thousand. Times a million.


  I brush aside the warning piping up from the darkest corner of my mind. It’s screeching that if this goes any further, I might lose that stretch of pleasant days. I might be making it ugly at the end. Hard to get out. Hard to move on.


  I don’t care.


  I type out three responses laced with humor, but in the end, it’s two words.


  Who says?


  His reply comes right on the heels of that message.


  Are you willing to wait for me, Annabel Forester?


  It’s a delicious nervousness that pounds in my chest. I’m not in the habit of waiting for anyone. I’m the one who decides when to go. But right now, I’m willing to wait.


  Not for too long . . . ;)


  Don’t worry, he writes back. It won’t be. I can hardly stand to be away.


  
Chapter Twenty
 Beau


  Annabel might be the end of me, but at least I’ll die a happy man.


  The plane can’t leave DC any faster after what turned out to be a five-day meeting marathon. Edgar Sykes greeted me at the airport and hustled me into a car that turned out to be under Secret Service protection.


  “The situation has become more complex since my last phone call,” he said, and that was all he’d say until we got to the secure meeting room.


  It turned out to be more than one person from a war-torn nation in the Middle East. More than one person by far—an entire family, all in danger, all needing to be housed somewhere away from the pressure cooker of Washington, DC. Edgar wouldn’t give me all the details, and during every meeting I had to step outside more than once.


  Exhausting to say the least, and every time my attention flagged, my mind went straight to Annabel. Her firm waist underneath her T-shirt. The way her lips opened to let me in. The way she said—oh God, what was I doing in DC instead of her suite—that she would wait for me.


  “Are you ready for takeoff, Mr. Bennett?” The attendant is the reserved type, and it makes me feel right at home.


  “Yes.” I lift my glass—whiskey straight—to my lips, trying not to grip it too hard. It puts me on edge to be this impatient, but I can’t help myself.


  Once on the ground in New York City, I get in the car as casually as I can, and I tell Winston to do whatever is necessary to get me to the Pearl. It’s after five, so even if Annabel’s not finished in the costume shop for the day, she can step away.


  I need her.


  At least, I need to be with her. We’ll start with that.


  *****
  I take the steps down to the wide hallway leading to the shop two at a time, my jacket long abandoned in the backseat of the car and my heart pounding out of my chest.


  If this is love, if this is obsession, then I’ve spent far too long holding back. When my feet hit the floor, I slow down and take a breath. I can’t be seen sprinting through the hallway like a madman, and it’s a cavernous place. The echoing would be unbelievable.


  A peal of laughter rings out into the hallway, and it fills my entire soul with such a powerful pleasant feeling that it almost hurts.


  Annabel.


  There’s an answering laugh from someone else—a woman—and then Annabel shrieks. “You have got to be kidding me,” she says, more giggles bubbling up. “Onstage?”


  Whatever the other person is saying gets lost among the echoes—perhaps she’s facing away from the door, but I can still hear Annabel.


  “Whaaaaaat? I would die.”


  More mumbling.


  “It’s nicer if you really like the guy.”


  I don’t want to creep up to the door as if I’m eavesdropping. She sounds so natural, so in her element, that I can’t help wanting to listen. I force myself to move down the hallway at a regular speed. She’s dropped her voice.


  When I get to the door, the woman on the pedestal turns halfway. It’s the same actress who was here last week. Has it been only a week? It seems like a year. She’s not quite facing me. She’s wearing a completely different gown. It looks heavier, but she pulls it off excellently.


  Still, nothing captures my attention more than Annabel. All I can see is her back and her hair pulled into a low bun that somehow manages to look elegant despite its haphazard style. She tips her head back and laughs, never letting go of the gown. “Bethany, that is legitimately insane.”


  Bethany turns another few inches toward the door and spots me there, leaning against the frame with the world’s silliest grin on my face. “Annabel,” she sings. “You have a visitor.”


  Annabel spins on her knee. When her eyes meet mine, her entire face lights up like the sunrise. “You’re back!” she shouts, pitching a handful of pins and a cloth ruler to the ground. Somehow she makes the act of scrambling to her feet look graceful, and then she’s running full speed across the room.


  Two feet away from me, she skids to a stop, her face scarlet. She clears her throat, her body swaying toward me an inch. “Mr. Bennett,” she says. “How was your trip?”


  Bethany bursts out laughing. She doubles over in the gown, hands on her knees. It’s such an all-consuming laugh that we both turn to stare at her. “I’m sorry,” she gasps. “I’m so sorry.” She steps off the pedestal and wipes away a tear. “Annabel. It’s nice to be in love. Don’t hide it from me, for God’s sake.”


  Annabel’s jaw drops, but no words come out.


  Bethany is still laughing. “Go.” She waves a hand in the air. “Go. I can come back later. Or . . . tomorrow.” She tries for a knowing expression but dissolves into another fit of giggles. “Get out of here. I can’t even look at the two of you. If I think of this onstage—” She shakes her head. “Lovebirds.”


  Annabel grabs my arm and pulls me into the hallway. When we’re out of sight, she presses me against the wall and rises on tiptoe, and our lips crash together like I’ve been gone for a decade instead of a workweek. When she pulls away, she’s laughing again. “Lovebirds?” she says, her voice catching, eyes searching mine.


  “Accurate, I’d say.”


  A slow smile spreads across her face. “Let’s take her advice and go.”


  I have Winston waiting at the curb. Up the stairs and across the lobby we fly, and then I’m pushing the doors open. I have Annabel’s hand in mine, and soon we’ll be at the car. Sweet freedom.


  Only not quite.


  Because Kinsey is standing on the steps to the Pearl, eyebrows practically at her hairline. “Hello, sweetie. Why are you in such a rush?”


  
Chapter Twenty-One
 Annabel


  I’m not much for tearing other women down. Let me say that first, before you get the wrong idea.


  Now let me say that I am never going to be interested in seeing Kinsey.


  Bethany? She’s like a blonde princess. The cool kind. The kind who will laugh with you for forty-five minutes before the man you’re pretending not to be involved with shows up and whisks you away. The kind who doesn’t look down her nose at you, even though she’s literally standing on a pedestal.


  Kinsey’s a bitch.


  She bitchily purses her lips and looks down her nose at me, judgment radiating from her too-perfect face, and then snaps her eyes back to Beau. “You’re not meeting with West?”


  “No,” he says bluntly. “I’m actually on my way out.”


  Kinsey cocks her head to the side. “That’s strange. You never miss a meeting.” Then her expression morphs into as fake an uh-oh as I’ve ever seen. “Oh my goodness, silly me. I wasn’t supposed to say a thing about this little event to you.” She smiles, tight-lipped, her eyes glittering like a cat about to pounce.


  “No harm, no foul,” Beau says, squeezing my hand. “If you’ll excuse us—”


  Kinsey pretends to be surprised that she’s blocking our path at all. “Oh, of course, of course.”


  Beau doesn’t let go of my hand as he walks beside me down the steps. I get a full-body chill when I pass Kinsey. She could be a ghost or an evil spirit. It would make sense.


  Beau’s driver pulls open the back door for us, and as I slide in, I hear Kinsey call out to Beau. “But we’ll be seeing you at dinner?”


  He hesitates at the door. One more step, and he’ll be inside the car. Ignore her, I think at him with all my might. Ignore her. I can see from here how he’s struggling, his hands tensed into fists. But Beau Bennett is the last person on earth to tell anyone to bugger off or whatever you say when you’re from England. When he finally speaks, it’s far more diplomatic than I could ever have been. “Change of plans. Another time, Kinsey.”


  Then he steps inside and lets Winston close the door behind him.


  I can’t help myself. I crane my neck forward to see Kinsey. She’s standing on the steps, her mouth slightly open, gaping at the car.


  Winston slides into the front seat, checks the mirrors, and shifts the car into Drive.


  “Let’s get out of here,” Beau says and takes my hand in his.


  *****
  I work to tone down the giddy laughter still caught in my chest, and it takes two blocks before I can speak. “Beau.”


  “Annabel.”


  I pretend to survey the vendors and their carts on the sidewalk. “Tell me about you and Kinsey. I feel like we’re at that point now, because that was weird.”


  He groans, rubbing a hand over his eyes. “I don’t know how to explain it.”


  “Start at the beginning?”


  I scoot over a couple of inches, and he wraps his arm around my shoulders. It feels so good that I wish we could drive around forever. How much money does need in order to drive around forever? For the first time in my life, I’m considering a career that will end with me having exactly that much money. I don’t allow myself to think of the fact that Beau probably already has that much money. Not much, anyway.


  “I met her when I first started going to Overton,” he says. I try to detect why he sounds wistful. If it’s because Kinsey used to be nice, then—“She was always . . . she’s always been the same.”


  Good. “What happened?”


  He sighs. “There were five of us who hit it off quickly. We lived in the same dorm—Hawthorne House. Within the first few months, we started spending time with a group of five girls who lived across campus. Theirs was called Heather House. God, it sounds so stupid when I say it out loud.”


  “It sounds like a fantasy.”


  “A fantasy?”


  “I would have killed to go to four years of school in the same place. Ever,” I admit.


  “You’re right. I shouldn’t look down on it.” There’s a pause. “It’s one of those things that doesn’t make any sense once you’re on the outside looking in.”


  “Why is she showing up at the Pearl?”


  “She . . . always liked me,” he admits. There it is.


  “Did you date?”


  Might as well come right out with it.


  “Very briefly,” he says, glancing over. “It didn’t work out, but she never left our group. When we graduated, there were seven of us who had stuck together through college. Kinsey was one of the women. A girl named Laura was the other. Is the other, I should say. It sounds so morbid to use the past tense.”


  “Is this Laura going to show up here, too?” Do I sound jealous? I hope I don’t sound jealous. I’m the one tucked next to him in the back seat, after all. Still . . . if this goes south, they’re the ones who will be there to pick up the pieces. I’ll be long gone.


  “I have no idea.” He makes a weary sound. “West is up to something with the show. Opening night is in two weeks.”


  “Up to something like what?” I’m dying to know. I don’t have friends who do this kind of thing. “Like . . . a reunion? That’s what he said the other day.”


  “A reunion, yes. But as for the scale, I have no idea.”


  “But you passed up dinner plans.”


  Beau puts his fingers under my jaw and turns my face toward his. “I did. I agreed to it before I got called away on that business trip. Now there are more important things to do.” He bends and presses his lips against mine, and it’s a sheer, deep pleasure that runs all the way down my spine. I lose track of how long he’s kissing me. I’m lost in the sensation of his hands against my spine, running down over my waist, my hips, to the front of my jeans, hooking a finger inside . . .


  When I resurface, I’m panting.


  “We’re here,” he whispers.


  I whip my head around to look out the window. It’s a restaurant, not the entrance to the kind of upscale building I’ve always imagined him to live in. “Dinner?” It comes out as a plea.


  “Dinner,” he says firmly.


  I take one deep breath to fortify myself, then follow him out of the car, the heat between my legs impossible to ignore.


  
Chapter Twenty-Two
 Beau


  We’re waiting for the bill when Annabel finally breaks.


  “Beau,” she says urgently, her hands hooked on the edge of the table. “I don’t understand it.”


  “They’re slow at bringing the bill.”


  “No,” she says, her lips curving up in a smile. “Why are we here and not in my suite? Or at the gorgeous penthouse I’m assuming you own?”


  “It’s true. I do live in a penthouse.”


  She grits her teeth. “You are holding out on me.”


  “I’m not.”


  “You are. I mean—” Annabel blow a breath out through her rounded lips. “I know you’ve had important . . . business things to take care of. From the way you kiss me, I know you can’t possibly want to leave.” She narrows her eyes. “Is that it? Are you looking for reasons to be elsewhere?” She keeps her tone light, but I can hear the seriousness in her words.


  My heart thumps in a wild rhythm, once and then twice. She doesn’t see it that way, does she? Work has always been the highest priority. There is no other choice when your success is based on such critical projects. The latest development from Edgar Sykes certainly fits that bill. I’m reaching for my phone before I realize what I’m doing. I stop and fold my hands on the surface of the table.


  “No. Not at all.”


  Her eyes go even wider. “You’re not—”


  “No.” I don’t risk even the slightest glance away. “That’s not it, either.” This is not easy for me to say. It’s not easy to be this way with anyone, but in Annabel’s case, it’s too much of a risk not to be truthful with her. “You’re too important for a quick fuck.”


  She stops breathing.


  “I—” I sit up straight and reach across the table for her hand. “That was crossing the line.”


  “It was not,” she breathes, her cheeks going pink. I can see the color even in the candlelight. “I don’t know where you think the line is, Mystery Man, but you haven’t even approached it yet. You’re not even close.”


  Jesus, I want her. I know what I said, but I want her. Still, there’s an element of truth to it. I want to spend hours with Annabel. I want her to know what it is to be worshipped. I want her to know what it is to be claimed.


  The way she’s staring at me right now, eyes dark with heat, is the key that unlocks everything else. It’s pointless to worry that I’m moving too fast with her, that I’m going to ruin what little time she thinks she has with me. That’s the cowardly approach, and I’m done with it. For once I’m done moving slowly, considering every angle.


  I’m going to take Annabel Forester.


  I’m going to make her mine.


  As soon as the waiter comes with the bill.


  *****
  As soon as Winston pulls the car away from the curb, I take Annabel’s face in my hands and look into her eyes. “You have a choice to make.”


  “Your place,” she answers before I’ve even posed the question.


  “Home, please, Winston,” I say, and then I stab at the button to raise the partition separating us from the front of the car.


  The second it connects with the ceiling, she pounces.


  She jumps on top of me with such force that it sends me rocking backward into the door. Annabel straddles me, her legs stretching wide over my hips. Her lips meet mine with a fiery intensity, and she wriggles her hips, working herself downward until her pussy is grinding against my cock.


  There are too many layers of fabric between us.


  I hook my thumbs into the waistband of her jeans and tug them down. We don’t have the kind of time I want to spend fucking her, but she’s ravenous, desperate, and kissing her isn’t enough. Not now. Not anymore.


  Her jeans, stretchy and tight, are at their limit when I stop tugging them down. The waistband rests below the curve of her ass, and there is enough room—just enough—for me to glide my hand between us, between her legs.


  I drag my fingertips through her wetness—Jesus, she’s already soaked—and she moans at the first touch, her hips rocking back and forth. Annabel pulls away and presses her lips into my neck. “Why?” she gasps. “Why did you wait so long?”


  I find her clit with the pad of my thumb and circle it, slowly, evenly. “I don’t know.”


  She pushes herself backward, meeting my eyes even as I stroke her slit. Her eyelids are fluttering. She keeps her gaze on mine. I hope this image of her, legs spread wide, holding on for dear life, is burned into my mind forever. “Please don’t wait anymore,” she groans.


  “I’m not waiting.”


  “Please don’t wait ever again.”


  “I won’t.”


  She takes my shirt in her hands, clenching fistfuls of the fabric. “Please.”


  “I promise you,” I tell her, circling her clit again. Her body trembles against me. I lock one hand on her hips to keep her in place. It makes her shudder, makes her dance. “I will never torture you like this again.”


  She sucks in a breath.


  “Unless you want it.”


  “I definitely want it,” she says through clenched teeth. “I want to be yours.” Her voice drops for the last words, and it strikes me like lightning that this is Annabel at her rawest, at her most vulnerable. I love it.


  I love her.


  I love her.


  There’s no rational explanation.


  I don’t need one.


  “Come for me,” I growl into her ear. It’s enough to set her off. Her hips jerk again, again, and there’s another gush of sweetness flooding over my fingertips.


  When she’s spent, she drops her head against my shoulder.


  I let her stay like that for a long few minutes.


  I don’t mention the fact that we’ve been parked since she told me she’d be mine.


  
Chapter Twenty-Three
 Annabel


  Beau holds me in his arms while the private elevator whisks us up to the penthouse on the sixteenth floor.


  For the first time in my life, I am weak in the knees.


  “Does this go any faster?” I whisper to Beau.


  He laughs. “Unfortunately, no.”


  I turn in his arms, angling my face up to kiss him. “I wish it would hurry up. I’m not done with you yet.”


  He pulls me in close, his muscled arms circling me completely. “Were you under the impression that I was done with you?”


  “No.”


  “Good,” he says into my ear. “I’m not.” Then he pulls back again, remembering himself. God, I wish he’d forget himself completely. I’m a live wire, and I want him on my level. “Unless that was enough for you, in the car—”


  “What did you hear when I said I’m not done with you yet?” I put my arms around his neck and kiss down his jawline. “I want you, Beau Bennett. I wanted you the first day we met. And you have been torturing me by making me wait this long.”


  “I did make you a promise,” he murmured.


  “Stop the elevator, and prove to me that you meant it.”


  He shakes his head and laughs, the sound husky. “No need. We’re there.”


  The elevator doors open onto an empty hallway with a door at the other end. There are no other doors. This is a penthouse. He owns the entire floor. He probably owns the entire building, but I don’t care. All I care about is where he keeps his bed. Or a sofa. Anywhere, as long as I can get his hands on me again. And his lips. And his cock inside me.


  He hustles me down the hallway, takes his phone from his pocket, and taps it on the door above the handle. And I thought the sensors at the Pearl were high-end. This one is hidden in plain sight.


  We step inside, into a hush that’s as luxurious as anything else in the penthouse. In New York City silence like this costs a fortune. It strikes me that Beau has not been exaggerating. Hotel chains are definitely not his only business. So what’s his secret side job? I’m curious.


  But not that curious. Not now. “Oh, it’s so quiet.”


  “We can turn on music, if you’d like,” Beau says, thumb poised over the screen of his phone.


  “No,” I tell him, taking in everything I possibly can in a single glance. There will be time to see more of this later. And if there isn’t . . . I try to tell myself that this isn’t the only penthouse in New York City. Or even the only wealthy man. But none of that rings especially true. There is no one like Beau in the city. In the world. “Do you know what I want?”


  “Tell me what you want, Annabel. Anything.”


  “I want to know where your bedroom is.”


  *****
  It’s a blank canvas.


  It’s only after I’ve had thirty seconds in the room that I register the personal touches.


  There aren’t many. A small bookshelf with a row of books. A few paintings strategically framed and hung on the walls. The bed is the centerpiece. He must have staff, because it is meticulously made.


  I can’t wait to destroy it.


  Beau has the same idea.


  He moves to the bed and takes the decorative pillows, with their heather-gray shams, off first, stacking them next to the bed. This reveals two pristine pillows, white pillowcases practically gleaming, behind them.


  When he turns from the bed, I can see in his eyes how much he needs this. I can see in those green eyes, electric with heat, that he’s been trying his hardest to go about all of this in such a way that he’s never vulnerable, that he never makes a risky decision.


  He is now, standing in the center of his bedroom.


  Or is he?


  He draws himself up, and I can hardly breathe at the sight of him. Meticulous. That’s what comes to mind. He is meticulous, methodical, and it hits me that this doesn’t mean he’s going to be boring. It means he’s going to be thorough. It means that once he lets his guard down, anything can happen.


  And God as my witness, I hope it does.


