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Chapter 1

TODAY’S WEATHER FORECAST: imminent shitstorms across the Tri-State area.

Roxy Cumberland’s footsteps echoed off the smooth, cream-colored walls of the hallway, high heels clicking along the polished marble. When she caught her reflection in the pristine window overlooking Stanton Street, she winced. This pink bunny costume wasn’t doing shit for her skin tone. A withering sigh escaped her as she tugged the plastic mask back into place.

Singing telegrams still existed. Who knew? She’d actually laughed upon seeing the tiny advertisement in the Village Voice’s Help Wanted section, but curiosity had led her to dial the number. Her laughter had stopped abruptly when she’d heard exactly how much people were willing to pay in exchange for her humiliation. So here she was, one day later, preparing to sing in front of a perfect stranger for a cut of sixty bucks.

Sixty bucks might not sound like much, but when your roommate has just booted you onto your ass for failure to come through on rent—again—leaving you no place to live, and your checking account is gasping for oxygen, pink bunnies do what pink bunnies must. At least her round, fluffy tail would cushion her fall when her ass hit the sidewalk.

See? She’d already found a silver lining. Maybe the shitstorm would hold.

Or not. Over the last week, she’d been on thirteen auditions, trudging on blistered feet between callbacks and will-definitely-never-call-backs, smiling and reciting lines for bored production executives. Toothpaste commercials, walk-on rolls for daytime soaps . . . hell, she’d even auditioned to play a mother in a diaper rash ad. They’d all but laughed her twenty-one-year-old ass out of the building.

Too bad they couldn’t touch her. Nothing and nobody could. She was from New fucking Jersey.

While Roxy usually kept that fact to herself, she couldn’t help but admit that Jersey had prepared her for this constant rejection. It had given her the brass balls to say “their loss” every single time someone in a business suit decided her acting skills weren’t good enough. That she wasn’t good enough. One word kept her going, kept her boarding the subway to another audition. Someday. Someday she would look back at this pre-stardom experience and be grateful for it. She’d cozy up to Ryan Seacrest on the red carpet and have a damn good story to tell. Although she might just leave out the pink bunny suit.

Unfortunately, on days like today, when a shitstorm cloud was riding low above her head, following her everywhere she went, someday seemed a long way off. Sixty dollars couldn’t plug the hole in the shitcloud, it could only keep her eating properly for the next week. As far as her living situation went, she’d figure something out. If it meant taking the bus to Jersey and sneaking into her old bedroom for the night, she’d bite the bullet. The next morning, she’d slip her feet back into her heels and get back to pounding the pavement, her parents never being the wiser.

Through the eyeholes of the bunny mask, Roxy glanced down at the piece of paper in her hand. Apartment 4D. Based on the song she’d memorized on the way here and the swank interior of the building, she knew the type who would answer the door. Some too-rich, middle-aged douchebag who was so bored with his life that he needed to be entertained with novelties like singing bunny rabbits. He’d close the door when she finished, text his main squeeze some emoticon-heavy thank-you, and forget all about this little diversion on his way to play indoor tennis.

Roxy’s gaze tracked down lower on the note in her hand, and she felt an uncomfortable kick of unease in her belly. She’d met her new boss at a tiny office in Alphabet City, surprised to find a dude only slightly older than herself running the operation. Always suspicious, she’d asked him how he kept the place afloat. There couldn’t be that high a demand for singing telegrams, right? He’d laughed, explaining that singing bunnies only accounted for a tenth of their income. The rest came in the form of strip-o-grams. She’d done her best to appear flattered when he’d told her she’d be perfect for it.

Would she go that far? Taking her clothes off for strangers paid a damn sight more than sixty bucks. It would be so easy for her to take that leap. As an actress, she had the ability to detach herself and become someone else. Being the object of attention didn’t bother her; it was what she’d trained herself for. That kind of income would guarantee her a place to live, allow her to continue auditioning without worrying about her next meal. So why the hesitation?

She ran a thumb over the rates young-dude-boss had jotted down on the slip of paper. Two hundred dollars for each ten-minute performance. God, the security she would feel with that kind of money. And yet, something told her that once she took that step, once she started taking off her clothes, she would never stop. It would become a necessity instead of a temporary patch-up of her shitstorm cloud.