  He keeps his eyes on me as he reaches for the buttons on the cuffs of his shirt. He unbuttons one, then the other. Once those are freed, he undoes the top button on his shirt, then the second.


  I’m still staring when the shirt falls to the carpet.


  When the undershirt goes, it has me scrambling to follow suit.


  Beau is unbelievably hot. Every muscle is carved, defined. He doesn’t waste any time in the gym, that much is clear.


  I whip my shirt over my head and shimmy out of my jeans. It’s getting hard to breathe.


  In the silence he crosses the room, his eyes lingering on my body. He puts his hand on the side of my neck and kisses me, long and deep, before he allows himself another look.


  “Jesus,” he says under his breath.


  Then he reaches around behind me and unhooks my bra.


  “Annabel,” he says, the sound barely audible.


  This man, this gorgeous man, bends to slide my panties down my legs and off to the floor.


  I’m utterly naked in front of him.


  I’ve never felt so shy in all my life. I’ve been with plenty of men, in far more dangerous situations, but I’ve never felt shy. Not like this.


  I savor the feeling, head held high.


  Oh God, this is the sweet spot.


  Then he pulls down his boxers.


  I have no more words.


  
Chapter Twenty-Four
 Beau


  Annabel rides me with complete abandon, her head tossed back, hands pressing into my chest, her entire body thrown into the movement.


  I cannot get enough of her. I will never get enough of her.


  She takes me in deep, rocking her hips against me, and there’s nothing but an all-encompassing heat and wetness as her muscles work over my cock.


  I don’t know what I’ve been doing, wasting my time with any other woman. I should have been spending every waking moment searching the earth for her.


  I run my hands over that sweet line from her waist to her hips and hold on tight, controlling the movement, containing it so that every thrust is enhanced. I’m so deep inside her that there’s nowhere else to go, but her face is a mask of pleasure. She has her eyes squeezed shut, and her hair has come loose from its elastic. It spills down her back, and there’s nothing I want to do more than gather it in my fingers and tug.


  So I do.


  The extra arch in her back, her full, perfect breasts thrust out toward me another inch, sets me off.


  Annabel lifts herself up, riding me harder, faster. She tightens around me—I can’t tell if it’s on purpose, and I don’t care—and it’s the last blow to my restraint. I want to stay with her like this until the end of time, but men aren’t angels. We can’t last forever. And I don’t.


  I take her by the hips and roll over, pinning her back against the bed. I lower my mouth to her collarbone as I thrust in deep. Once, twice, and the third time it’s too much. I release into her with such intensity that my vision goes gray at the edges, spots appearing in front of my pupils like tiny, shining gems.


  When I can move again—when I’m sure I won’t lose consciousness from moving a single muscle—I roll to the side. Annabel lies with her head on my pillow, hair flung in a dark tangle on the white pillowcase, the rest of her body splayed wide on the bedspread. She’s smiling, eyes closed, and it’s one of the most breathtaking sights I’ve ever seen.


  Then she bites her lip.


  I know what that means.


  I trace two fingertips down the line of her face, and then I keep going lower. Her hands are thrown above her head, and as I circle her nipples, already standing out from the swells of her breasts, she starts to bring them down. “Keep them above your head,” I tell her. Annabel sucks in a tiny breath and bites down harder on her lip. I circle the other nipple, taking my time, and feel the tension through my fingertips. This is Annabel deciding. She’s deciding whether she’s going to be a woman who can take a command in bed.


  I trace lower on her belly, toward her belly button. Her muscles work.


  She keeps her hands above her head, bringing them together so the wrists are crossed.


  I don’t belong to a club. I’m not a dom in that sense. But once in a while, when there’s a woman like Annabel, it can make things deliciously intense.


  Annabel is already spread wide for me, but this time I’m in no hurry when I stroke along the length of her slit.


  “Oh,” she says softly. I take that as my cue to delve in with two fingers. I fuck them in and out of our combined juices.


  Annabel’s legs start to tremble, her knees creeping toward each other. “No, love, keep them spread.”


  A moan escapes her then. She opens her legs farther, her back arching. I bury the fingers inside her, keeping the rhythm agonizingly steady. I know it’s agonizing because as hard as Annabel tries to keep herself still on the bed, she can’t stop her hips from jerking back and forth.


  The sight of it has me rock-hard.


  “I’m sorry,” I murmur into her ear.


  She can hardly string two words together as my fingers glide in, glide out. “For . . . what?”


  “I’ve been teasing you terribly.”


  “How?” It’s one breathless word.


  “I’ve given you the impression”—I press the pad of my thumb against her clit, and she gasps—“that I was going to make you come with my fingers.”


  Her eyes fly open and lock on mine. “You’re . . . not going to?” She looks so beautifully desperate that I can’t stand it. I can’t stand it.


  I let the question hang in the air. “Not only my fingers.”


  She grins at me, a heated, wicked grin. “You’re a terrible—”


  Annabel doesn’t have time to say anything else. I lift her, turn her onto her hands and knees, and knock her knees apart with my hands. She gasps as I take my position behind her. She backs her ass up as close as she can get to my cock, but I won’t let her have it yet.


  “Please,” she says, low and throaty. “My hair . . .”


  A surge of heat makes me even harder. I like a woman who knows what she wants. I love a woman who has no shame about begging for it.


  I gather her hair into my hand and twist it into a rope. I hold it tightly in my fist. And then, while she’s perched on hands and knees, ass presented to me like the world’s greatest gift, I tug. She’s forced to lift her chin. Her juices streak down the inside of her thighs. She loves this.


  I love this.


  God, this could be a lifetime. I could do this with her for a lifetime, and we’d still never be done discovering everything about each other. It terrifies me. It thrills me.


  But there’s no time to dwell, because Annabel is trembling with want, more of her juices dripping onto the bedspread.


  “Fuck me,” she whispers.


  So I do.


 

  
Chapter Twenty-Five
 Annabel


  I’ve lost all track of time and space. I don’t care if I ever get it back. All I care about is how it feels to be in Beau’s arms with nothing between us, not even the sheets.


  I’ve been falling in and out of sleep because it’s late. It’s late, or it’s early. I don’t know. Does it matter? Does it ever matter, when everything feels so good?


  He’s been holding out on me.


  “You’ve been holding out on me,” I murmur out loud, and he runs his fingertips down the ridges of my ribs. It makes me shiver. It’s the nicest shiver I’ve ever felt.


  “Mmm?” He says, shifting toward me and pressing his palm flat against my stomach before he guides it around to my hips. He settles back in. There’s another pause. Did I fall asleep again? It’s getting hard to tell.


  “Why are you so careful?” I open my eyes and force my tired head to turn toward the window. It’s very dark outside. As dark as it gets in New York City, with the orange glow of light pollution blanketing everything. It’s night. That’s all that matters. If it was sunrise, I’d be heartbroken. Sunrise means going back to work at the Pearl. Sunrise means disentangling myself from Beau’s sculpted body and spending all day pretending I’m not aching for him.


  “Careful?” He echoes me after a pause.


  My heart picks up speed. “You were so . . . thoughtful about all of this. You never want to be spontaneous.” My tongue feels heavy and slow, like I’m drunk on the scent of him, the taste of him.


  “Being spontaneous gets people hurt.”


  The tone of his voice shakes me out of my lazy sleep. In the dark of his bedroom, Beau is completely at ease. His body is utterly relaxed, except for the hand that’s stroking languidly over my skin. He sounds candid, unguarded, and it’s so natural and easy that it makes the hair on the back of my neck stand up. A sharp awareness washes over me, but I don’t make any sudden moves. Not a chance. “Hurt? How? I mean, aside from the obvious.” I keep my voice low and smooth.


  He takes in a long breath and lets it out, circling my belly button with two fingertips in a slow rhythm. Up, then down. Up, then down. “My mother didn’t want to move to the US.”


  What does this have to do with what he was saying before? “No?”


  “No,” he says, and then he’s silent for a long time. Maybe he’s fallen asleep. I close my eyes, but he speaks again. “They always planned. It was always very regimented in our household. Routines, all that. Never going overboard. That’s not what I’m saying. I had time to play after school.”


  “It sounds nice,” I say.


  “It was a fine childhood.” His fingertips go up and down, up and down. “And they never fought. They were good parents, Annabel. I don’t want you to think they weren’t.”


  “I don’t.”


  He swallows. “I heard them fighting once. I’d come home from school—the first grade is what you’d call it here—and I was sitting down for tea at the kitchen table. There was a shouting match. I know now that people . . . there are worse things that happen when people are young. But at the time it was a terrible departure from how things were.”


  “They made up, though, didn’t they?” My heart is almost torn in two at the image of a young Beau trying to eat his tea and crumpet—biscuit?—and trying not to hear the fighting. It’s impossible to avoid that kind of thing.


  “Honestly,” he says with a sigh, “it was never quite the same after that. My father used to dance with her in the kitchen in the evenings sometimes. I never saw them do that once we moved. My mother was heartbroken by the whole thing. Not that she’d ever want to admit it out loud. It was in the air around her all the time.” Beau shakes his head against the pillow, his breath in my hair. “After that fight, she came downstairs and asked me how I was, and then she went and stood in front of the sink, looking out over the garden. Do you know what she said?”


  “What did she say?”


  “She said, ‘Be careful with other people’s hearts, Beau.’ I didn’t know what she meant. Later I heard my father on the phone to his uncle talking about a snap decision. ‘My wife is a bit put-out.’ Those were his exact words.” He stops moving his fingers. “A snap decision,” he says quietly, almost to himself.


  “I like a good snap decision every once in a while,” I say. It’s more than an understatement, but now doesn’t seem like the time. Especially because I’m not sure I’m going to want to leave once I hit the sweet spot with Beau. Not after . . .


  He took me, again and again, and remembering makes heat gather between my legs. Beau is in his element in the bedroom. He doesn’t hesitate. He claims. And now he’s claimed me.


  I’m ruined for anyone else.


  No. That’s not true. I could pick up and carry on . . . if I had to. If I had to.


  Oh God. I’m in it now, if leaving is a distant plan B and not inevitable.


  It’s too late to be agonizing over this.


  I wriggle under Beau’s touch. The heat has turned into a gush of juices. His fingertips are tracing their path again.


  He lets out a laugh under his breath, and the sound is electric. I know what it means. I know, because in response to the movement of my hips, he traces downward. Down a few inches, then a few more. My nipples go hard in an instant. It doesn’t matter that we’ve done this many times already. It won’t ever matter.


  Beau reaches between my legs, and I’m done thinking.


  
Chapter Twenty-Six
 Beau


  I wake up a new man.


  The sound of the shower at the other end of the master bedroom, down a narrow hallway, rushes in my ears. That’s the first thing I notice. The second is that Annabel isn’t in bed with me. That means she’s in the shower. Naked.


  I’m ready for her before I’ve thrown off the sheets. What is it, pulsing through my veins? Adrenaline? Testosterone? I want to sink my hands into the flesh of her hips and pull her back onto my cock. Her hands will need to stay pressed against the tiled walls of the shower if we’re going to stay balanced.


  I stop at the double sink and brush my teeth. One of the spare toothbrushes I keep in the linen closet is in the holder. Annabel has made herself right at home. She’s a zero-to-a-hundred kind of girl. I’d grin if every nerve in my body wasn’t screaming to be pounding inside her immediately.


  “Did you wake up?” she calls from inside the glassed-in shower. I put my toothbrush back in the holder and curse my past self for choosing frosted glass. Annabel’s body is too gorgeous to be hidden from my eyes. Screw that glass. I’ll have it replaced this afternoon.


  “I did. The bed was quite empty, though.”


  “What did you expect?” Annabel teases, a laugh in her voice. “We have work, Beau. It’s got to be at least ten after seven, and I’ve got to get back to the Pearl, and you’ve got to get to your office, wherever that is, for your meetings or whatever else you’re doing—”


  I pull open the door.


  The sight in my shower is everything I could have hoped for.


  Annabel stands beneath a stream of water, steam drifting in lazy clouds in front of her. She runs her hands over her hair, her head tilted back. The view from the front almost makes me lose it on the shower floor. It would be an unforgivable lapse in self-control. But we’re past that now, aren’t we?


  At the sound of the door clicking shut, she opens her eyes. She looks into mine for a brief moment, wearing a little smile, and then her gaze moves downward. “Whoa. You’re—”


  I move toward her then. I can’t get my hands on her fresh, wet curves fast enough.


  We were up late last night. Far too late. I should be utterly useless, but Annabel melts into me like this is the first time we’ve been allowed to touch. I kiss her hard, backing her up against the wall, and she moans. I nip at her lip. “Beau . . . wait. Wait.”


  My heart sinks right through the floor, right through the rest of the building. Did I take this too far? Did I fuck things up, lunging at her like that? I take half a step back and meet her gaze.


  It’s not hesitation I see there. It’s a pure, wild wickedness.


  “What is it?”


  “There’s one thing.” She puts her hands on my chest, palms flat, and watches the water droplets collecting there before she drags them downward. “I wanted to do something with you last night.”


  “We did a lot of somethings last night.”


  Her grin gets wider, sultrier. “One thing,” she says again.


  Then she sinks to her knees.


  *****
  Annabel hops on one foot, then the other, laughing while she struggles to get into her skinny jeans. “We are going to be so late.” She laughs again. “I’m going to be late, I should say. You’re the boss. You can show up whenever you want.”


  I put one arm into the suit jacket I’m holding. What would Edgar Sykes say if I started showing up to meetings whenever I wanted? Nothing good, that’s what. It would be the end of my partnership with him and probably Bennett Inc. besides. “A few privileges come with owning the business.”


  She pulls up her jeans the last few inches, then surveys the pile of T-shirts on the ottoman at the foot of my bed. “You went all out.”


  “I wasn’t sure what brand of T-shirt you wear.”


  “You took precautions. Like, fourteen precautions,” she says with a smile, pink rising to her cheeks. It’s true. She didn’t have any clothes with her last night, so I had my personal shopper assemble a collection. The deadline was early for most of the boutiques, but I made it clear I’d be a loyal customer if they did me this one favor.


  “I can have more brought up, if none of those are right.”


  Annabel looks at me, eyes huge. “What kind of girl do you think I am? These are black T-shirts, Mystery Man. If I can’t find even one that works, I need to reevaluate my life.” She holds up one, then the next. For the third try, she reaches into the center of the stack. “Bingo,” she whispers under her breath.


  “Wait.”


  She freezes in the act of opening the shirt to put it on. “What is it?”


  I’m not the same person I was before. The old Beau would have insisted that we leave ten minutes ago, even fifteen. The old Beau would have spent all that time in the shower trying to figure out which was the better option—remaining loyal to Bennett Inc. or indulging in the finest blow job humanity has to offer.


  I cross the distance between us—all of two steps—and move behind Annabel, my hands on her waist, then on her hips. I pull her back. She’s warm through the front of my shirt. Her body feels right underneath my hands. She rests her head against my chest and puts her hands on mine, swaying so gently I’m not positive she knows she’s doing it.


  “I’ll be heartbroken if you put that shirt on,” I say into her. “I don’t care if we’re late. Not today.”


  She whirls in my arms and presses her lips against mine, fast and hard and hot. “Thank God,” she says, eyes alight with desire. “I’ve been waiting all morning for those words.”


  We leave Winston waiting another forty-five minutes. He’ll be getting a big, big bonus.


  
Chapter Twenty-Seven
 Annabel


  Everything’s different.


  Beau’s different, and let’s be honest. He is everything right now. Everything. He consumes my mind every minute I’m awake and most of the minutes I’m sleeping, too. I cannot stop lingering over that unbelievable body. Even more than that, I’m addicted to the way he sounded when he was telling me about his childhood in England. One hit, and I’m hooked.


  So is he.


  Things are ramping up in the costume shop. Rehearsals are about to start in earnest, and these people are serious. Even Bethany has stopped making jokes. Instead she’s running her lines. “Take him, and cut him out in little stars,” she says while I move the fabric of her skirt this way and that. I’m not quite sure which way will be best. I need to feel it in my hands. I need to focus. It’s hard to do this when my mind is full of Beau.


  “Sounds kind of gross,” I say absently, and she laughs.


  “You can’t cut him out in little stars,” she says in a low voice.


  I look up from the dress. There’s Beau in the doorway.


  This is the second time today. His eyes are dark with need.


  But I’m working. I can’t do this. I can’t constantly be leaving with him.


  The saving grace is that Bethany’s phone rings. “It’s my mom,” she says, something on her face changing. “Five minutes?” Then she’s whirling away toward the back of the shop. There’s an overstuffed ottoman behind a dressing screen there that muffles the sound.


  I put my pins aside and go to Beau.


  He bends down to kiss me, his lips urgent on mine. When he breaks away, I’m short of breath. “Hi.”


  “Hi,” he says. “Are you on a break?”


  “I can’t always be on a break with you, Mystery Man. I’m going to get fired one of these days.”


  He gives me a half smile. “Isn’t that ultimately the plan?”


  “To get fired? I’ve been fired only once in my life.”


  “Come to my penthouse.”


  I laugh out loud. “I can’t leave.”


  “You can.”


  I arch an eyebrow at him. “Since when are you so reckless?”


  He whispers in my ear. “Since we fucked all night, and in the morning I still had to have more of you.” He runs his fingers down my neck, letting the goose bumps rise. His hand sinks lower . . . but he keeps it on my arm, moving down to my wrist. “Come with me.”


  I twist around, looking to see if Bethany is still hidden away behind the screen. She is, but her voice rises. “Mom, I can’t come home this weekend. It’s not going to work out. But on my day off next week—no, Mom, you’re not listening—”


  I want to give in to Beau so badly. His touch makes me feel alive, makes me feel like I could do anything. But I don’t want to do anything. I want to do him.


  “I have a better idea.”


  *****
  There’s a closet down the hall from the costume shop.


  It’s a door everyone overlooks. I’ve never seen anyone glance at it, much less open it.


  It’s hardly a classy enough place for Beau Bennett, but that’s part of the appeal. Plus, I have four minutes left in this little break. I’m not willing to waste any of it.


  “Here.”


  I take a look around, yank the door open, step inside, and then tug him in after me. It’s so overlooked that there’s nothing in here aside from some old polishing equipment, probably for the stage floor.


  “I know it’s not a penthouse, but—”


  Beau silences me with a growl and a kiss. I feel myself surrendering to his strength, to his control. In this space, in this dingy little closet, I don’t think about a thing. Not the sweet spot. Not the break. Nothing.


  He is as ravenous as I am, and he pulls away so he can tear my jeans off. They fall to the dusty floor. Beau kneels in front of me, takes my panties in his hands. I suck in my breath. He glances up at me, and he’s . . . someone else. This isn’t the cautious man who didn’t want to sleep with me in case there were unforeseen consequences. This is a man who will take what he wants no matter the cost.


  I love it.


  I’m already slick.


  He rips my panties in two, his eyes still on mine.


  It doesn’t hurt, but I gasp. Before the sound is out of my mouth, he’s taken me in his arms and lifted me so that my back is up against the rough concrete wall. When did he unzip his pants? I don’t know, and it doesn’t matter, because the head of his cock is teasing my slit. I arch back, and he thrusts in, his hands tight on my ass.


  “Look at me,” he growls. I’m holding on for dear life, but I look down into those eyes, a flash of fear trickling down my back at the tone of his voice. I’ve never been into dominant men. I’ve never been with a man who can be like this behind closed doors. “I want to watch you come.”


  That’s all it takes. The steady thrust of him deep inside, filling me completely, and his desire. The way he’s watching me. The way he sees me. The first wave hits, and he lets out a low sound as my muscles clench around him. “Keep looking,” he commands. “Keep looking.”


  There are voices in the hallway, strangely close to this unused door, but he doesn’t freeze. He doesn’t seem to care if we’re caught fucking in this little closet. He doesn’t seem to care about the consequences, not at all. He cares about me.


  I come down from the peak. I start to relax into his hold. “Again,” he says, his face dark and wild in the dim light of the closet.


  The voices get louder, closer. Marilee?


  This time he meets me in my release, teeth gritted, eyes still locked on mine.


  I’m silent, trying to stop my ragged breathing from escaping into the hall. “You’re so bad,” I whisper. My heart pounds. Now that we’re not actively fucking, I’m worried that the door might swing open, and then . . .


  Then people would see me with Beau Bennett.


  I can’t say I’d mind.


  He helps me back into my jeans and tucks my shredded panties into his pocket. “These are useless now,” he says with a grin.


  Back in his disguise as a perfect gentleman, he escorts me to the costume shop. At the door he gives me a lingering kiss. “I promise not to interrupt you again.”


  I’m still reeling from the intensity of what happened, speechless as he turns away and moves down the hall. “Will you break your promise?” I finally call after him.


  “Wait and see,” he tosses over his shoulder, and then he’s gone.


  
Chapter Twenty-Eight
 Beau


  Every time I block her out of my mind, she finds a way back in.


  It’s my own lack of self-control. I can’t blame Annabel for the fire that burns in my veins every hour of the day.


  For the past week, she is all I’ve thought about. I’ve lost count of the messages that have come in from the Overton crew. Our usual rounds of dinner and exclusive films have all but dropped off my schedule.


  I’m supposed to be finalizing some of the last details for Edgar. This project has ballooned into much more than a single secure apartment. It will take multiple apartments in multiple buildings, each of them as strong as the others. Instead I’m running other numbers. How much would it cost to have my office moved to the Pearl? I’m responsible for a great deal of sensitive information, so the information technology there would need to be upgraded. Revenues for the Pearl itself aren’t a pressing issue, but I can’t rush ahead with anything that might ultimately damage the brand. If the Pearl becomes a New York City hot spot—and with my team on it, it will—I can’t be taking up valuable real estate with an office.


  I run my hands over my face. Annabel isn’t going to be living at the Pearl forever. At some point repairs on her apartment will be completed.


  Back to the work at hand.


  Picturing Annabel in her suite at the Pearl, half-naked, eyes lit up with need for me, makes me painfully hard.


  The images on the screen start to blur. The lists I’m writing become fragmented half ideas that Edgar will never accept.


  God, it’s impossible, working like this.


  I shove my chair back from the desk and grab my coat. I don’t care if I’m taking Annabel in that closet. I need her, even if it means interrupting her work. A certain guilt rises in my chest, but Annabel is eventually going to leave that position. She’ll float away to another job, another boss, and it won’t matter at all.


  It’s a terrible approach, but it makes my choice easy. There is always the hope that all this will make it hard for her to go.


  This is the last time, I tell myself. I’m not going to do this again.


  The sound of Linda protesting jerks me out of my thoughts.


  “I’m sure he’ll be fine, Linda. Positive.”


  Oh for God’s sake.


  West appears in the doorway to my office with both hands up. I adjust myself in plain sight, but he doesn’t face me right away. He’s giving Linda a winning smile. “He’ll be fine,” he repeats again.


  I won’t. I’ll die of the pulsing irritation that’s already rising in my throat.


  West turns. “Old buddy, old pal,” he says, waltzing into the office and dropping into one of the chairs across from my desk. “How is everything at Bennett Inc.?”


  I smile thinly at him. “Very busy. Very, very busy. I was on my way out.”


  “Yet I’ve stopped by to pay my old buddy a visit.” West grins at me, his body squared off. He lifts one foot and rests it on the edge of my desk. He’s not the type to visit during working hours. He’d much rather throw a party. So what is this?


  “I don’t have much time.”


  “You haven’t had much free time lately,” he says as if he’s commenting on the weather, which is perfectly inoffensive. Sunny. Gorgeous. Hinting at early fall, not a cloud in the sky.


  “Yes,” I say slowly. “I’ve been busy with work.”


  “Too busy for your oldest friends?” He arches an eyebrow at me.


  “This coming from the man who was out of the country for months?”


  West takes his foot off the table and leans forward in his chair. I have half a mind to sit down, but at this point it would only invite him to make this conversation longer. “I’m back now. Kinsey says you’ve been distant.”


  The irritation almost boils over into anger. “What would Kinsey know about it?”


  His smile is a cautious one. “You know I’ve been trying to make plans. Get us all back together. The show at the Pearl has everyone’s businesses involved.”


  “This is a side project, West. I’m not sure what you expect of me here. I’ve refurbished the entire hotel and theater. For God’s sake, I had that historical display put in in the lobby. People are rushing in and out of that place at all hours preparing for the show.”


  “I know—”


  “I have other branches of the business to attend to.”


  “Everybody’s worried you’ve taken on too much.”


  Why is he saying these things to me? “That’s absurd. You’ve been on vacation—”


  “Scouting for media opportunities—”


  “—for months. Liam is in the backwoods of God knows where. Charlie and Declan are in the city, like always, but none of them have wedged themselves so far up my ass about this.”


  West cracks a smile. “Listen. I came here because I want you to save the date.”


  “Save the date for what? Did you convince someone to marry you?”


  He laughs out loud. “If I did, you’d be the first to know. After her, obviously. I want you to set aside opening night.”


  “Of the show? The Lovers?”


  “Yes.” West looks awfully satisfied with himself. “I’ve been planning a nice event for everybody. It’s not the usual outing. It’ll be worth it, Beau.”


  “Fine.” I glance pointedly at the door. “Was there anything else?”


  “Can I get that in writing? Kinsey’s going to lose her mind if she finds out you’re ambivalent. She’s been bitching about you for weeks to anyone who will listen.”


  “Kinsey—” I’ve had enough of Kinsey. We are not together. We’re never going to be together. If she has a problem with Annabel, then she should find a private therapist and talk it out. I try to hold it back. I do. “I don’t care, West. I don’t care.” I move past him. “Thanks for stopping in, but I’ve got to make my way down. I’m going to be late.”


  “Be careful,” he calls after me.


  It’s not until I’m in the car that it occurs to me. I have no idea what he meant.


  
Chapter Twenty-Nine
 Annabel


  I come awake all at once.


  It’s pitch-dark in the suite. No—it’s not quite pitch-dark. A blue glow seeps in under the door to the living area.


  What time is it?


  Three-fifteen.


  I roll over and squeeze my eyes shut. The bed feels huge and empty without Beau’s warmth beside me, but he’ll be back any minute. I’m sure of it.


  Another wave of sleep takes over. Without him next to me, it’s not nearly as deep.


  I fall into the shallow edges of a dream. Don’t do this, he says. His hands are warm against my skin, pressing, stroking. It’s not the answer to everything.


  “Not the answer to what?” I mumble into my pillow. The act of speaking bursts the bubble of the dream. He’s still not here, but the blue glow is. Three forty-five. What is he doing out there?


  I throw my legs over the side of the bed and shuffle out from under the covers. All of my limbs feel heavy with sleep. There could have been real estate emergency, and he had to step out. The easiest solution is to peek outside, then get back under the covers.


  My tank top is completely twisted around, and I tug at it as I move toward the door. The closer I get, the more my heart pounds. Is this a dream? Did I think I woke up? It does seem like the setup for a horror movie. I like a good scary movie, but I’m not interested in being the star of the show. Still, I force myself to keep walking. I am a grown woman. There are no monsters lurking on the other side of the door.


  “Bravery,” I whisper, then push the door open a few inches. I’m going to feel so stupid if there’s nobody in the other room.


  My heart almost explodes with relief when my eyes adjust to the light.


  Beau is there, sitting on the sofa, a laptop perched on his lap. He hasn’t heard me yet.


  I open the door the rest of the way, and he squints up at me, looking for all the world like he’s been doing something naughty.


  “If you wanted to watch porn, you could have invited me,” I say, my voice rough from sleep.


  He smiles, but it’s a flickering thing, hardly there at all before it’s gone. “Annabel,” he says, my name a sigh. “I lost track of the time.”


  “It’s all right. I wanted to see if you were still here.”


  “Where else would I go?”


  “I don’t know. A real estate emergency?”


  He gives me a long look. “What kind of emergency would that be?”


  I shrug. “You tell me. You’re the real estate baron.”


  Beau breathes deeply, but it doesn’t seem to relax him. There’s a tightness around his eyes. Is it from the light of the laptop or something else? “There’s no emergency. I’m a bit pressed for time is all. A project . . .” Something about the way he says the word project makes it seem not quite true, but what do I know?


  I know I want him back in bed. I know I want to be somewhere far from here, where he’s not under so much pressure. He was so at ease driving us to New Hope.


  The bed isn’t calling to me anymore. That prickling, wild energy begins at my fingertips. We could leave right now. It would be so exciting to steal away right now, when the rest of the world is asleep. What do we have to lose? Nothing, as long as we’re together.


  I move toward the sofa and sink down next to him. The grin on my face must look crazed, because Beau cocks his head to the side and closes his laptop. Did he close it so I wouldn’t see what was on the screen? No. That’s stupid and paranoid. A real estate business isn’t something you keep secret.


  Warmth radiates from his body. I breathe him in. The scent of him reminds me of sweet summer days, free of the driving sleet that fall can dump on the city. It’s perfect. Who wouldn’t want to stay here with him?


  “What’s on your mind?” In the new dark of the living area, I can still see him, but his features are dark.


  “We should get out of here.” The words spill out of me one after the other. “We could get your car, pack a few things—or pack nothing, I don’t care—and drive out of the city.” I leap up from the sofa and go to the picture window. With the curtains thrown back, the orange light from the city spills in, giving the room an otherworldly glow. “The traffic’s nonexistent. We could be gone in a flash.”


  I turn back to face him. He’s looking at me, eyebrows slightly raised, slumped against the sofa. My heart sinks at his expression. I’m not one for feeling ashamed of my ideas, but a hot embarrassment floods my cheeks.


  “That’s what we should do?” His tone is mild. It reminds me of the way he spoke to Kinsey.


  There’s a falling feeling down in my gut, and it’s cold. “Yes.” I know this will be good for him. It’s almost always good for me. “That’s what we should do.” I move back to the sofa and take his hand. “Let’s go. It’ll be great. You won’t feel—”


  “God, Annabel,” he huffs. “Do you ever come up with anything else? Is there another idea up your sleeve aside from running away?” He drops my hand and runs it through his hair. “I have responsibilities I need to balance. I’m not interested in fleeing the city every time you get bored.”


  It hurts so much, and so suddenly, that I gasp out loud.


  I don’t know where to go or what to do. I don’t have a snappy comeback. I don’t have anything. All I can do is whirl away from him and head toward the bedroom. My clothes—the rest of my clothes. I don’t care if the apartment is still a wreck. I’m not staying here.


  “Jesus,” he says under his breath. Before I can get to the bedroom door, the laptop is hitting the carpet with a soft thud. “Annabel. Wait.” I’m scrambling blindly for my clothing down by the bed. “Please.”


  I turn to brush past Beau, and he catches me in his arms and holds me tight. I’m not going to cry. Not now, not ever. “What do you want?” The words are choked, but I won’t let a single tear wet my cheek. “You’re such an asshole.”


  “I know,” he murmurs into my hair. “I know. Please . . . Annabel, I didn’t mean it. Let me make it up to you.” Then he kisses me, and God help me, I’m falling for him all over again despite the ache in my chest. “Let me make it up to you,” he says again.


  “This once,” I whisper. It’s late. I’m tired. And I want him. I want him anyway. I let him take me to bed.


  
Chapter Thirty
 Beau


  West’s message comes in while I’m on the way to the Pearl to pick up Annabel.


  Dinner. 9 o’clock. Be there!


  My head is still throbbing from last night. There is no way I’m going to participate in anything West is arranging. Opening night is in a week, and whatever he’s got planned, he can do it himself.


  Last night was a disaster.


  The entire thing was my fault. I never should have been up that late. I never should have been trying to do important work in the middle of the night after an intense few hours in bed with Annabel. It was stupid. More than that, it was reckless. Edgar needs to be able to count on my decisions. That’s why he chooses to keep working with me in the first place. I’ve made a name for myself when it comes to being trustworthy and reliable. Sending him stuff I’ve worked up in the middle of the night does not fall into that category.


  Snapping at Annabel was the true low point of the night. Perhaps even the low point of my life. Many women have been put off because I don’t wear my heart on my sleeve. The one time I let myself react, it was ugly.


  I lean against the back seat of the car and read West’s message again. It’s an invitation to write him back, to be in the conversation with him. Otherwise he would have included the location of this so-called dinner.


  Can’t tonight. Plans are set in stone. I’ll see you opening night.


  It’s as direct as I can possibly be.


  West still has something more to say about it. The thought that he’s typing a message right now exhausts me.


  Did you forget???


  Forget what? I loathe missing plans I’ve already committed to. I rack my brain, trying to remember if there was something I’d scheduled with West. Nothing comes to mind.


  I told you about this. At your office. The other day.


  A comment late in the conversation. It comes back to me now, and faint guilt flickers to life inside my chest. But dinner with West is dinner with West. There will be a thousand chances to have dinner with the Overton group. A million chances.


  With Annabel, I’ve got this one.


  The look on her face after I was such an ass to her is seared into my memory. My heart thumps painfully against my ribs as if it’s developed sharp edges. It’s awful. I was awful.


  So, yes, I already have dinner plans. With her, alone, at my penthouse.


  My apologies . . . another time.


  Seriously?? You never miss these.


  Another time.


  My message will probably send ripples all through our group. I’m notoriously committed to our plans.


  I still am. Right now I care about my plans with Annabel more. I cannot break her heart. Things are so good between us—they were—that it would be the world’s biggest shame to have it dissolve into nothing because I didn’t know when to quit.


  *****
  Annabel fidgets across from me at the table for two arranged in front of my picture window.


  She’s wearing white today. It’s the same kind of T-shirt she usually wears, in pristine white. It’s stunning and unsettling at the same time. I’ve never seen her wear this color before.


  I’ve never seen her so uncomfortable in her own skin.


  She lifts the silverware from the linen tablecloth and puts it back down again, eyes focused somewhere out over the city. None of this seems to make an impression on her.


  “I can send them all away,” I tell her softly when the waiter is finished filling our wineglasses and has disappeared into the kitchen.


  She turns her gaze on me like she’s surprised to find me still here. “You don’t have to do that,” she says with a smile. “This is lovely.”


  I’ve hired one of the top-tier chefs in New York City to come to my penthouse and cook a four-course meal for two. I’ve hired waitstaff to assist him. I toyed with the idea of hiring a stylist to bring clothing choices for Annabel but decided at the last minute that she doesn’t need to do anything differently to make me want to spend time with her. I want that, powerfully and completely.


  “Sweetheart,” I say, reaching for her hand. “I’m sorry.”


  She laughs out loud, but there’s a note of sadness in the sound. “There’s nothing to apologize for.”


  “There is. My behavior last night was atrocious. If this entire setup is making you not want to forgive me, then I am willing to do whatever it takes.”


  She sighs, putting on another smile. “Did you get everything handled at the office today?”


  The tone of her voice makes the cold in my chest splinter and freeze again. She’s pulling away from me. I simply will not have it. I’ll rearrange my entire life if that’s what it takes. Head over heels. That’s how anyone would describe this.


  I take a deep breath. I find it mortally rude to push this far in conversation, but it’s Annabel.


  “We should be honest with each other.”


  This gets her attention. She swivels her head back to me, her blue eyes filled with wariness. I hate it. I don’t ever want her to feel even the slightest bit uneasy around me. What is wrong with me? All I had to do was keep my mouth shut and, God forbid, go to bed with her. “I am honest with you.” She sounds tired.


  I take her other hand in mine and rest it on the white linen. “Don’t pretend what I did is all right. I know it wasn’t.”


  She hesitates. “What’s done is done, Beau.”


  This isn’t what I want to hear. “Don’t do this, Annabel. Don’t pull away from me because I made a mistake.” I look into her eyes as if looking can save me. “Don’t.” It’s not nearly as eloquent as I’d imagined in my mind, but talking to her about this is making my chest hurt. It’s not splitting apart, but it’s a near thing.


  Her jaw works, and in the candlelight I can see that she’s trying her best not to get drawn in.


  It doesn’t work.


  “I’m not pulling away,” she says, then laughs. “That’s a lie. Maybe I’m being distant because I don’t want you to get pissed off about, you know, the cornerstone of my personality. I can’t help wanting to get out of town.”


  “We’ll do that,” I promise. “As soon as this project is wrapped up, you and I will be free.”


 

  
Chapter Thirty-One
 Annabel


  Beau kisses me awake in the morning. His eyes catch the golden sunlight of early fall. All the worry there is illuminated in those green pools. “Have you still forgiven me?” he says, his voice gruff.


  I stretch. My muscles feel tight, heavy, and all I can do is fold my face back into the side of his neck. It was an excellent dinner. “Who can remember? That was days ago.” Two nights, but who’s counting?


  “There was no excuse for it,” he says, bending to kiss me again. “I’m sorry, and I want you to know it.”


  I curl my arms around his neck. Somehow he’s already showered, and he smells fresh and clean, like a new beginning. My heart still feels achy and tender from what he said, bruised in a way I haven’t felt since high school. It seems ridiculous to admit it now that it’s behind us.


  He’s solid in my arms, here for me. So what if he said one thing in the middle of the night? We all make mistakes. “I forgive you,” I whisper into his ear, then flick out my tongue to lick his earlobe.


  He catches my mouth with his on a low groan. “You’re an insufferable tease.”


  Is it so wrong that I like this? That I like feeling powerful? Beau climbs onto the bed next to me. He’s dressed for the day, his suit pants and shirt meticulously pressed, but when he kisses me again, its hungry and wild. He’s hard. I can feel him through his clothes and mine. “I’m not teasing,” I say, then bite at his lower lip.


  Beau is off the bed and stripping down in an instant. He’s back in seconds to kneel on the bed next to me, his hands on the hem of my tank top to pull it over my head. “Late again,” he says, and then he goes for my panties, and it’s all over.


  *****
  In the quiet of his bedroom after he’s gone, the feeling pricks at the back of my neck.


  I didn’t like what happened last night. He hit me where it hurt. I’ve forgiven him, but when he’s not touching me, that grace-giving feeling fades away.