Think about it later. When you’re not dressed like the fucking Trix Rabbit. Roxy took a deep, fortifying breath, the same one she took before every audition. She wrapped her steady fingers around the brass door knocker and rapped it against the wood twice. A frown marred her forehead when she heard a miserable groan come from inside the apartment. It sounded like a young groan. Maybe the douchebag had a son? Oh, cool. She definitely wanted to do this in front of someone in her age group. Perfect.

Her sarcastic thought bubble burst over her head when the door swung open, revealing a guy. A hot-as-hell guy. A naked-except-for-unbuttoned-jeans guy. Being the shameless hussy she was, her gaze immediately dipped to his happy trail, although, on this guy, it really should have been called a rapture path. It started just beneath his belly button, which sat at the bottom of beautifully defined ab muscles. But they weren’t the kind of abs honed from hours in the gym. No, they were natural, I-do-sit-ups-when-I-damn-well-feel-like-it abs. Approachable abs. The kind you could either lick or snuggle up against, depending on your mood.

Roxy lassoed her rapidly dwindling focus and yanked it higher until she met his eyes. Big mistake. The abs were child’s play compared to the face. Stubbled jaw. Bed head. Big, Hershey-colored eyes outlined by dark, black lashes. His fists were planted on either side of the door frame, giving her a front-row seat to watch his chest and arms flex. A lesser woman would have applauded. As it was, Roxy was painfully aware of her bunny-costumed status, and even that came in second place to the fact that Approachable Abs was so stinking rich that he could afford to be nursing a hangover at eleven in the morning. On a Thursday.

He dragged a hand through his unkempt black hair. “Am I still drunk, or are you dressed like a rabbit?”

His voice was rough from sleep. Probably not his usual voice. That had to be the reason her tummy did a backflip. “I’m dressed like a rabbit.”

“Okay.” He tilted his head. “Should I be drunk for this?”

“If anyone should be drunk for this, it’s me.”

“Good point.” He jerked his thumb back toward his dark apartment. “I think there’s some tequila left—”

“You know what?” This is my life right now. How did I get here? “I think I’m all set.”

He nodded once, as if out of respect for her decision. “So what now?”

“Are you . . .” She consulted her slip of paper through the round eyeholes. “Louis McNally?”

“Yeah.” He leaned against the doorjamb and considered her. “I was named after my grandfather. So, technically, I’m Louis McNally the Second. How’s that for fancy?”

“Why are you telling me this?”

“Just making small talk.”

“Is this a typical Thursday exploit for you? Get a lot of forest creatures on your doorstep?”

“You’d be the first.”

“Well, then. Call me Pink Bunny the First. How’s that for fancy?” When he laughed, she was grateful for the mask that hid her unexpected smile. Honestly, this situation was getting more ridiculous by the minute. She definitely didn’t have time for this. At one o’clock she was auditioning for a small theater company’s ironic production of Lassie. Priorities, Roxy.

“You sound cute.” He squinted at her, as if attempting to see through the plastic mask. “You cute under there, bunny?”

“Being that your one-night stand from last night sent me here to sing for you, I don’t know if that matters,” she answered sweetly.

“Cute girls trump all.” One dark eyebrow rose. “What was that about singing?”

Roxy cleared her throat, letting the horrifically stupid lyrics imprint on her brain. Lyrics she hadn’t written, thanks God. The sooner she got this over with, the sooner she could get out of the suffocating costume and forget this ever happened. Until tomorrow. When she was scheduled to dress like a giant bumble bee. For fuck sake.

Make every performance count. Channeling Liza Minnelli, she cocked one hip and raised the opposite hand.

To my hot shot honey bunny

Last night we went places and had some fun-ny

You brought me home and we skipped the small talk

Now I’m daydreaming about your perfect—

“Stop.” Louis shook his head slowly. “Jesus, please, make it stop.”

Roxy let her hand drop to her side. “You better be complaining about the lyrics and not my singing.”

“I—sure.” He scanned the hallway, looking relieved when he saw that none of his neighbors had overheard. “Who did you say sent you?”

She stared back at him, dumbfounded. Not that he could tell with the mask hiding her face. “You had more than one girl over last night?”

“I was celebrating,” he said defensively. “Don’t be a judgmental rabbit. They’re the worst.”