  It’s not the sweet spot. How could it be, when we’re still working out the kinks? He’s trying so hard to make it up to me. I take the leave, now sensation and shove it all the way down to the bottom of my gut, where it won’t bother me.


  Work. I have work to do.


  I get into the shower. He keeps a small caddy of my everyday makeup and a hairbrush for me on his bathroom counter, and I rush through my routine. Next to the caddy is a note that Winston will be waiting when I’m ready to go.


  In the car on the way to the Pearl, I check my messages.


  Cynthia likes it at her sister’s house. That’s the vibe I get from the three she’s sent this morning. She likes it at her sister’s, and repairs won’t be completed on our place for another ten days. That puts us squarely in opening-night territory and awfully close to renewing the lease for another year. I swallow hard. Cynthia might not want to come back. She might want to stay at her sister’s and use the time to hunt for another place—one that doesn’t have a ceiling about to cave in.


  It’s like New York City is trying to push me out. Beau would let me stay here for as long as I want, but a suite in a hotel isn’t an anchor the way a yearlong lease is.


  Keep me updated. That’s all I send to Cynthia, and then we’re at the Pearl. I’m looking forward to getting down to the costume shop. Bethany might have a funny story to tell me.


  I know something is off when I get down to the landing.


  It’s the sound.


  There’s a low hum of voices echoing into the hallway. Did Marilee schedule a meeting with multiple cast members this morning? She would have mentioned it if she had, right? I rack my brain. Do I have sex-induced amnesia about whatever it is she set up today? Over the top of the noise, I hear Bethany’s laugh, high and sweet. I’m going to be finishing up her gown today so dress rehearsals can begin. Lucky for me she’s already here. It’ll be done before lunch.


  I move down the hall, walking fast, walking with a purpose. Beau woke me up so early that I’m ahead of schedule, despite the I’m sorry romp in bed. Perfect. This way I can make up for all the breaks I’ve been taking in that closet lately.


  I stop dead at the door to the costume shop.


  It’s filled with people. Not filled to capacity, but the six people in there now, plus Bethany and Lance, who’s playing Romeo—name unchanged, don’t ask me why—make it seem like Grand Central Station. Bethany is up on the pedestal, two people kneeling at her feet, and Marilee stands in the corner talking to two more.


  Oh shit.


  Creeping in doorways isn’t my thing, so I make my entrance like I’d jump into a lake—with both feet, all at once. “Good morning,” I say, heading for Marilee and her crowd.


  She looks up at me, eyebrows raised, and then her cheeks go pink. “Annabel!” It’s very singsong, the way she says my name, and it makes my blood run cold. “Hold on a minute,” she says to the two others standing near her, and then she rushes over and takes my arm. “Everybody,” she calls out, silencing the conversation. “Everybody, this is Annabel. She bailed me out when the rest of you didn’t show up.”


  Everybody else chuckles, but then one of them cries out, “Thank you,” and there’s a cute little round of applause.


  They turn away, back to what they were doing, and the conversation resumes. Now I’m on the outside of it.


  “Here—come with me, Annabel.” Marilee leads me out into the hallway, where she straightens up and looks me in the eye. “I got the call late last night. I should have sent you a text. I’m mortified, Annabel.”


  Oh no. Oh no, no, no.


  I missed the sweet spot.


  Choking shame tightens my throat.


  Cover it up, and get out.


  I put the biggest smile I can muster on my face. “Oh, Marilee,” I say. I hate that my voice wavers. “It’s all right. I always knew this was a temporary thing.” It seems so stupid now—the hope that this could turn into something more. I give a shrug. “It was amazing, though. If you ever need anybody in a pinch, you’ve got my number.”


  Marilee smiles. “I’m so glad you understand,” she says. It seems like she’s going to say something else, but someone calls to her from inside the costume shop. She settles for a quick hug, then disappears inside, her curls bouncing atop her head.


  There’s no need for a last look inside the room. I turn and go, my footsteps heavy on the staircase.


  A new adventure. That’s all this is.


  So why does it feel so wrong?


  
Chapter Thirty-Two
 Beau


  Setting my guilt aside isn’t easy, but it must be done. All the last-minute trips to see Annabel have taken a toll on my attendance at meetings—even the ones I scheduled—and it’s clear that I need to focus on work during the day. If I can do that, scenes from the other night at the Pearl won’t happen anymore. God, I was such a jackass.


  Contracts are the first thing on my agenda in the morning, so I turn off my phone and focus on the paperwork. Opening night at the Pearl is in a week and a half. I need everything squared away at Bennett Inc. and for Edgar Sykes so that when the show is over, I can whisk Annabel off to somewhere private and warm and gorgeous. I’ve already set Linda on narrowing down some possibilities. It’s hurricane season; we’ll take that into account, but I have properties or connections to properties all over the globe.


  She’ll love it, no matter where I take her. I know it. Annabel will get off on the travel alone. My heart beats faster imagining her eyes lit up with anticipation.


  I put the last contract—signed, squared away, done—off to the side and send a quick email to Linda. Make sure the schedule calls for flying at night. That’ll be perfect. I’ll frame it as a surprise. I’ll wake her up in the most pleasant way possible, and then we’ll flee through the night like she wanted.


  Around noon I turn my phone on, giving myself fifteen minutes to catch up.


  There’s one message from West. Don’t forget about opening night! Do you have it on your calendar? I roll my eyes. Yes, I’ve been fast and loose with scheduling since Annabel came on the scene, but I haven’t given up my old ways entirely. I won’t miss it.


  As I’m scrolling through, a new one appears from Annabel. Hey, Mystery Man. Busy day at the office?


  Horrible, I send back. But I’ll see you for dinner, and then this will seem like nothing at all.


  My place or yours? :P


  Which is your favorite?


  There’s a long silence. Linda knocks on the door to my office and comes in carrying my lunch on a tray. My stomach growls at the sight of it all plated up and ready to eat. I had a taste for steak when I woke up this morning. There’s no time to waste sitting down at the steakhouse on the corner. This is the next best option.


  “You’re an angel,” I tell her.


  Linda nods, the hint of a smile crossing her face. “Anything else, Mr. Bennett?”


  “Not now.”


  “I have more on your vacation for you whenever you’re finished eating,” Linda says. She heads back to her desk without another word. A woman after my own heart. She doesn’t want to waste time, either.


  Yours.


  That’s Annabel’s entire reply. I smile down at my phone like an idiot. It’s probably meaningless that she prefers the penthouse, but if she can grow to love it, asking her to move in will be an easy sell. Opening night is in ten days. How much longer can she possibly work for the production? Unless they offer her something long-term, that is. Still, if she lives with me, Winston can drop her off every morning. She can focus entirely on her work and on our adventures together. Perhaps I undid some of her enthusiasm for me the other night, but if that’s the case, it didn’t show this morning.


  I’ll meet you outside the Pearl at seven.


  I can’t wait . . .


  Lunch tastes a thousand times better now that I know a night with her is all but guaranteed.


  It sharpens my focus. For the rest of the afternoon, I’m all in on work. I hold five separate meetings in the space of two hours. Eventually I call for Linda.


  “Is there any other paperwork waiting in the wings?”


  She looks at my desk with raised eyebrows. I long since sent out the other folders to her for delivery to my department heads. “Not a scrap,” she answers. “Did you have a chance to look at the options for your trip?”


  True to her word, she’d put a slim portfolio on my desk when she’d come back for the tray. “I’ll look at them now.”


  “I’ll be at my desk as usual,” she says with an incredulous laugh. “Though I’m sure you’ll have made a decision by the time I get there.”


  “We’ll see,” I say and reach for the portfolio.


  It’ll be meticulously arranged, as is all of Linda’s work. Sure enough, I open the cover to a first page graced with a gorgeous photograph of one of my properties in the Virgin Islands. It’s a favorite of mine, and Linda knows it. There’s a note on the first page: Travel may be interrupted by weather.


  There’s a knock at the door.


  Linda stands in the frame, her lips pressed into a thin line. She answers my questioning look with a terse tone. “Mr. Sykes is here to see you.”


  The hairs on the back of my neck stand up. What is Edgar doing in New York City? I was in DC not long ago to hash things out. There should be no reason to come here, unless something has gone wrong with the project. Something on my end. I don’t have time to go through my emails and messages. Nothing tipped me off that he was going to be in town.


  I stand up behind my desk. “Send him right in, Linda.”


  Before she says anything, Edgar is stepping around her into the office. He surveys me standing at the desk. “Good,” he says. “You’re ready to go. Come with me.”


  
Chapter Thirty-Three
 Annabel


  A day of wallowing turns out to be far too much.


  By three o’clock I’ve binged everything possible on the hotel’s cable stations. My decision not to pay for cable in the apartment is reaffirmed a hundred reality shows over. I’m restless, but I don’t want to go down to the lobby. I have zero interest in running into Marilee or, even worse, Bethany, who will feel sorry for me.


  There’s nothing to feel sorry about. This is my entire life. Things shook out a bit differently this time, is all.


  Does this count as being fired?


  I consider the question while I stretch in the living room. My other concession to wallowing was having a pint of ice cream sent up from the shop in the lobby, but I finished that hours ago.


  Four hours to seven.


  I could do it. I could call Beau and tell him I need him to come now. I could spill the entire story to him, and he’d do it—he’d leave his office and be at the curb within forty minutes.


  No. It’s too pathetic.


  My phone rings on the end table next to the sofa, and my heart soars. Is telepathy a thing? If Beau is calling me right now, I’ll believe telepathy is a thing.


  As if I am a yoga princess, Zen and calm, I turn and pick up the phone, preparing my sigh of happiness.


  It’s an unknown number.


  I swipe across the screen to answer the call. Why not? I have nothing else to do for the next four hours.


  “Hello?”


  “Annie, it’s me!”


  The connection is a little unclear, like she’s calling from one of those Internet chat programs that makes it free to call internationally. It doesn’t matter. Her voice is unmistakable.


  “Mom?”


  “I said it was me,” she says with a huge, hearty laugh. “How are you, my girl? Are you still in New Hope?”


  “I’ve—” I shake my head, trying to wrap my mind around this absurd question. “I’ve been in New York City for three years, Mom. Are you still in Brazil?”


  “Not a chance on this earth!” She laughs again. “Oh, Brazil was fine, it was fine. I loved it, actually. There were some gorgeous sights, but . . .” My mother lets out a sigh. “I had to move on. I got that itch.”


  Boy, do I know. “So . . . where are you? Where are you calling from?”


  “Morocco,” she purrs, rolling her Rs.


  Morocco? What?


  “Mom, that is not anywhere near South America.”


  “What did you expect, Annie? The whole continental United States wasn’t big enough for me. Neither was South America!”


  I look out over Manhattan. We’re about to swing into mid-September, which is my favorite time of the year for moving on. You always get a nice change of weather. But I’m hardly seeing the skyline. A bitter taste is in my mouth. Is it from the ice cream? No. It’s from this phone call.


  “So you went to Brazil seven years ago, and now you’re in Morocco, and you’ve never had a reason to pay a visit to the United States?” I try furiously to remember when she last called. Four months? Six? It was from the old workhorse cell phone she bought herself when I was in college. There was no mention of Morocco then.


  “Annabel, that’s not fair,” she says. It’s the same as the summer after I graduated. I can hear her now, saying those same words over the kitchen table shoved into the corner of our cramped apartment in Chicago. “It’s not as if you make a great effort to call me.”


  “That’s not true.” I thought I was finished wallowing over the seamstress job, but the shock of that has stripped away all the boundaries I put up since my mother left. This hurts, damn it. It hurts. “I called two weeks ago. It went to voice mail.”


  “Which number did you call?”


  I rattle off the same number she called me from six months ago. That’s when it was—in the spring. March. It was still cold.


  “Oh, honey, that’s not my number anymore. I changed it when I stopped over in Patriot in July.”


  A sharp disappointment stabs through my gut. On instinct I take a deep breath and try to exhale it, try to take it in stride. “You went back to Patriot?”


  “Loose ends to wrap up,” she says. “Do you remember old Mr. Lowell? He died last year and left me a parcel from his farm.” She laughs indulgently. “I don’t want any land in Patriot, but it’s hard to arrange things with those folks from across the planet. I wasn’t there more than two weeks.”


  I can hardly speak. I can hardly breathe. “Why are you calling, Mom?”


  “Why do you think?” Her voice sparkles over the phone as if it is totally normal to be calling your daughter from Morocco when last she heard you were in Brazil, and you didn’t even bother to tell her you’d visited the country where she lives. “To catch up with my best girl!”


  It sets my teeth on edge to hear that from her. Best girl? Best girl? She probably has new friends in Morocco who know more about what she’s doing with her life than I do.


  I hiss out a breath between my lips. She has every right to live her life how she wants, like I do. I shouldn’t let this get to me. I shouldn’t let this affect me at all. It’s not worth it. “Everything’s great,” I say. “The city is great. But I’m busy, Mom. Now’s not a good time to talk.”


  “It’s not? What time is it there? I didn’t even look before I—”


  “Love you, Mom. I’ve got to go. Call me another time.”


  I hang up the phone and dive back onto the sofa. I wish I had more ice cream. I wish it was seven already.


  A few more hours of wallowing won’t kill me.


  
Chapter Thirty-Four
 Beau


  Edgar is on edge. His eyes flick to the sidewalk multiple times every block. What’s he scanning for? I haven’t the faintest clue.


  The first thing he does is rush me into his car. A Secret Service agent sits behind the wheel saying nothing. As soon as our doors are shut, he pulls away from the curb.


  “What brings you to New York?” I ask neutrally.


  Edgar takes a long, slow breath. “Extreme precaution.”


  This kind of thing never happens. Then again, marathon meeting days in DC are rare, even given the sensitive nature of what I do.


  “How can I help?”


  Edgar turns to face me fully for the first time since we got in the car. “I need a personal walkthrough of all the properties.” His eyes search my face. He’s got dark half-moons under the bottom lids. This is a man who believes in maintaining himself so he’s able to do his job to the very greatest extent of his abilities. He is meticulous about getting enough sleep, about eating balanced meals. I’ve never seen him so tired. “That’s all I can say about it, Beau.”


  He doesn’t apologize for how long this is going to take. The properties I’ve selected—and he had confirmed—are spread across the five boroughs, and in the regular push and pull of city traffic, not to mention rush hour, it’ll be a long evening. There’s no point in suggesting that we hasten things by taking the subway. The Secret Service would not allow it for a man like Edgar.


  “Understood. I’ll need to let my driver know my plans so he’s not sitting by the curb for several hours.”


  Edgar watches me like a hawk as I send a quick message to Winston. He watches so carefully that it becomes clear—Edgar is taking no chances. I don’t dare send another message to Annabel.


  I put my phone away. Winston knows now to pick her up from the Pearl with a bouquet of flowers arranged by Michél, my florist. He’s a genius in his own right, and I hope Annabel will see that I am truly and sincerely sorry. I hope she’ll see that the flowers are only the beginning.


  *****
  I severely underestimate how long these walkthroughs are going to take. The Secret Service parks us where the clients—whoever they turn out to be—will park when they’re housed in these spaces. Not that they’ll have reason to drive anywhere most of the time, but there will be at least one trip from car to apartment. Edgar walks each route slowly, though not so slowly that he attracts any attention. When we stop at the front entrance, he pulls out a small notepad, scribbles notes into it, and then puts it back in his pocket.


  We walk through the lobby. He takes notes.


  We take the elevator. He takes notes.


  He takes notes at the front door and at the doorway to every room.


  This process is repeated seven times in seven different neighborhoods. It’s always the same. He never hurries, never cuts corners, never neglects to write down his observations in his notebook.


  By the time we’ve completed the last walkthrough, my head is throbbing. It’s an aching, guilty pain. I’m three hours late to meet Annabel.


  Edgar scans the building one last time, then puts his notebook in his pocket. “Let’s go.”


  I wait in silence as the car pulls away from the curb. There is no doubt in my mind that an email will be forthcoming. Additional security might be the least of it. Someone will need to coordinate secure arrivals and be the point person in the city. With all this cloak-and-dagger business, I’m betting that person will be me.


  Edgar is silent, too.


  We’re almost back to my office building when the Secret Service agent makes a left turn onto a side street. My entire body tenses. This is my first priority when it comes to work. I know that. I also know—thanks to a single text from Winston—that Annabel is waiting for me in my penthouse. I curse myself silently for not telling Edgar to drop me off at home and not the office.


  Edgar must sense my impatience. “There are a few more details to go over, and then we can drop you off wherever you wish.”


  I give him a nod. I’m not going to shout at him—that’s never been my style. But I want to. God, do I want to.


  We spend the next two hours in a greasy spoon I’ve never heard of in a neighborhood that doesn’t seem safe even with a Secret Service agent, but I’m not going to argue about it. Getting back to Annabel is all I care about.


  Almost all my assumptions are proven true. Edgar still doesn’t give me the exact identities of the people who will be living in the apartments, but he details how the security features need to be wrapped in with the renovations. He gives me a separate phone, which will be used to contact me when the clients make their arrivals. I don’t ask him why these people are now the clients instead of the US government. It doesn’t seem need-to-know.


  I’ve never been so relieved to get back into a car. They drop me off in front of my building. “We’ll be in contact,” Edgar says. The car is gone before I get to the door.


  The elevator must be broken; it goes so slowly.


  It’s dark in the penthouse, and it smells freshly cleaned. I had the cook stop by in case Annabel was hungry. She was—he texted me saying he’d prepared pork, salad, and mashed potatoes for her. None of it is out. Of course not. It’s after midnight.


  I pad through the apartment to the master bedroom, which is where I find her, bathed in the glow of the television. She’s curled up under my comforter in the center of the bed. She startles when I step into the room.


  “It’s you,” she breathes, and there’s a sadness in her voice that nearly breaks my heart.


  “I am so sorry, sweetheart,” I tell her. “It was urgent.”


  She lifts the blankets. She’s got nothing on except her tank top. “Make it up to me,” she says.


  I do.


  
Chapter Thirty-Five
 Annabel


  Beau was sorry for a few minutes. After that we were tangled under the sheets. It was a long time before both of us were spent. I took the longest—no surprises there. I thought I was done, but one stroke of his fingertips between my legs, and surprise, I was not done.


  We had enough energy left to shower afterward. I slipped into a fresh tank and shorts from one of his closet drawers. Beau will swear to me that there’s no pressure, but he has a drawer full of my clothes, in case. I can’t tell if it’s Beau or if all rich men do this kind of thing. Who knows? They might not be for me. They could a collection of clothes for dates who sleep over.


  No, that’s not true. I know they’re for me. They’re my size. My brand, even.


  Beau falls asleep right away, curled toward me. His face is the picture of relaxation. All is forgiven.


  It’s completely forgiven.


  I don’t begrudge him having to work late at night.


  Unless it wasn’t a late night at work. Unless he had somewhere more important to be, with someone who isn’t exactly a colleague.


  Kinsey comes to mind.


  It’s crazy to imagine this. He wouldn’t come home from a night with another woman—especially not Kinsey—ravenous for me like he was.


  Would he?


  I press my face into the pillow and breathe in the scent of him. Clear the mind. Clear the heart. This is ridiculous. A man like Beau Bennett is not one for cheating.


  Still, we haven’t had a conversation about being exclusive. We’ve never said exactly those words out loud to each other. And why would we? We met by happenstance, a random collision, and that does not make a real relationship. Not with me. He does need someone like Kinsey. Someone graceful and blonde who can rub elbows with all the other rich people they know.


  I roll over and wriggle back against him. He stirs, then settles in with an arm around my waist. Within minutes his breathing is steady and slow.


  The sound washes over me, deep and peaceful. My thoughts flow with the rhythm of it, coming and going, coming and going. I can’t believe my mother. It’s time to go. I don’t want to go. It’s okay to stay. Jump in with both feet and then back out. The sweet spot is running out. Make a move. Make a move.


  Eventually they shift and turn. Doesn’t it feel nice here in his arms? It feels so nice. So safe. Go to sleep. Go to sleep. It’s late.


  *****
  Beau’s ringing phone jolts me out of a dream. In it I am fourteen years old, and my mother and I are at Disney World. It’s the first and only time she’s taken me to a place like Disney World, and I am sick with love for it. I’ve never been to a place where everything is so shiny. There are no sharp edges. Every mess is swept up as soon as it hits the ground. The worst that happens is that a ride closes for an hour, and all around us are people whose job it is to smile and soothe and be there every step of the way.


  In the dream I lose my mother. She presses ten dollars into my palm and tells me to choose one of the hats I’ve been lusting after since the dawn of time. When I’ve bought it, black and classic, I come out onto the sidewalk.


  She is nowhere to be found.


  There are hundreds of people, but none of them are her.


  The sun beats down on the theme park and everyone in it, and I clutch the plastic bag in my hand, my heart in my throat. I know she is gone—and not gone from the park, but gone so far away I will never be able to find her again. I circle the park again and again, until my feet ache, but she’s not there. She’s not anywhere.


  Finally I find a person in a uniform whose face changes every time I look at her. “My mother,” I say as if she will know who my mother is among this crowd.


  “One minute, sweetheart,” she says. The phone on her belt is ringing with a buzz that shakes me all the way down to my core, a vibration that’s too big for the size of the phone.


  “Are you going to answer that?” I ask her.


  She smiles, and the ringing gets louder, then louder again, until I surface with a gasp.


  Beau is leaping into action at the same time, snatching his phone from the bedside table. “Bennett,” he says, sounding crisp and alert. You would never know he’d been sleeping. I’m impressed. “All right. I’ll be there in half an hour.”


  He looks distracted as he throws himself out of bed and runs a hand through his hair. Then he looks at me curled under the comforter. Why should I bother getting up, honestly? “Sweetheart,” he says, a smile lighting up his face. “Join me in the shower?”


  Yes, please.


  I follow him into the bathroom. Beau keeps things relatively snappy, right up until I catch him on the way to rinse his hair and press my lips against his.


  His erection is instant, or he was pointedly ignoring it, and he groans. “Annabel, I can’t. I have to work.”


  “All day?” I murmur into his ear, the stream from the showerhead hot on my back. “Escape with me this afternoon. I—I need it, Beau.” It’s a dirty trick, and I know it, but it’s also true.


  He pulls back, frowning. “Won’t you be busy all day at the Pearl? Opening night is in a week.”


  The smile I put on is shaky. “Actually . . .” His eyes are on my face, and his frown deepens. “That gig is over. It turned out to be even more temporary than I thought.”


  Beau draws in a breath so deep I wonder if it’s going to be a sigh. He reaches for my face and bends down to give me a soft kiss. “If you don’t want to go to your suite today, there’s no need. Stay here. I’ll send the cook.” He kisses me again. “I’ll be back this afternoon.”


  
Chapter Thirty-Six
 Beau


  So much for buying myself some peace of mind by getting ahead with work.


  Edgar Sykes needs to get some sleep. We were out late last night, and this kind of call—wanting to meet with me in the office, where I can go over my choices of contractors with him—doesn’t come from a man who’s well rested. He sounded like he’d been up for hours. He might not have gone to sleep after he dropped me off. I don’t know.


  I can handle all that. I’ll make room in my schedule to meet with him all morning, if necessary.


  The part that has me on edge is Annabel.


  Why didn’t she tell me about the job at the Pearl coming to such an abrupt end? From the sound of it, she was hoping for it to have lasted longer. For all her bluster about leaving jobs before they go sour, there was such disappointment in her expression that it makes my heart ache.


  It also makes me nervous.


  The job was the thing that bound her to the Pearl.


  Last night I thought inviting me into bed was an act of passion. She had to have been lonely sitting there all by herself, waiting for me to get back.


  Now I wonder if it was one of evasion.


  She might not have wanted to tell me about the job. She might not have wanted to tell me why she looked so sad before she knew I was in the room. She might not have wanted to say those things because she’s planning to leave.


  Annabel’s strange obsession with leaving situations behind before they go sour can’t already be happening to us, can it?


  From the look on her face last night, it absolutely could. If she’s already holding back from telling me the things that happen to her, she might be gaining distance, making it easier to walk away. Easier to disappear into this city or even elsewhere in the country.


  Finding her wouldn’t be impossible. Not with my resources. But that’s irrelevant if she doesn’t want to be found.


  My heart thuds in an erratic rhythm. I don’t want this. I don’t.


  I love her.


  It sings through every one of my veins. I’m not tired anymore. My vision is razor-sharp.


  She should know it, too. I should tell her.


  Winston needs to turn the car around. I open my mouth to tell him so, but he’s already pulling the car to the curb in front of my office building.


  I steady myself, hands pressed together, forehead leaning against my hands. I cannot go into a meeting with Edgar Sykes with my mind scattered in a thousand different directions.


  This afternoon. That’s when I’ll let this feeling back in.


  *****
  The meeting is a disaster.


  I’ve never been so impatient in my life, and it shows. I catch myself twice drumming my fingertips against the surface of the table in the meeting room. I don’t drum my fingers on tables. I’ve never had that habit.


  But the energy running through me is like a riptide, and it’s going to come out somewhere.


  Get back to Annabel. Get back to her.


  Tearing my mind away from the nagging fear is impossible by nine o’clock. What’s the fear? That she’ll already be gone by the time I get there this afternoon. Between meetings, when Edgar steps outside to call DC, I write and delete so many texts I lose count.


  An abridged list:


  Don’t make any hasty decisions without me :)


  I’m planning an amazing getaway. Try to stay in the city, would you?


  I’m sorry to hear about the job at the Pearl. I’ll fund another show, if you’d like.


  Stay.


  They all seem desperate or condescending or cavalier. None of them strike the mood I want to strike.


  In the third meeting of the day, I can’t sit still any longer. I push my chair back from the table and pace over to the window, trying to show on my face that I’m still extremely invested in the outcome of this meeting. The man giving a presentation to Edgar is one of my regular contractors. He’s currently giving the rundown on what kind of doors are the most secure without being obvious. The last thing these people need is to stand out.


  “An excellent marriage of safety and discretion,” he’s saying.


  But Edgar Sykes is looking at me.


  “Is there a problem, Mr. Bennett?”


  “Not at all.” I answer him quickly.


  Too quickly.


  He narrows his eyes.


  “It looks like there’s an issue.” Edgar cocks his head to the side, his eyes locked on mine. My entire body goes still, but inside, beneath the skin, my impatience is a roaring heat. “You’ve been unable to stop fidgeting all day. Now you can’t keep your seat.”


  It snaps me into a cold reality. I am not impressing Edgar Sykes, and he is the key to Bennett Inc. in a way that all but a few of the employees—and even the rest of my friends in Hawthorne International—will ever understand.


  “I have an appointment at noon,” I say. “But there’s no issue as long as we can wrap this up in time.”


  Edgar stares, his eyes going dark. This is the first time I have ever suggested that he cut a meeting short. “What’s your availability in the afternoon?”


  I try to tell myself this is due to the pressure he’s facing. He’s coming down on me because he needs this—whatever this ends up encompassing—to go off without a hitch. But my blood is rushing through my veins. I need to get to Annabel more than I need to make Edgar Sykes happy.


  No.


  I need to do both.


  I’m failing miserably at it.


  I grab the impatient beast in my chest with both hands around its neck. I can make it one more hour. One more hour, and then I’ll be back with her.


  Tick, tock.


 

  
Chapter Thirty-Seven
 Annabel


  “Annabel.” Beau’s voice is sharp. I didn’t hear the elevator. It’s a top-of-the-line, well-maintained thing, almost impossible to hear unless you’re standing at the end of the entry hallway in the penthouse.


  I suck in a reflexive breath. I’ve been reading—Beau has a library, naturally, and books of every kind on the shelf. I pulled one down after he left. Something about J. M. Barrie. I let myself get pulled in. It wasn’t easy. My entire body hurts to be with Beau. Or else it just hurts. It’s getting hard to tell.


  An afternoon away with him should do wonders.


  He rushes around to the chair I’m sitting in and kneels in front of it, pulling the book from my hand and tossing it to the floor.


  He does not look happy.


  “Hi,” I say. “What’s going on?”


  Beau’s face softens, his eyes on mine. He breathes in, then out, but there’s still a tension there. It makes my heart beat faster. “I rushed all the way here.” He reaches for my hands, pulls my knuckles to his lips, and kisses each one in turn, a staccato burst. “Where is it you’d like to go?”


  “I didn’t—” I shake my head. I let the book carry me away, and it’s hard to resurface. “I hadn’t thought that far.”


  He pulls his hands away and stands, then runs one of them through his hair. “All right,” he says, and there’s a sharp edge to his tone again that doesn’t make any sense. “All right. Let’s go.”


  This is too strange to not mention. In his eyes is a mix of relief and irritation. At me? My stomach falls. I’ve done it this time. I’ve stayed too long, and the cracks are starting to show.


  Fight it.


  I stand up from my chair. “Beau, come here.” He’s a couple of steps away. I move closer, reaching for his arm. “Were things busy at the office?” It sounds so pedestrian, so trophy-wife, but if it’s not me, there’s one other explanation.


  “Yes,” he bursts out. “They were extremely tense.” His green eyes flash with an emotion I can’t name . . . or don’t want to name. He glances out the window and then back at me. “I should have stayed.”


  The accusation hangs in the air between us, and my face goes red. I drop my hand. “Go back.” I swallow my disappointment. It’s sharp in my throat. “Go back, Beau. You can say you were on a lunch break. Don’t let me get in the way.”


  “No,” he growls, and then he sweeps me into his arms, his grip tight, his mouth hard on mine. God, he tastes so good. Even in the intensity of his kiss, I can feel myself relaxing. This is where I’m supposed to be. “Don’t ever say that, Annabel. You’re not in the way.” I try to lean forward, try to taste him again, but he puts a hand on my cheek and holds me back. “Do you understand me?” I’m wet at his urgent tone, at the fire in his eyes while he waits for my response. “Do you?”


  “Yes,” I say. I sound breathless. I don’t care.


  Beau searches my face. He reaches to touch my bottom lip; the pad of his thumb brushes against the skin there. My pussy pulses. He kissed me so hard that my lip is tender, but his touch against it is electric. Possessive. I thought I’d seen Beau stripped of all his manners before. I was wrong. “God, you’ll be my undoing.” He says it almost to himself. Then his lips are on mine, his tongue battling mine for dominance. I let him have it. I want him to have it.


  I want more.


  I twist in his arms and get enough space to tear my shirt over my head. My bra goes next. “Yes.” Beau’s hands are back on my waist, this time running upward, taking my breasts in his hands, pulling me back against him. He’s so solid and strong—and hard. Every inch of him is hard, but his cock pressed against my ass through our clothes is the hardest of all.


  He buries his face into my neck, and I arch back into him, threading my arms around his shoulders as he kisses and licks. If he doesn’t have my pants off soon, they’re going to be ruined, absolutely ruined, and I’ll need another pair from his closet drawer. He is water in the desert. He is rain after a drought. I need him.


  There’s no time to go to the bedroom. He strips off my jeans, then my panties. Something cracks inside my chest. “I’m so fucking sad about that job.” I choke out the words. It’s senseless to say them now. It’s not even what I’m broken-hearted about. There’s more. There’s always more, but I need some kind of shorthand.


  Beau doesn’t miss a beat.


  “I know, sweetheart,” he says. He moves me toward a chair, hands sliding down to my wrists, tugging. I go where he wants me to go, my hands on the smooth leather, knees pressed against the seat, totally exposed to him. He takes his hands away for long enough to take off his own clothes. They fall in a pile next to the chair, and then he runs his hands down my back, stopping to squeeze at my hips, stopping again to kiss the ridges of my spine. “Feel it all you want,” he says. “But feel this, too.”


  Then the head of his cock is teasing my opening. My grip goes tight on the leather chair, pleasure rushing over the pain.


  “Yes.” I hiss the word and push against him, and he knows it’s an invitation. He knows it’s a plea.


  He takes me with one brute thrust, filling me completely, and I feel it all. I let it crash over me.


  I tell myself this will fix everything. What could go wrong after this?


  
Chapter Thirty-Eight
 Beau


  Annabel won’t admit something is wrong, but it is.


  She doesn’t want to leave the city. Instead she insists on an afternoon in.


  I don’t argue. How could I? There are few greater pleasures in life than seeing the curves of Annabel’s body under a tank top and shorts, tantalizing under those thin layers of fabric.


  But her eyes are distant. She sits close to me on the sofa or in my bed. We watch one movie, then another, and then she switches to a British show about baking. “Do you remember this kind of thing?” she says suddenly while a woman onscreen agonizes about toasted almonds.


  “British reality shows?” I laugh, trying to lighten the mood. It should be light already, given that we’re watching people compete to bake the best cake, but Annabel is jumpy. “No. I’m not sure what I did, but television wasn’t a high priority.”


  “That’s probably why . . .” She starts a sentence, but her voice trails off.


  “Why what?”


  She gives me a look like she has no idea what I’m talking about and snaps back. “Oh, probably why you’re so successful. You never wasted very much time on TV.”


  “It does free up time in my schedule,” I tell her. She looks back at the screen with a sigh. “There will be other jobs.”


  Annabel smiles at me, patting my leg. “I’ll start looking tomorrow. I needed another day, I guess. Don’t worry.”


  “I’m not worried.” I reach for the remote and pause the show. “I’m worried about you.” I run a hand over her hair. “There’s nowhere you’d like to go? We could even go to New Hope.”


  “We can’t,” she says. “It’s two hours away, and I haven’t showered.”


  I throw my feet over the side of the bed and tug her after me. “Simple solutions,” I say, and Annabel laughs.


  It still doesn’t sound right.


  *****
  At the office the next morning, Linda is on edge. She stands up quickly next to her desk outside my office. Is everyone on edge? “Good morning, Linda.” Out with it.


  Her eyes are worried. “Mr. Bennett, Mr. Sykes is here, waiting for you.”


  My stomach turns. Waiting for me in my office? Why would he do that? He’s never had a problem calling me at every hour before. It seems ominous. It is ominous.


  “Thank you.”


  I set my jaw and head into the office.


  He’s sitting in one of the chairs across from my desk and turns when I come into the room. “Bennett,” he says. The sound of my name from his mouth is exhausting. I’m already exhausted. We didn’t get back from New Hope until two in the morning. I’m not at my best, and I know it. Do not get irritated. Sit down for the meeting, whatever it’s about, and get through it. That’s all.


  I reach out and shake his hand, then move around behind my desk. Edgar still hasn’t stood up, so that means this is a sit-down talk. Fine. All the better. My heart beats harder, adrenaline rushing through my veins, and I hate it. I don’t want to be this excited over anything except Annabel. “I didn’t get a call,” I say simply.


  “That’s right,” he says, leaning back in his chair, his eyes hard on mine. “I’m here because I have some concerns to discuss with you in person.”


  What would happen if I got up from my seat right now and left? I want to be back at my penthouse. I want to be sleeping in bed or doing something else in bed with Annabel. I do not want to be doing this. But years ago I considered all the options, and this was the best one. For me. For my business. For my legacy. I’ve done good work. This morning none of it seems to matter. “Concerns about the properties?” I try my best not to let any hint of irritation show in my voice. I’m not sure if I succeed. I have spent hours with Edgar on this project. I have accompanied him all over the city. I have accommodated every one of his requests.


  “Concerns about you.”


  I shake my head, barely resisting the urge to cover my eyes with my hands. “What possible concerns could you have with me? I’ve been vetted year after year. I’ve always done the best possible work for you, Edgar.”


  “Bennett, we need people who are reliable.”


  “I’ve always been—”


  “We need people who aren’t prone to erratic behavior.”


  This is the last straw, but I swallow the outburst that rises in my throat. “I’m sure I have no idea what you’re talking about.”


  He cocks his head to the side. “You must know that we . . . check in frequently.”


  I know that. “And?”


  “And there have been reports.”


  I want to slam my fists on the surface of the desk. Instead I fold them neatly and glare across at Edgar. “Reports about what, exactly? Let’s get this all out on the table.”


  “Behavior that isn’t in keeping with your usual habits,” Edgar says. “Missing appointments with friends. Leaving the office at odd hours. And the woman—”


  Annabel. Jesus Christ, how could they have a problem with Annabel? “She has nothing to do with this.”


  “There is some concern that she has a negative influence on you.”


  “I have never, not once, betrayed your confidence. Not to her or anyone else.”


  “That may be,” Edgar says, his tone mild. “But I don’t take chances. I can never take any chances. Do you understand, Mr. Bennett?”


  “Yes, I understand, but—”


  Before I can finish my sentence, Edgar is rising from his seat and gathering up his briefcase. “Good. There will be no further work for the time being between our two organizations. I wanted to tell you personally.” He extends his hand for me to shake. “Thank you for your discretion.”


  That’s all he says. Then he turns his back on me and walks out.


  
Chapter Thirty-Nine
 Annabel


  I jump back into the city with both feet.


  What’s my other option, with Beau at work all day? Lounge around in his luxurious penthouse in my tank top and shorts? Yes. That is, in fact, an option. But the urge is rising in my veins to do something. Even an evening cruise to New Hope wasn’t enough to slake my thirst.


  So I put on my snappy casual outfit, namely my black slacks, black shell, and gray blazer, and go out. Beau has put together a drawer full of clothes that are perfect for lounging and day trips but none that will entice people to hire me. Maybe it’s on purpose. Maybe not. It doesn’t matter. What does matter is that I’ve taken the time to dry my hair and style it in what I hope is an elegant twist.


  I start in my old neighborhood after riding the subway to get there. Best not to tempt fate with Beau. Though would it be the worst thing if I came home with a job around the corner from his penthouse? I laugh out loud. There is nowhere on his block that would take me. Not with my pink hair and non–brand name blazer.


  This is what I’ve been missing. That seat-of-your-pants, anything-could-happen energy that’s racing through my blood. Everyone on the street looks like an opportunity.