“O-kay, my work is done here.” She turned tail—literally—and started walking back toward the elevator. Over her shoulder, she called, “Zoe sent me. You might want to write that down.”

“Is she the redhead?” Louis called back. When Roxy stopped in her tracks, he smiled to let her know he’d been kidding. Maybe. “Hold up. Can you just wait here a second? I should give you a tip.”

As he fumbled in his jeans pocket, Roxy smirked. “Which tip are we referring to here? I did just sing an ode to your penis.”

“Please don’t remind me.” He drew a twenty-dollar bill out of his wallet, pinching it between his fingers. “Just one request, though. I want to see your face first.”

Roxy felt a stab of irritation. What the hell did it matter what she looked like? Everywhere she went, every part she read for, critical eyes poked and prodded her. Too thin. Too curvy. Too tall. Too short. Never what they wanted. And just this morning, she’d been told she had a stripper’s body. The fact that this wealthy party guy was holding money over her head in order to judge her appearance only tripled her annoyance. “Why? If you like what you see, will you invite me inside? You haven’t even showered off the last girl yet.”

He actually had the grace to look a little ashamed. “I—”

Roxy didn’t give a shit about his answer. “Would you expect me to be flattered?” She clutched her chest dramatically. “Please, oh keeper of the golden penis, let me worship at your flawless phallus.”

“Careful.” His shame morphed into irritation. “You’re starting to sound a little jealous to me.”

“Jealous?” Oh, that did it. The shitstorm cloud above her head darkened, lightning bolts shooting through its sides. Kicked out of her apartment, not a single callback in weeks, and leaning toward stripping. He’d caught her on a bad fucking day. Honestly, good days were getting harder to come by, and right now, she could think of only one thing that would help. Wiping the smug superiority off the Penis Prince’s face.

She bit down on her lips to plump them up, then reached up and removed the mask. Satisfaction danced in her bloodstream when his jaw went slack, brown eyes melting into a deeper shade. That’s right, buddy. I ain’t half bad. As she strode toward him, he straightened from the doorjamb, a groan working its way free of his throat. He saw the intention in her expression, knew what was coming. It didn’t escape her that even though she wore a thick pink bunny suit, he was looking at her like she wore a string bikini. Louis McNally the Second was an interesting character, she’d give him that.

“Jealous?” she repeated before shoving him into the apartment, bringing his back up against the inside wall just beside the door. “Sweetheart, I would rock your world.”

Not giving him a chance to respond, she surged up on her toes and melded their mouths together. Ohhh, snap. There was zero hesitation on his part, just a long, expert pull of her lips. As if she’d let go of a trapeze and he’d caught her in midair. The kiss hit the ground running, mouths opening, tongues fighting to take the lead. One strong hand found her chin and pulled it down further, allowing him to slant his head and deepen the kiss even further. Shock exploded behind her eyes, and she swayed a little under the wave of heat. Affected. He was affecting her in a way she wasn’t familiar with. She’d kissed a lot of guys, but she’d never felt dread over the idea of stopping. Louis pushed his tongue deeper, making a hungry sound and sending it vibrating into her mouth. She echoed it. Louder. Her head fell back and he moved with her, keeping their lips locked together, as if he couldn’t allow her to get away. What was happening here? She was losing control of the situation. Get it back.

Roxy pulled back and sucked in a deep breath. His mouth was damp and parted as he tried to draw in his own oxygen, his face a mask of stunned disbelief. “Who the hell are you?”

Swallowing the odd feeling in her throat, she plucked the twenty-dollar bill out of his fingers. “I’m gone.”

She blew into the hallway, sensing him staring after her. With as much dignity as one could muster while dressed like a pink bunny, she bypassed the elevator and took the stairs, two at a time.





Chapter 2

LOUIS SPLIT A look between his two best friends over the rim of his beer. Russell looked impressed by his story. Ben, as usual, looked as if he had just short of one hundred follow-up questions. None of which Louis had any desire to answer. He wanted to piggyback his hangover with a newer, fresher one and attempt to forget the kiss that had launched a thousand boners, thank you very much. Which is how he found himself in the Longshoreman less than twenty-four hours after tying one on within its four ancient walls. What was that saying about returning to the scene of the crime? Never do it? Well, too late.