  There’s a small theater in my neighborhood—much smaller than the Pearl and definitely not as wealthy—with a janky Help Wanted sign posted on the front door.


  Bingo.


  It’s a little on the nose, but it’s a start.


  The guy at the box office is frazzled and pops up when I come in, hitting his head on the counter. “Uh, hi. What can I do for you? Are you here to pick up tickets? I don’t even remember where—”


  “No tickets,” I say, giving him my most charming smile. “I’m here about the sign out front. What kind of help are you looking for?”


  He’s still rifling through various papers and boxes on the counter in front of him. “A production assistant. It’s actually posted online. The sign—” He looks sheepish. “The sign is more of an inside joke. We’re not getting many applicants for the position.”


  “So what’s the job?”


  Now he stops and looks curiously at me in the dim half-light of the lobby. “Production assistant.”


  “Yes, but what does that entail?”


  The man sighs deeply. “Some work on the production—moving set pieces, coordinating some of the other assistants, and then helping in the box office before and after the shows. Light sweeping and cleanup.” He purses his lips. “Listen, I’ll be honest. It’s mostly sweeping and cleanup.”


  “That sounds more . . . janitorial.”


  “Yeah,” he says. “But we’re trying to fill the job.”


  The next lead is slightly more promising.


  I strike up a conversation with a woman in a sharp suit at the Starbucks two blocks down from the theater. Turns out she works for a huge multinational corporation. That doesn’t appeal to me at all, but she’s so cool that she buys my coffee, and there are openings in her department. I could work for this woman a year, put some money in the bank, move on. Six months, and I’d have enough saved up to start over somewhere new, if I wanted.


  Or I could stay.


  Before she leaves she scribbles down a number on a business card. “It’s the HR department rep,” she says with a big smile. “Tell them I sent you. They’ve got some special email address where you can send your email, but don’t worry—it’ll get through the filters.”


  I give her a knowing smile, but I have no idea what filters she’s talking about. What I do know is that I’m not going to let a moment pass by before I jump on this thing. I pull out my phone.


  Thirty percent battery.


  That’s what I get for driving around with Beau until the middle of the night and forgetting to put my old-ass phone on the charger. Still, it’s enough for one phone call.


  The young man on the other end of the line is named Paul, and he greets me like we’re old friends. I name-drop Kathy, the woman who paid for the iced coffee I’m currently clutching, and he turns on more charm. “Oh, Kathy, I love her. She’s always finding the best people. Where’d you run into her?”


  I tell him about the coffee shop, and he laughs, a rich, hearty laugh. “That’s Kathy for you.” It’s all so squeaky clean, so shining corporate. Normally I’d hate that, but it’s the opposite of the Pearl, and that’s what I need right now. “What’d you order? I haven’t had any coffee today, and I’m dying,” Paul says, and then somehow we fall down the rabbit hole of our favorite secret menu drinks, and before I know it, I’ve talked to him for half an hour, and my old-ass phone is dying.


  I hang up with a triumphant whoop. I’ve got a good feeling about this.


  “Annabel! What are you doing here?”


  I whirl around and come face to face with none other than Cynthia. “Job hunting. Wait—what are you doing here?”


  Cynthia gives me a sad little smile. “I was checking in on the old place.” Her mouth twists into a frown, like she doesn’t quite know what to do with her face. “I’m glad I ran into you, because . . . with the lease up so soon—”


  “And your sister’s place being so much better . . .”


  Her face lights up with relief. “You don’t want to renew, either?”


  Is it me, or is the city telling me to run straight into Beau’s arms? It must be a sign. It must be a sign that I should take the leap right now.


  “Not really.”


  “Yes.” Cynthia pumps her fist, but then her eyes go wide. “I didn’t mean—I don’t want you to think—”


  I throw my arm around her shoulders and pull her into a hug. “I totally get it. Time to move on.”


  “Exactly. But—” She checks her watch. “Look, it’s my day off. You want to catch up awhile? Have a couple of drinks somewhere?”


  Things are looking up. Why not celebrate? “Yes! I do. One last roommates’ day out.”


  “I don’t know about last,” Cynthia says.


  “You’re right. But we can always party like it is.”


  She doesn’t turn me down.


  
Chapter Forty
 Beau


  Where the hell is Annabel?


  I’m rattled to the core by Edgar’s sudden dismissal. I don’t know where it’s coming from. I don’t know how being with Annabel ever jeopardized any of my work, aside from needing an extra cup of coffee once in a while. For God’s sake, I’m on the verge of asking her to move in with me permanently. She’s not some fling. She’s not some distraction.


  Fine. She is a distraction. But not like that.


  I spent the entire day swinging wildly between abject confusion and a pointed, angry focus on all my other work. How am I going to explain this to everyone at Hawthorne International? Most of my business comes from contracts arranged by Edgar Sykes. I’ll be able to recover—I never put all my eggs in one basket—but I wasn’t prepared to spin up every other aspect of my business. Why would I have been? Up until this morning, everything was fine.


  What happened this morning?


  What happened?


  Or was it earlier, and I had no idea?


  Guilt washes over me again and again, but I refuse to indulge it. I didn’t do anything wrong. Something must have happened.


  I can’t figure out what.


  So I was desperate to get back to the penthouse. Back to Annabel.


  The moment I open the door, I know she’s gone. The stillness is different somehow. She isn’t in the library, in the bedroom, in the living room. She’s not in the gym on the next floor down. She’s not in the kitchen or the dining room. She is nowhere. There’s not a trace of her here, other than the clothes I bought for her and the book she was reading the other day, left out on the end table near the sofa.


  Fear roars to life in my gut. For once in my life, I can’t tamp it down, can’t rationalize it away.


  There’s no note, and she didn’t send me any messages letting me know her plans for the day. Not that she needs to. I’m not her keeper.


  I can’t get out from under this sickening falling feeling. My phone can’t respond quickly enough to my touch, but once it does, I dial her number.


  Straight to voice mail.


  I try again.


  Straight to voice mail.


  “Fuck,” I say out loud into the quiet of the living room. The sun is wheeling down behind the city skyline, blood orange, and my pulse is pounding loud in my ears.


  There’s nothing I can do but wait and see if she’ll come back. With every moment that ticks by, the warning in the back of my mind gets louder: She’s gone. She’s gone. She’s gone.


  It would make perfect sense. She always wants to get out before things collapse, and I snapped at her. I started that fight when she was half-awake, and that was probably the cue.


  I’m still drowning in rage and hurt when the elevator doors open and Annabel steps out, midgiggle.


  “Beau!” she cries. “You’re not going to believe the day I had. It was almost as crazy as getting snatched off the street by a handsome hotel owner,” she says, then laughs again, patting at her hair. It’s clearly not in the form it was in when she left this morning. Tendrils are falling around her face. She looks beautiful. It does nothing to stop my blood from boiling.


  “Where have you been?” It’s an effort not to grit my teeth, not to growl at her like a wild animal. I can’t stand this feeling. I can’t stop myself.


  For the first time, she looks directly at me. The smile fades from her face. If I was less angry, that falling expression would break my heart. Shatter it. But I’m seething, hardly able to control it. “Beau, I—” She turns and digs through her purse, finally pulling out her phone. “I’m sorry. It must have died after—” She shakes her head. “I’m sorry, Mystery Man. I was out with my old roommate. I’ve told you about Cynthia. I ran into her when—”


  “When you were gone all day without saying a word?”


  She draws herself back like she’s been slapped. “Whoa. I don’t think—”


  “That’s right, Annabel. You don’t think. You’re always doing whatever you want, with no consideration for the consequences.”


  “That’s not true,” she spits, her voice bewildered and hurt.


  “Oh, it’s true enough,” I say, all the ugliness spilling out of me. “I thought you left. That’s all you ever talk about. I know how badly you want to leave. Nothing is sacred to you, is it?” My lip curls into a scowl that I loathe even without seeing it. “That’s your thing, right? Getting out before things get difficult? Let me tell you, Annabel, things always get difficult.” I shake my head, hating myself on another level. “I doubt you could handle that level of commitment.”


  “I—” She’s pale, red spots high on her cheeks. No more words come from her lips, but her chin trembles. That tiny movement makes me want to rush to her side, gather her in my arms, and never let her go—but I’m in too deep, and I can’t claw my way out. The fear and anger have joined in an unholy union, and I’m caught in the cross fire. The rush of blood in my ears is so loud that I miss what she says next.


  “What?”


  “Fuck. You.” She enunciates each word so it’s crystal, crystal clear. “I’ve had enough of you, Beau. You’re a nightmare. You’re married to your job, and trying to get you to do anything joyful or spontaneous or fun is like pulling teeth. I’m done. I’m done.” She spins toward the elevator and steps inside it, stabbing at the buttons while her chin quivers harder. “Enjoy your ritzy penthouse,” she hisses right before the doors close. “It’s all you’re ever going to have, you heartless bastard.”


  
Chapter Forty-One
 Annabel


  My chin is trembling like crazy, but I am not going to let myself cry over some asshole like Beau Bennett.


  Even if I do love him.


  Did love him. Past tense. It’s always going to be past tense with him because I was so stupid. I was so stupid to let myself get involved with a man like that. I let myself get comfortable, and that’s almost always a mistake. There’s a reason I’ve been living my life the way I have, and it’s because there’s no other way to avoid a broken heart.


  I get down to the lobby and move quickly toward the doors, clutching at my purse. Is there anything I’ve left at his place? No. Everything of mine from the old place with Cynthia is going to be packed up and put in storage until we’ve both settled elsewhere. Together, perhaps, we decided over drinks, but nothing’s set in stone yet.


  God, I wish it was set in stone.


  I don’t know why I’m walking so fast. Beau’s not going to rush out after me and beg for my forgiveness. I saw the look in his eyes. He’s done with me.


  At the door of his building, I steal a glance behind me to make sure. He’d have had to rush down all those flights of stairs or called the elevator up at some magical speed to be running after me right now, but there’s still a fledgling flare of hope in my chest.


  The lobby is empty.


  The hope dies.


  I go out onto the sidewalk and look in my purse.


  I have a dead phone and an ache in my heart that takes over my entire body. That’s what I left in Beau’s penthouse. My phone charger.


  That idea is dead on arrival. There’s no way I’m going to ride the elevator back up there and ask him to please fetch me my charger from the bedside table. Not in a million years.


  New plan.


  First I’ll go to the drugstore. There will be a phone charger there to purchase. I will not cry in front of the cashier. Then I will go to the nearest open coffee shop or diner, take a table near the wall, and charge this stupid piece of shit until I can call Cynthia. She won’t be too happy with me—we drank too much wine, and it always makes her tired. Plus, I’m not sure how big her sister’s apartment is.


  But I’m not going back to the Pearl.


  And I’m not going back upstairs.


  Time to make the leap.


  *****
  It takes a full forty minutes for my phone to charge enough to turn on. I should have expected it—the thing is probably on its last legs, even for an iPhone—but it’s shocking how slowly the time drags by.


  The coffee in my mug has gone cold, but I keep sipping it. The white apple on the screen seems frozen. I pick up the phone and tap it gently against the surface of the table.


  Nothing yet.


  My chest is a giant bruise beneath a thick layer of buzzing numbness that makes my stomach turn. Worst of all, there’s nothing to distract me except this ridiculous quest to get my phone charged. How do I not have Cynthia’s sister’s address? A good roommate would have that information already.


  A good roommate probably wouldn’t show up unannounced, either. It’s lose-lose.


  How did this happen?


  I ordered a BLT an hour ago, ate three bites, and put it back on the plate. Now it’s taunting me because it was a half-decent sandwich, but I can’t force myself to eat it.


  Is it a breakup if you never said you were exclusive?


  I put my head in my hands. What a high school question.


  It’s not even a question I need to answer because I am never ever going to talk to Beau Bennett again. Never.


  The phone chimes, and I snatch it victoriously from the table, but it’s a hollow victory. I’m still half-buzzed from the wine, but there’s no pleasant feeling left. I had a fight with Beau, and I’m crawling back to my roommate. My roommate’s sister. I’ve sunk so low.


  Cynthia’s name is in my contacts, like it’s always been since we moved in together. I cross my fingers under the table and dial.


  She answers on the fourth ring, right as I’m losing hope. This is already mortifying enough. I don’t want to call her a million times. It’s not even ten o’clock yet, but her voice sounds muffled. “Annabel?” There’s a shuffling, and then she comes through clearly. “What’s up?”


  “Hey,” I say, and it all comes tumbling down on me. The fight. Having to get back into the elevator while Beau watched me. Worst of all, the truth. What he said was true. I am always looking for a way out, and this time there was a cost. A real cost.


  I didn’t even get the chance to tell him it was different. That for once I was looking for ways to stay.


  The wine and the heartbreak are a deadly mix.


  Before I can stop them, tears come spilling out of my eyes, tracking down my cheeks right there in the diner. One strangled sob escapes from my throat.


  “Annabel?” Cynthia’s tone is urgent. “Are you okay? No, you’re not okay. What’s going on?”


  “This is the worst,” I tell her, grabbing at the napkin dispenser, pressing a handful to my face, and patting blindly. “I’ll be okay. It’s last minute, and you’re at your sister’s, and—”


  “Take a breath,” she says. She waits while I collect myself. “What do you need?”


  “A place to say,” I say, swallowing the next sob. “I don’t know who dumped who, but I’m not going back there.” My voice shakes.


  To her everlasting credit, Cynthia doesn’t even hesitate. “Go outside, and get into a cab. I’ll text you the address.”


  
Chapter Forty-Two
 Beau


  One week later


  Annabel is gone, as if she never existed in the first place. She’s gone, and everything else is collapsing in her absence. I don’t know how that could possibly be. She was not a central figure in my business, or in my life, until she was. And now?


  Now everything is in shambles.


  That’s overdramatic. Not everything. Most things, but not everything.


  I’ve buried myself in the office for a week straight, pushing everyone to their absolute limit. As always, I am calm and measured. I save my biggest demands for email and couch them in politeness. But they are demands nonetheless, and I’m starting to see it in everyone’s faces at meetings. Even Linda is wondering what’s going on, though she’d never say it. She hardly lets it show on her face, other than a frown when she thinks I don’t see her.


  It’s going to take some ingenuity to recover from the blow Edgar has dealt me.


  I pick up the phone and dial his number again.


  It rings once, twice, three times, then four, and then his voice mail clicks on. His voice mail does not identify him by name. I don’t leave a message.


  This is not the first time I’ve called. Since he walked out of my office, he has accepted none of my calls.


  If I didn’t have the payments in my ledger to prove it, I’d think I hallucinated the entire thing.


  As the days have ticked by, I’ve started to wonder.


  Maybe I invented the entire thing in my mind, ledgers and all. Annabel could have been a figment of my imagination, a way for me to be a hero in my own mind when what I really do is lead the most careful existence of all time.


  Not careful enough, though.


  It’s driving me insane.


  I lean back in my desk chair and close my eyes. I am not losing it. I did not imagine Edgar Sykes or Annabel. As convenient as it might be to forget both of them, I know they were real.


  They say time heals all wounds. Clearly a week isn’t long enough. I feel hollow, bereft. It’s embarrassing how deeply I feel her absence. I never expected to feel like this if she left. I expected to be sad. I didn’t expect to be devastated.


  Linda bustles in, and I open my eyes. I don’t remember calling for her. Did I call for her?


  She’s wearing a steely expression and carrying a silver tray. I definitely didn’t order lunch. I am not hungry. I haven’t been hungry since Annabel left.


  Clearly Linda doesn’t care. She comes right up and moves my folders aside so she can put the tray squarely in front of me.


  It’s my go-to favorite lunch. The steak looks perfectly done, and the green beans have been expertly plated. There’s an entire basket of rolls on one side of the tray and a glass of water on the other. There is even a cloud of mashed potatoes.


  I look up at Linda, then back down at the food.


  “You’ve got to eat,” she announces, and guilt washes over me, sharp and clear. Linda has been with me since I graduated college, and she has never seen fit to tell me what to do. Ever. If she’s worried about me, then this is going too far.


  I can’t stop it.


  “You look pale and thin,” she continues, folding her hands neatly over her skirt. “I don’t know what happened to you a week ago, and I don’t need to know. But you’re the head of this company, and there are a lot of people counting on you.” Her back is ramrod straight, her head held high. It’s in her eyes that I see the uncertainty growing. She does not want to be having this conversation with me. I don’t want to be having it with her.


  I want Annabel back.


  That’s not going to happen.


  “If there’s anyone you need me to call, I’ll gladly do it,” she says. Then she turns on her heel without another word. She’s never been one for saying more than necessary. I’ve always appreciated that about her.


  “Linda,” I say quietly.


  She stops and looks back.


  “Thank you for the meal.”


  She responds, as is her fashion, with a nod and hustles to her desk.


  Silverware gleams alongside the edge of the plate. I lift the fork and steak knife in my hand, testing the weight. It’s perfect. As it should be. It’s my own personal silverware.


  I cut into the steak. I can’t abide by rare steak, but this is the perfect balance between medium and well.


  God, this is pathetic.


  If I’d known it would leave me this empty to be without Annabel, I never would have allowed myself to fall in love with her.


  I take a bite of the steak and chew.


  Flavor bursts over my tongue, but it doesn’t make a difference. It’s absolutely joyless.


  A new anger sears through my chest. I saw off another bite and shove it unceremoniously into my mouth. I’m not going to let this destroy me. I’m not going to let her destroy me. I’ve never let a woman have this kind of power over me, and I’m not going to start now.


  I swallow past a painful ache in my throat. I hardly taste any of the rest, but I eat bite after bite, chewing robotically to get it down. This way Linda won’t be carrying back a tray full of food. I can survive.


  What I need to do is get to the bottom of why Edgar Sykes screwed me over. That’s what I need to do. That little episode set off everything else.


  But I don’t know if solving it will fix anything. That’s the harsh reality. When the last bite of food is gone, all the anger goes out of me, falling to the ground like a puppet without any strings.


  In its place rises a cold determination.


  If I can’t have Annabel, at least I can have my life back.


  I hope.


 

  
Chapter Forty-Three
 Annabel


  “Any bites today?”


  Cynthia comes into her sister’s apartment in high spirits. I am not in high spirits. My feet ache, and all I have to show for today is a little more wear on my shoes. No more golden opportunities seem to be out there in the city. That’s what it feels like.


  “Not today,” I tell her with a sigh. Her sister will be home any minute now, so I need to find something to do. I can’t be the obnoxious extra roommate camped out on the sofa all hours of the day and night. “I went out three separate times. Nothing.”


  Cynthia drops her purse on the floor and sinks down on the couch next to me. “I have to say,” she says, looking at the British cooking show I’m about to pause, “you don’t seem . . . okay.”


  I give her a giant, exaggerated grin. “What about me doesn’t seem okay? I’m doing all the right things. I go out looking for jobs. I’m busy charming people all over the city.”


  She laughs, but then her expression turns serious. “You keep acting like this is about a job, Annabel, but that’s not what you said on the phone a week ago.” She’s right about that. Once I was actually in her sister Daphne’s apartment, I didn’t want to talk about Beau. I had zero interest in mentioning Beau’s name. How was I going to explain that? I fell in love with an incredibly rich and handsome man outside his hotel, and then he broke up with me because I’m too flighty? No. Cynthia might have no choice but to agree with him.


  I wave my hand in the air exaggeratedly. “The rest of it doesn’t matter. I was still drunk and being dramatic.”


  “You weren’t that drunk.”


  “I wish I was drunk now,” I tease. “Is it time to crack open a bottle of wine yet?”


  Cynthia leans back against the sofa with a groan. “It’s been time for that since noon.” She sits up and opens her eyes. “But seriously, Annabel, you don’t seem okay. Is there anything I can do?” She gives me a long look. “I’m on your side.”


  I don’t have a joke to make in response to that. In fact, it makes me choked up to hear it. Instead of bursting into tears, I let out a heavy sigh. “Cynth, it’s—the whole thing was a mistake from the beginning.”


  She rests her chin in her hand. “You never told me about the beginning. The ceiling caved in—”


  “God, that ceiling . . .”


  “And the next thing I knew, you had a free room at the Pearl for your job. Nobody gets a free room for that long.”


  “The free room was because I met someone who did me a favor.”


  “A man who did you a favor?”


  Heat rises to my cheeks at the memory of his arms around my waist, yanking me back from the path of that bike. It seems like a million years ago now. It seems like he shouldn’t have bothered. If he hadn’t touched me, I wouldn’t know now what I was missing.


  “Yes. His name is Beau Bennett.” The shape of his name in my mouth makes my heart ache.


  Cynthia’s eyes go wide. “Beau Bennett—as in the Beau Bennett who owns the Pearl and a lot of other properties in the city besides? That Beau Bennett?”


  “That’s the one.”


  She reaches out and slaps my shoulder. “I can’t believe you didn’t tell me you were sleeping with Beau Bennett!”


  “Ouch.” I make a face and rub my shoulder. “Wait—how do you know him? And who says I was sleeping with him?”


  Cynthia rolls her eyes. “You were living in a free hotel room. At his hotel. For, I don’t know, at least two weeks. There’s no way you two weren’t into each other.”


  “It was actually a suite.”


  My friend laughs out loud. “See? I was right.”


  I bite my lip, but I can’t stop myself from thinking about him now. I can’t shove him to the edges of my mind. The line of his jaw, his head against the pillow, riding him…these things consume me. The strength of his hands on my hips, between my legs . . .


  I shake my head. “What’s your connection to him?”


  “Sometimes I moonlight as a marketing assistant for the bank,” she says, looking shy. “We partner with an advertising firm, so I’ve tagged along on a few meetings. His company uses the same firm.”


  “You saw him there?”


  “I saw his picture.” She sighs. “Notable clients and all that. He’s hot.”


  My chest caves in a little more. “Yeah. I can’t argue that point.”


  “What happened?” Cynthia’s eyes go dark. “He kicked you out of the Pearl?”


  “No.” I don’t want to talk about this, but Cynthia and her sister are doing me a hundred favors a day letting me live with them. There’s got to be something I can give her. Maybe if I admit it out loud, I’ll be able to get over him. “We had an argument, and he accused me of never wanting to commit to anything. So I left. After that I didn’t want to go back to the Pearl—what?”


  Cynthia is grinning. “You don’t want to commit to anything.”


  I start to stand up. “I knew you’d say that.”


  She grabs at my elbow. “Annabel, wait. That’s not what I meant.” I sit back down because it’s exhausting to stand. “You’re heartbroken. I can see that.” Cynthia bites her lip. “Is there nothing you can do to fix this?”


  “In terms of what?” I try to put a lighter spin on it, since I’m the one who nearly stormed away. “Wine? You want to get some wine?”


  “Getting back together,” she says softly. “Or at least . . . talking to him one more time?”


  My throat clenches so tightly it hurts. “No. I don’t think so.”


  “Okay.” She glances down at her hands. “What about that job you told me about? Have you followed up?”


  “No.” I sigh, letting my head fall back on the sofa. “I could leave town. Start over. It’s about time.”


  “Don’t do that,” Cynthia says briskly, standing up and hustling toward the kitchen. “Call that company back. I’ll open a bottle. We can get you through this.” She goes through the door, then pokes her head back out. “Don’t leave unless it’s on your own terms. You know?”


  I know.


  
Chapter Forty-Four
 Beau


  “I don’t want to talk right now.”


  I may not want to talk, but the phone is insistent, ringing again and again, buzzing against the surface of my desk. No—it’s not the phone. It’s West. He’s been calling all day, and he won’t stop.


  Why haven’t I turned the damn thing off?


  Important calls might come in, that’s why. If I was to miss a call from Edgar Sykes, I’d never forgive myself. I’m not thinking of Annabel. I swear, I’m not thinking of Annabel, only Bennett Inc. I’ve got the wheels spinning on all kinds of new projects, new outreach. I have people on flights right now, going to survey possible investments. Replacing the contracts from Edgar will take some time, but it won’t be impossible.


  My office phone rings, the light on the front summoning my attention. I snatch it up with heat running down to my fingertips. At the last moment I catch myself. These calls are different. Snapping at the people on the other end of the line will be bad for business. That’s what I tell myself.


  “Bennett.” God, I hate it. I hate how hope wells up in my chest every time this phone rings. I hate how this hope is wearing her face and speaking her voice. I never gave Annabel my office number, but if she found it and used it to call me? I’d celebrate for days. My breath stops in my throat.


  “Mr. Bennett, this is Carl Forbes. I’m out looking at the hotel property in Seattle. The broker would love to set up a time to speak personally with you.”


  My soul crumples.


  Lashing out at Carl Forbes for daring to call in the first place is my first reaction, but I stifle it through sheer force of will. It’s not Carl’s fault that he isn’t Annabel. It’s my fault that she’s out there somewhere without me.


  I rush Carl off the phone, connecting him with Linda. She’s the one who handles my schedule. Meeting times slip through my mind like a sieve, though I try my best to hide it.


  I’ve no sooner hung up the phone than my cell rings again.


  This time I crush it in my fist and swipe across the screen like a madman before bringing it to my face.


  “Stop. Calling.”


  “So harsh,” West sings. “Come to dinner.”


  “I’m not eating dinner tonight. Not with you. You’ve been harassing me all day, and I’m finished with it.”


  “Ah, so you’ve been avoiding me!” he crows triumphantly. “Your secret is laid bare. Come to dinner. We’re all going to be there.”


  Oh God. The entire Overton group around a table, having a wonderful time, while the last remaining bit of my goodwill toward all other people dies in darkness.


  “No.”


  “I didn’t hear that,” West says. “You’ve been avoiding us for weeks. Not this time, my friend. Opening night is tomorrow at your hotel, and you’re celebrating. Come to dinner. Eight o’clock. I’ll send a car.”


  “I don’t need—” West hangs up on me before I can finish.


  *****
  They’re all seated when I arrive at Topaz, an upscale place that Charlie has a hand in somehow, though he’s been rather coy about the details. Charlie is all the way across the corner in the back. Liam’s there, slouched back in his chair like he’s still in a hunting camp. Declan is raising a glass, the first of the tens he’ll raise tonight, and Kinsey sits next to him, an indulgent smirk on her face. West rises to greet me.


  “Buddy,” he says.


  “No.”


  “Bennett,” he tries again. “Sit down!”


  I sit. The conversation dies.


  I must look horrible.


  I didn’t look at myself in the mirror before I came. It’s not as if I’ve let my appearance go over the last week. More than a week? No, it’s been a week. It seems like several years. My routine is the same. I get in the shower every morning and put on the first suit that comes to hand.


  “Is this an intervention?” I say, picking up the menu. It’s heavy, printed on high-quality paper, but the scripted words are meaningless. I don’t want any of this.


  More awkward silence.


  “No, man,” Liam finally says. “Are you sick or something?”


  Sick of this. Sick of you. “No. Why?”


  “You’ve gone pale,” Declan chimes in, shaking his head. “Not good for the ladies.”


  Underneath my skin I am wretched, my blood bubbling, boiling. I don’t want to be at Topaz. I want to be with Annabel. I don’t care where we are. We could be in New Hope or homeless under a bridge somewhere. It makes no difference.


  “Come on,” Charlie needles, though he keeps his curiosity more understated than the rest. “It’s clear something’s happened. Tell us, and then we can move on with our meal.”


  “My God.” The heat is loosening my tongue. “You are vultures, all of you.”


  It makes no impact. They stare, waiting. That’s the curse of old friends. You’ve called each other names since time immemorial. This is no different, and it makes me furious. They might not be different, but I am. She made me different.


  “Are you sure you’re not sick? Because if you are—”


  “I’m not sick,” I snarl. It’s a hard bargain, keeping my voice under control. “If you must know, which clearly you do because you’re all sitting here staring at me like the paparazzi, I lost a massive client for Bennett Inc. Massive. At least half the profit for the year.


  There’s a shocked silence. “Damn,” Liam says, and then there’s a chorus of curses that circles the table.


  I’m not paying attention to them. I’m paying attention to Kinsey. Of all the people sitting around the table, she’s the one who doesn’t look surprised. She frowns and turns away as if she’s looking for the waiter.


  “What the hell happened?” Charlie says, anger in his eyes.


  “I don’t know,” I say, my gaze locked on that evil woman. “Why don’t you tell us, Kinsey?”


  Her mouth works as everyone’s heads swivel toward her. She’s trapped, and there’s no way for her to escape now.


  “Jesus, Kinsey,” Declan says, incredulous. “Did you pull one of your little stunts again? Bennett’s not going to date you.”


  They all laugh. She doesn’t.


  “I was trying to—” Kinsey’s voice is small, and I can’t stand it. “I was worried about you, Beau. Roger wouldn’t—” She purses her lips. “I’m sorry.”


  I bolt up from the table.


  I’m done. Done with her, done with all of this.


  I have one last thing to do.


  
Chapter Forty-Five
 Annabel


  “This doesn’t fit right. This is weird.”


  I stand in front of the full-length mirror in Cynthia’s sister’s bedroom, tugging at the hem of the blazer I’m wearing. It’s the top half of the brand-new business suit Cynthia forced me to buy yesterday in preparation for my new job. Three suits, actually. She wouldn’t listen to me when I insisted it was overkill. She stood in the dressing room and shook her head, pushing for five.


  “This isn’t a reality show,” I said to her in the mirror. “I’m still a girl on a budget.”


  “Go all in on this, Annabel,” she’d scolded. “It’s like everything else. Worldwide Consulting is going to be great.”


  I make a face at her in this mirror, too. “It doesn’t look good.”


  “It looks amazing.” She reaches up and brushes at one of her eyelashes. “You look professional. Calm. Cool. Collected. It’s going to be a great first day.”


  “I should buy a bus ticket instead.”


  “Oh, shut up.” She checks her watch. “Come on, we’re going to be late.”


  Cynthia cheers me on when she drops me off at the Worldwide International building in Midtown. She even forces me to pose for a picture like it’s the first day of school.


  “Nobody needs this,” I say through my pasted-on smile.


  “You need this,” she says. “You never want to remember anything, and you should. This is going to give you a new version of yourself!”


  “That doesn’t make any sense,” I say.


  “Smile bigger!”


  I smile. She takes the picture. Then it’s time to go in and face the lobby staff, who have been watching this entire display. To their credit, not one of them laughs to my face or even snickers.


  It might not be so bad.


  The morning is a whirlwind of handshakes and acronyms. I meet my group manager, the floor manager, and Lisa, the woman I’m going to share a cubicle with. Lisa is tasked with taking me through Worldwide’s computer systems and what she calls the “general workflow,” which is the process we’ll be using to create deliverables for . . . someone. I’m not clear on whether it’s another department within the company or another company entirely.


  At lunch I escape to the sidewalk. I want a gyro from a halal cart, and nothing else will do. There’s one four blocks away. I let the sun warm my shoulders while I walk.


  My chest aches. It aches all the time, but it aches especially now, when I’d love nothing more than to take out my phone and call Beau. He might agree that the job is bullshit and that we should drive away somewhere, anywhere.


  He might, or he might tell me I’m being an irresponsible jackass. The words he said still sting, like a paper cut that won’t heal.


  I buy the gyro from the halal cart and eat it on the way back to the office. It’s not so bad. I should let Cynthia know. She’ll be relieved it wasn’t a disaster. More so, she’ll be relieved I can help with the rent this month. I eat the last bite of the gyro and wipe my hands, then throw the wrapping and napkins away into the nearest bin. My phone is the first thing I grab in my purse.


  It’s dead.


  I roll my eyes hard to get it out of my system. That’s the last straw. Tonight I’m getting a new one. I’ve got a new job, right? It’ll be a little celebration.


  I head back into the office. One half day to go, and I’ll have conquered it.


  My one wish? That it made me feel the least bit happy.


  *****
  “This is the newest model, with 256 gigabytes of storage,” says the rep at the phone store, waving his hands like he’s giving a grand presentation. “There are three color options to choose from. Black—”


  “I see them,” I say. The color won’t matter. It’ll be covered in a case for most of its life because I’m a rough-and-tumble girl when it comes to phones. They’ve got to last a long time. “The regular black one will be great.” My debate is the storage size. What do I have to take pictures of these days? The inside of my cubicle? Not very inspiring. But this is a celebration, and the thing will be in my life for a while, so I splurge on the one with hundreds of gigabytes to fit pictures of . . . my desk plant, I guess. I’ll get a desk plant.


  “Excellent.” The rep beams, then digs in his pocket for a set of keys. He unlocks the shelf below the display, pulls out a gorgeous white box, and hands it to me ceremoniously.


  I hold it in my hands in reverent silence. New phones are nice. I can admit that.


  Then it’s back to business. “Would you like to activate in-store? You can also make changes to your plan, get a new number, start fresh—”


  “That sounds great.” A fresh start. That’s exactly what I need. I can disconnect myself from the past right here, right now.


  The rest of the store hums around us while he takes the phone out of the box, hooks it up to a computer that’s sunk into a desk, and starts the process. “It’ll be a few minutes. Did you want a number with a New York City area code?”


  “Yeah,” I say absently. I’m listening to the couple at the next desk bicker good-naturedly about whether or not the husband really needs the brand new iPhone or whether he can settle for last year’s model.


  “It’s been out six months,” the girlfriend needles. “But I can never say no to you.”


  I swallow hard.


  The rep hooks up my old phone to his computer, as well. “All I need to do,” he says, “is deactivate this old number here, and—” He clicks around. The moment is nigh.


  That’s when the old phone rings.


  I see his name in my peripheral vision, and my entire body whooshes with adrenaline. “Stop!” I cry, lunging for the phone, tearing it away from the cord. He stares at me. “I mean—I’m sorry. This is an important call.” I’m fumbling with it, trying to answer it, failing. “Give me one minute, and I’ll—I’ll be right back.”


  My thumb finally hits the right spot on the screen to answer the call. I have zero battery. I press the phone to my cheek and try to breathe. “Beau?” If it’s not him, if it’s a butt dial, I will die right here in the middle of this cellular service provider’s overly lit store.


  “Annabel,” he says, sounding shocked. “It’s you.”


  
Chapter Forty-Six
 Beau


  “What do you mean? You called me.” Annabel laughs nervously, and the sound sends pure pleasure through every inch of me. Some of the dread dissipates. I waited too long to make this phone call. She should have been the first one I called, but I had to square things away with Edgar Sykes.


  God, Kinsey is a possessive bitch. After that dinner I kept calling until Edgar got on the phone. He wasn’t thrilled to hear from me.


  “You got your information from Kinsey Cole,” I said sharply. “That’s why you dropped me.”


  “I can’t comment on—”


  “Don’t be that way with me, Edgar. We’ve worked with each other for years. Kinsey Cole is upset because in her mind she’s been wronged by another woman.” It made my stomach turn to reveal such personal information to Edgar, but that was the ball game. “I dated her in high school. It was a mistake. She’s never gotten over it. This was a jealousy issue, Edgar. It was all fabricated.”


  He was silent. Then:


  “Kinsey’s your niece, isn’t she?”


  This was a threat, though I said it in the mildest of tones. I don’t know why it didn’t occur to me before that she’d do something like that, but Edgar prides himself on meticulous research. On meticulous decision-making. There are very few blind spots in his methods. Kinsey, apparently, is one of them.


  “Yes,” he said shortly.


  “You should have another talk with her. Call me back when you’ve finished.”


  He said nothing, but I could tell by the pause that he was about to hang up.


  “Edgar,” I said.


  Another short pause, as if he was lifting the phone again. “Yes?”


  “I’ll do another background check, if that’s what you need.”


  The line went dead.


  This morning at the office, Linda met me with a folder. A complete background workup and a meeting with an investigator from Edgar’s department. That ate up most of the day. The rest was filled with meetings. Even if Edgar’s projects are back in play, I still want to make Bennett Inc. a massive empire in its own right. I never want to feel so vulnerable again.


  “I did call you,” I say to Annabel. “Are you—is this a bad time?” There’s a lot of background noise and what sounds like two people arguing.


  “I’m actually buying a new cell phone,” she says, and the words sound strange. We should be saying other words to each other. “I’m in the middle of the process.” She drops her voice. “I . . . may have made a bit of a scene. Can I call you back?”


  “Of course,” I say. I want to say I love you. Call me any time of the day or night. Better yet, come back to my penthouse and sleep in my bed. The world is a sad, gray place without your face in it. “Whenever you’re ready.”


  “Bye,” she says quickly, then hangs up.


  What do I do with myself during this interminable wait?


  Why didn’t I do this earlier?


  Because I was wallowing, that’s why, and it was hellishly stupid. She’d been so angry. I’d been so angry. I couldn’t call without an explanation, and until last night I didn’t have one. Now that things are smoothed over, I can beg her for her forgiveness.


  It’s forty agonizing minutes before my cell phone rings. For once it’s not West. It’s Annabel.


  “Hello.”


  “Hi,” she says, and bloody hell, I’m at attention hearing her voice again. “You called.” It’s quiet around her now. She must be walking home or to the subway. I swallow the worry. It’s not fully dark out yet, but it is getting later.


  “I did call,” I say, the awkwardness growing painful. “I wanted to talk to you.”


  “Hmm,” Annabel says. “I don’t know if that’s the greatest idea.”


  It’s a stab wound right to the gut, but I’m not going to let it hold me back. I’m going to jump in. That’s the way to live. I know that now. “I can see why you would think that. What I said to you—it wasn’t true. It was mean and terrible, and I’ve never regretted anything more in my life.” I barrel on before she can stop me. “I’ve missed you every single minute, Annabel, and I understand if you never want to talk to me again.” An idea is half-formed in the back of my mind. I can show her. I can show her everything, if she’ll give me a chance. “I’m not asking for you to have a long conversation with me right now or even tomorrow. God, I—” I swallow back a lump in my throat. “Could you meet me at the Pearl on Sunday night at seven?”


  There’s a long silence. In the background I hear a sustained blow on a car horn, but over all of it is Annabel’s soft breathing. “I guess . . .”