“Wait . . . I’m confused. How did she grab the twenty with a big, furry paw?”

Russell groaned. “Leave it to you to get stuck on logistics, Ben. Louis made out with a rabbit. Just appreciate that for what it is.”

“It wasn’t a make-out,” Louis lamented. “It was like a . . . ha ha you wish this was a make-out, dickhead.”

“Bring her home to Mom. She’s a keeper.”

Ben leaned back in his chair. “How did she get past your doorman?”

Russell’s forehead hit the wobbly pub table, rattling the empty pint glasses. “Next he’ll point out that it’s not even Easter.”

Louis ignored them both. Kind of rude of him, really, considering they were both nursing their own hangovers and were still here keeping him company. “Look, she caught me at a bad time. One minute I’m sleeping under my coffee table with a coaster stuck to my forehead, the next I’m talking to a life-sized rabbit.” He massaged the bridge of his nose. “I didn’t even find out her name.”

“Trixie.”

“Jessica.”

“You two are a couple of gems.” He drummed his fingers on the table. “She seemed more like a Denise. Or a Janet. The kind of name a girl has when you can already sense she’s your future ex-girlfriend.”

Russell nodded his shaved head. “If you had ex-girlfriends. Which you don’t.”

“Right.”

It was true. He didn’t usually date girls exclusively. Or ever. Not because he had some kind of rule against it, but he’d been an unwilling witness to his parents using their extramarital relationships against each other, and he’d just been soured on the whole idea from a young age. As long as he remained accountable only to himself, he couldn’t hurt anyone. Turn bitter and vindictive. Unfortunately, that unspoken policy had left him feeling kind of . . . lousy lately. All right, just since this morning. When he’d delivered the worst first impression in history.

“Are you saying you’re in the market for an ex-girlfriend?” Ben asked, pausing in the act of cleaning his glasses. “You realize the present tense of ex-girlfriend is girlfriend.”

Louis crossed his arms impatiently. “I didn’t realize I’d enrolled in one of your English classes, Professor Ben. Should I grab a number two pencil?”

His friends exchanged a look. “So testy tonight, our boy,” Russell said. “And over a girl, no less. I might have to track this girl down and buy her a carrot cake.”

“Listen, I don’t want a girlfriend. Or an ex-girlfriend, for that matter.” Louis downed the last of his pint. “But if you figure out a way to track her down, I’m open to suggestions. She and I aren’t done.”

Ben sighed toward the ceiling, but there was an eagerness to it. He’d gone into teaching for a reason. He loved having all the answers. “This is easily solvable. Ask the girl who sent you the telegram which agency she used. There can’t be that many. I didn’t even know singing telegrams were still a thing.”

“Yeah, how’s that conversation going to go?” Russell laughed. “Oh, I know. ‘Hey, girl who wrote a song about my dick? I’d like to introduce that dick to another girl. Show a dude some love?’”

“You are an actual idiot.”

“Both of you, please. Shut up.” Louis rubbed a hand over his unshaven jaw, considering his friends a moment. So different from him. Different from each other. How had they ever become friends, again? Ah, yes. Through the power of beer. Its magical qualities really knew no bounds. Ben, the newly minted college professor at twenty-five, and Russell, the construction worker, oldest among them at twenty-seven, but far from the most mature. Louis, the . . . asshole. Jesus, he’d actually tried to bribe the girl with twenty dollars when she was clearly hard up for cash. She must have written him off as a self-entitled prick before she’d even made it down the stairs. He’d just been so desperate to see her face. Associate it with that husky voice, that sharp sense of humor. So he’d momentarily morphed into his father. All in a day’s work. He quickly shook off the disturbing thought. “Hang onto your seats, because I have another, equally pressing problem.”

“I’m all bunny ears,” Russell deadpanned.

“Funny you should say that.” Louis lowered his voice. “After she left, I started, you know, thinking about her in that bunny costume. Getting her out of it, mostly. I couldn’t stop thinking about it, actually. And I might have—”

“You didn’t.”

“Oh, God. You went on the Internet.”

Louis squeezed his eyes shut. “So much bad porn, guys. People with cotton tails. Carrots going places they should never, ever go. I’m pretty sure I’ll die with these images tattooed on my brain.”