  Everything in my soul hinges on this moment. She could hang up right now, and I might never hear from her again. She could do that. She’s left places before. I would not be the first person to be left behind by Annabel Forester.


  “I guess I could do that.”


  I leap out of my chair and punch straight up into the air. The idea is fully formed now. I have two days to make it happen.


  That’s it.


  That’s all I need.


  I can do this.


  “I don’t want to—” Annabel clears her throat. She sounds shy. “I don’t want to rush you off the phone, not if there is something else you want to talk to me about, but I should get down to the next train. Dinner and all that.”


  There’s so much I want to say to her that there are no words to contain it all. “I’ll see you Sunday?”


  “I’ll be there,” she says softly. Then she hangs up.


  I don’t bother getting my jacket. I sprint for the door of my office, shouting for Linda to call Winston and have the car brought around. There’s no time to lose.


  
Chapter Forty-Seven
 Annabel


  Time grinds to a halt.


  I swing between furious excitement and cold dread. What if Beau wants to see me one last time so he can tell me it’s over, it never meant anything, and he’s moved on?


  But why would we need to meet at the Pearl for that?


  Cynthia looks at me in the middle of a wine-soaked viewing of Legally Blonde. “What’s on your mind? Are you considering going to law school?” She swirls her wine in her glass and takes a sip.


  “It’s never too late,” I tell her. I hope the same is true for Beau. An excited warmth spreads across my entire chest.


  Sleep does not come easily.


  On Sunday I put on my best little black dress—my only little black dress—and splurge on a cab. Cynthia watches me collect my purse with narrowed eyes. “Do you have a date?”


  “I hope so,” I say, and then I dart out before she can ask any further questions.


  My heart is pounding by the time I step out of the cab in front of the Pearl. One question is answered right away. Beau is standing on the steps looking elegant in one of his suits. It looks expensive even in the fading light.


  I walk toward him and feel it. I feel what it would be like to walk down the aisle toward him. It’s insane, but I feel it.


  He meets me at the bottom of the steps and makes a show of looking both ways. “No bikes,” he says. He offers me his arm.


  I take it.


  We walk up the steps together, and the excitement becomes overwhelming, so much so that my teeth start chattering. I squeeze my jaw shut, count to five, and start talking. “What is this, Mystery Man?”


  He glances down at me, and his eyes are warm and bright and hopeful. It makes me feel warm and bright and hopeful. Surely he wouldn’t look at me like that if this was a breakup scene.


  Beau walks me through the hotel lobby and down the long hallway that connects the hotel to the theater. I’ve never been down this hallway before. There’s an identical hallway one floor down, where the costume shop and dressing rooms and green room are, not to mention the hidden closet.


  The farther we get, the more I see them: decorations.


  It starts with a vibrant red carpet about halfway toward the theater. Then lights. Fairy lights hang delicately from the ceiling.


  “Too much?” Beau says, looking up at them.


  “No. As long as there aren’t giant red hearts or something coming up next.” I take another look. “I lied. Red hearts might be okay. But what is this?” It hits me. “Are we going to see The Lovers?”


  He grins slyly. “In a manner of speaking.”


  “What manner is that?”


  We step into a narrower hallway, which opens up into the lobby of the theater.


  It’s practically empty.


  The entire place is mood-lit—more fairy lights—and the only other people are two ushers in black tuxedoes waiting by the theater door.


  “Are we early?”


  “We’re right on time,” Beau says and leads me to the entrance.


  They open the double doors as we move past, and one of them hands me a show program. On instinct I fold it in half and tuck it under my arm. Those things are slippery. I hate to leave litter. Beau laughs.


  “What?”


  “Nothing,” he says.


  The theater is empty.


  The stage is gorgeous.


  I never came out to see the set of The Lovers, but it’s breathtaking. Juliet’s villa—Julie, whatever—looks like it’s actually been built on the stage. It’s all I can do not to run up and touch it to see if the bricks are real. On stage right is an authentic street from Verona. Downstage is a bench.


  “Front row seats.” Beau takes us right to the front, right in the center. A shiver runs down my spine. “Are you ready?”


  “What is this?” I crane my neck around. There’s nobody here.


  “Annabel.” I turn back to Beau. His lips are pressed together in utter seriousness. Underneath all his confidence is a raw flash of pain. I want to lean over and kiss him, and never stop kissing him, but now might not be the time. “This isn’t a regular performance.” He gives a nod downward.


  “What—oh.” The program. I unfold it. On the front it says The Lovers, but instead of a photo of Bethany leaning out her villa’s window, there’s a sketch of a bike.


  My heart breaks. My heart soars. “What kind of performance is this?” I whisper.


  “Watch.”


  The lights go down, and music swells. There’s an orchestra. We’re not alone in here—they were silent, waiting. The stage lights come up in full, the music settles into a happy, thrumming rhythm, and people pour on from the wings. They’re dressed in costumes from the show—the most understated gowns. The men, as always, look dapper as hell.


  From the chaos comes order. Oh my god. They’re acting out a New York City street.


  I know what’s going to happen next.


  Bethany, dressed in a stunning dark wig dyed pink at the ends, steps out from the Verona street. Another actor—the woman who plays Julie’s nanny—is playing the part of Marilee. I laugh out loud. The sheer amazement is too much to contain. Bethany has me down pat.


  I watch myself being offered the job at the Pearl. I watch myself directing all those men in a line, carrying crates from old-time Italy. And I watch the hero of the show see me for the first time. The look on his face when he sees Bethany is all pain, all hope, all determination. Oh. My. God.


  He saves her from a speeding bicycle that whizzes off the stage.


  Everything is there. Everything. To my delighted horror, there are even a couple of tasteful bedroom scenes.


  Then things take a turn.


  I watch Romeo-Beau take a stressful call at work. I watch my character come home late, a dead phone. My heart cracks open. Jesus, are we going to watch the breakup, too?


  The music has gone quiet.


  The two stars of the show meet in the center of the stage, tension coiling between them. “Beau!” she cries, her smile too big. “You won’t believe what happened. It was as crazy as that time you saved my life.”


  The scowling Romeo glares at Bethany until her face is drawn and white. “Where have you been?”


  “Beau, I—” I slide down in my seat. This is painful. Bethany digs into a pocket, searching for a phone. “I’m sorry. I was out with my old roommate, you remember—” She trails off, knowing it’s not enough. “I’m sorry, Beau, I ran into her and—”


  My entire body goes tense and tight. I’m waiting for the eruption from Romeo. The acid words.


  “I was worried sick,” he shouts. Bethany’s eyes go wide. “I thought you’d gone, Annabel, and I thought you were never coming back. You love your freedom,” he says, stepping toward her. “You love it so much that I could never take it away from you. Not knowingly. I was beginning to think—” He turns away, running a hand through his hair. “I was beginning to think we could do this together. Be free together. But when you weren’t here, I lost my mind.” Then he’s stepping toward her, taking her face in his hands. “There are going to be hard times, that’s what I’m trying to say, damn it. But my life is never going to be right without you. Never.” Then he draws her in for a long, lingering kiss.


  When they finally break apart, he speaks again. “I’m sorry I was angry.” Their faces are inches apart. I’m hanging on every word. “Will you let me spend my life making it up to you?”


  She gasps. Then she reaches up and curls her hands around his wrists.


  “Will you?” Beau murmurs in my ear. “Will you let me erase that awful day and make it up to you?”


  “Yes,” I breathe.


  “Yes!” Bethany cries out, and the lovers are caught up in a swirl of music, in a closing scene that shows them dancing in the middle of New York City, life rushing all around them, life rushing through them.


  I can’t take my eyes off them. Beau’s hand is in mine, holding it tightly. When did he take my hand? All I care about is that he never lets me go.


  
Chapter Forty-Eight
 Beau


  This is the part where we’re supposed to kiss and make up, but Annabel is staring out into the theater behind us. Onstage the actors and actresses from The Lovers are taking their bows. There are probably forty people in the theater behind us, whooping and cheering and giving a standing ovation.


  “Who are these people?” Annabel laughs over the noise.


  “Extras,” I tell her. “Too much?”


  “Extras?”


  “For the effect. It was an excellent performance.”


  She laughs again, loud and long, and the corners of her eyes are damp in the light from the stage. The house lights stay down because this is our show, too, and I’ve been waiting for this since she got out of the car.


  “Did you mean it?” she asks, squeezing my hands.


  “Are you kidding?” I pull her up out of her seat and wrap one arm around her. “These people are all here because I begged them to help show the love of my life how much she means to me.”


  Annabel lets out a pleased giggle, but then her smile fades. “Wait.”


  “You heard me,” I say, the moment weighing heavily in the air between us. Is she going to back out? Is she going to run?


  The extras don’t nearly make up a full house, but the noise is thunderous.


  Annabel’s eyes are dark and deep. “You’re the love of my life, too,” she says. It sounds soft, but she’s nearly shouting to be heard.


  My heart cracks open, but this time it’s with pure joy, pure relief. I take her in my arms then, and she throws herself into my embrace, locking herself tight around my neck. Her lips are so sweet on mine that I’m sure I’ll never taste anything to rival it. The dirtiest part of my mind whispers that I might taste something as sweet, but it’ll also be Annabel.


  Kissing her doesn’t make me want her any less. It makes me want her more.


  She growls into my mouth, her cheeks damp with tears, and the sound of everyone else in the theater disappears. It goes completely silent. There is nothing here but here, nothing but me and our clothes between us. God, it’s sweet. God, it’s sinful. God, I want it every day for the rest of my life and then some.


  The sound crashes back in as Annabel pulls away, laughing.


  “They’re calling for us,” she says.


  I don’t know what she means, and then I hear it. The extras are chanting, “Encore, encore, encore,” and the actors onstage are joining in.


  Annabel grabs my hand. “Come on!”


  She pulls me behind her to the steps on the side of the stage and runs up, her body lithe and perfect under the black dress she’s wearing. We leap right into the stage lights. It’s hot up here and blinding, but Annabel stands at center stage like she was born to be here. Every minute of her life has led to this. That’s how it seems when she’s up here, poised, head held high, hand in mine. She looks at me, beaming, and we take a bow together. I feel utterly ridiculous. I feel utterly alive.


  More cheers, more applause, but now the cast surrounds us. Bethany, in her elegant blue gown, comes and wraps Annabel in a hug and whispers something in her ear. A bunch of the men are clapping me on the back. I’ve never met any of them, but you wouldn’t know it. Annabel is in her element. What have we been doing all this time, being so cautious? She belongs on a stage. She belongs in the spotlight.


  She belongs to me.


  Finally she disentangles from Bethany, only to be swept up in another hug by Marilee, who has tears running down her face. “I’m so sorry,” she’s saying over Annabel’s shoulder. “Really, Annabel. You’re the sweetest.”


  Annabel pulls back, another laugh escaping her. “Bethany made me seem sweeter.”


  “I didn’t,” Bethany says, putting a hand on Annabel’s shoulder. She cocks her head in my direction. “He did.”


  Annabel turns to me, and the rest of them disappear. I have eyes only for her. And her eyes? Her eyes are alive, aflame. For me.


  “Let’s get out of here,” she says. There’s no shame. Why would there be? This is our night. Everyone onstage around us bursts into cheers. It’s like a wedding night send-off, only the bride is wearing black and isn’t the star of the show.


  She’ll be the star of that show. I can guarantee it. She’ll be the star of any room we’re in for the rest of our lives. I’ll make it so.


  Annabel doesn’t waste any time folding herself back under my arm. We take the shortest path off the stage and leave down the center aisle.


  We’re past the lobby ushers in a flash, Annabel leading the way. She never hesitates. The doors are nothing to her. She pushes them open, and we’re tumbling out onto the steps, onto the sidewalk, and she pulls my hand.


  “Where—”


  “Here.”


  There’s an alcove off to the side of the door, and Annabel grabs my lapels and pushes me back into it, kissing me hard, fierce, like there’s no tomorrow, like there’s never been a tomorrow until the day we met.


  I stop her when she goes for my belt. “You’ll get us arrested.”


  “Sounds like an adventure.”


  “My car is fifteen feet away.”


  “How fast can he drive?”


  “I’ll do you one better,” I say, raising her hand to my lips and kissing her knuckles. “I’ll put up the privacy partition. No waiting until we get home.”


  Annabel’s eyes sparkle in the glow of the streetlight. “Home?”


  “My penthouse. Or we can go to your suite at the Pearl. I’ll give you the whole thing, if you want it. Anything, Annabel. Anything.”


  She takes in a deep breath, and I lose myself in the color of her eyes.


  “You,” she says simply. “That’s all I want.”


  Then, with a laugh, she runs for the car, dragging me with her all the way.


  
Epilogue


  Annabel


  Four months later


  “We should go.”


  Beau wraps one arm around my shoulders. “We’re not going.”


  “I don’t like it here.”


  “You love it here.”


  “I love the idea of . . . something about this place. Not the actual place. It’s too hot, and I forgot about the scorpions.”


  We’re standing on the main street of Patriot, Arizona, fittingly named Main Street. It’s nowhere in the middle of nowhere. It’s a ghost town, save for the two—maybe three—businesses that are still open. One is a bank. The other is a bar. I can’t tell if the corner store is open or not. When we lived here, I’d walk down in the afternoons for a candy bar. I don’t want to go in now.


  “This was a terrible idea,” I say, tapping my foot. The sun beats down on our shoulders. The rental car idles by the curb. Beau refused to turn it off. He said we’d die of heatstroke if he did that. He might be right. “She’s not going to come.”


  “She still has ten minutes.”


  We’re meeting my mother.


  I feel sick with excitement and fear, but Beau hasn’t let me back out. Not even for a second. After I moved into the penthouse, he coaxed me into calling her, first once a month, then more often. We made a promise to each other that we’d call our parents—that we’d visit. I’m still not sure I want to visit my mother. But, as Beau said, she won’t be here forever. Here on the planet, anyway. I know she won’t be in Patriot forever. Neither will I. I already want to be gone.


  I’m about to insist on driving away when a beat-up Honda Civic rounds the corner, speeding up right until she slams on the brakes. This is so like her. My heart is in my throat. I don’t remember the last time I saw my mom. That’s not quite true. I remember it vaguely, but I was pissed at her for leaving, and I mainly remember that.


  She pulls up in the middle of the lane, right next to our rental car, and throws the Honda into Park. There’s no lingering look through the front windshield. There’s no awkward hesitation. She leaps out, her face lit up with joy.


  Joy.


  “Annabel!” she shrieks, running around to fold me into her arms. I breathe her in. I was kidding myself before. I remember the last time I saw her. It was the day she left for Brazil, and she hugged me exactly this way, the way she always did.


  “You’re choking me,” I get out.


  She takes a step back, holding me by the shoulders while she looks me up and down. “Look at you!” I look at her. It’s like looking in a mirror, if the mirror showed me twenty-two years older and without even a trace of pink hair. We have the same green eyes, same dark hair, and same smile. “You’re gorgeous, Anna. How are you?”


  I take another step back, getting some distance, because I’m going to burst into tears, and I don’t want to. I want to get the words out. “Mom, I’m great. But I have something to say to you.”


  Beau steps to my side, but he doesn’t touch me. I’m doing this on my own, and he knows it.


  “You hurt me when you left and never came back.” My voice wavers, and I hate it, but I plunge ahead. “I’m sick of being your last priority. I want you to come visit at least once a year. I live in Manhattan now, and I won’t be going anywhere. Unless I’m on vacation. In which case, we could meet, but—”


  “Annabel,” my mother gasps, her hand at her throat. “Honey, I—” She shakes her head, tears coming to her eyes. “You were never last. Never. I thought you’d moved on from me.” She looks into the distance, then back at my face. “Every time I called you were someplace else, always busy, and I figured it was payback for that shitty childhood. I figured you were finished with me. I thought you needed some space.”


  The last hard shell around my heart dissolves, falling away like it was never there.


  “Are you serious?” I whisper.


  “Of course I’m serious!” she cries. “Jesus. I love you, Anna. You’re the light of my life. I’ll visit. I’ll visit too much, if that’s what you want.”


  “Not too much,” I say, and then she’s hugging me again for a long time.


  When she pulls back, her eyes are shining. “God, this is rude. Are you going to introduce me?”


  I take a deep breath. “Mom, this is Beau.” I’m going to say boyfriend right up until I don’t. “He’s the love of my life. Beau, this is my mom.”


  “Aren’t you something else?” she says, and then she shakes his hand, smiling. “I heard you’re a very wealthy man.”


  “Mom.”


  “It’s true, Mrs. Forester,” he says. “Annabel will never want for anything.”


  My mother bursts out laughing, and it’s a mirror image of my laugh. “I’ll let you in on a secret. She never wanted for much. That girl knows how to take her own.”


  Beau grins at her, then looks over at me. “I’d love to hear more.”


  “I’ll tell you whatever you want to know, buddy,” she says. She gives the place one more look. “But first can we get out of here? This town seems haunted.”


  “I told him we shouldn’t come here,” I tell my mother. It hardly seems real, talking to her in person.


  “And he didn’t listen?” She clicks her tongue. “We’ll teach him.”


  We’ll.


  My mother abandons her car—“I bought it from a guy for five hundred dollars to make it here. I never want to see it again.”—and climbs into the back seat. The inside of the car is perfectly cool, thanks to Beau’s insistence on wasting gas. “Where to?” she says.


  “Anywhere,” Beau says.


  “A man after my own heart.” My mom smiles.


  Mine too.


 

  
Hard Cash


  


  Josephine’s hand flies through the air, her palm aimed squarely at my face, but it’s clear she’s not slapped people very often, because I see it coming from a mile away.


  I put my hand up to stop her, wrapping my fingers around her wrist.


  She gasps, two red spots high on her cheeks, her other hand scrambling for the towel, breasts rising, threatening to spill over the top.


  We’re frozen like that for the space of one heartbeat. I’ll never forget how she looks in this moment—indignant, yes, but also powerful in a way I didn’t expect. She looks like a pissed-off goddess who also might be turned on, ready to go.


  Which one of us moves first? I can’t tell, but everything in my body responds. She’s tilting her face up toward mine, offering herself up at the same time that I move to take her. My momentum carries us both into the bungalow and the door swings shut behind us.


  Josephine is panting, her arms thrown around my neck, and the towel crumples to the ground. Neither of us reaches for it.


  I reach for her instead.


  Holy fuck, it feels good to touch her, and I do, everywhere that I can think to get my skin against hers. I have my hands on her face, pulling her in, trailing down over her shoulders, her waist, her hips, cupping her ass. Josephine doesn’t resist. She melts into me, lifting one knee like she can climb straight up and onto me, and if she could pull it off, I would let her.


  She sucks my bottom lip between her teeth, biting down hard enough for it to hurt, and then pulls back, breathing hard. “You’re such an asshole.”


  “You’re unbelievable.”


  Then we’re crashing together again.


  Why not? Let the world burn.


  Buy Hard Cash today!


 



  For more books by Amelia Wilde,


  visit her online at awilderomance.com.
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