“Happens to the best of us.” Russell leaned forward. “All you need is a good porn cleanse. Replace the bad with good. Do it soon, though. Bad porn festers if left out too long.”

Ben gave them both a disgusted look. “Do you two really need porn to get off? How about you try using your imaginations?”

Russell and Louis stared at him blankly before Russell finally broke the silence. “Porn. Cleanse.”

Louis nodded. “On it.” Even as he spoke the words, he knew nothing would help until he saw her out of the bunny costume. He’d put everything he’d had into that kiss, and she’d walked. It was fucking with his head. Making him jumpy. Where was she now? Why had this talented knockout been reduced to singing shitty telegrams for a living? And dammit, wasn’t showing up on the doors of complete strangers a dangerous job? He’d been able to make out her slim form even through the furry costume. If someone wanted to drag her inside their apartment, stopping them would be impossible.

The memory of her shoving him up against the wall blew through his mind. Okay, so she wasn’t completely helpless. And shit, now he was back to being turned on with no way of satisfying the craving. There had to be an explanation for this. Girls came and went for him. He appreciated them, treated them well, then he got the hell out. A system that never failed him. Afterward, he spent zero time dwelling or rehashing. None. Yet he’d only shared a ten-second kiss with this girl and he suddenly felt restless. Anxious.

Truth be told, he’d liked her before she’d even taken off the stupid mask. She’d had this mixture of confidence and vulnerability that had arrested him the second she’d started speaking. Even with his shittastic hangover, he’d wanted to keep talking to her all day. Figure her out. Then she’d taken off the mask and he’d been screwed. Not in the way he usually preferred.

Big green eyes flecked with gold. Lips that looked like she’d just sucked a cherry Popsicle. Good Lord, he got hard thinking about the way those lips had felt moving with his. The way she’d kissed him until he’d gotten worked up, then pulled back, leaving him dangling over the side of a cliff. He’d been so stunned by his own reaction that he’d let her take off without a word. A rarity for him. He always, always had something to say. He was a goddamn lawyer. A framed piece of paper on his office wall said so.

Of course, she didn’t know that he was gainfully employed. He’d been shirtless and unshaven at eleven in the morning on a fucking Thursday. He’d offered her tequila before asking her name. If she hadn’t written him off as a clown, he’d be disappointed. In his defense, he’d been celebrating a victory for his firm the night before. One of his pro bono clients, a small business owner from Queens, had lost his family-owned convenience store in the recent hurricane. He’d been unable to get assistance to rebuild, financial or otherwise, thanks to the uncooperative insurance company and a landlord who wanted to lease the space out to a more lucrative business. Louis had worked on the case for weeks, in between the paying clients he was required to take on. As of yesterday, the man had the funds he needed to rebuild, his family’s livelihood intact.

Okay, so he’d gone a little overboard last night and slept late this morning. He didn’t make a habit of it. Much. Dammit, if for no other reason, he wanted to track the girl down just to correct her misconception of him. All right, maybe he wanted to kiss her again, too. A lot.

He could accomplish it with a couple of phone calls.

“He’s considering it,” Russell said, breaking into his thoughts.

“I’m considering what?”

“Calling the girl who sent you the telegram to get the name of the agency,” Ben explained.

“No. I can’t do that. Zoe was a nice girl.” Louis racked his brain for a single memory of her. “I think.”

Russell shrugged. “Tell her you thought it was an amazing gift and want to send one to your mom.”

“To my mom. In the south of France.”

“She doesn’t know your mother’s geographical location.” Russell set his empty pint glass down with a thunk. “Come on, man. Desperate times. Save the bunny, save the world.”

“You’re a jackass.” Louis signaled the waitress for another round. “And speaking of your donkey brethren, I’m a little too well acquainted with them after I clicked the wrong link this afternoon.”

Ben and Russell shivered.





Chapter 3

HOLY FLYING SHIT monkeys. No fuckin’ way.

Roxy’s paper coffee cup paused halfway to her mouth. She leaned closer to the computer screen, positive she’d read the craigslist advertisement wrong. When someone cleared their throat beside her, she realized she’d cursed out loud. Apparently profanity was frowned upon in this Internet café. She’d spent the last few hours here after bouncing around all night between different coffee shops and twenty-four-hour diners, not having an apartment to go to and reluctant to wave the white flag by returning to Jersey. Sleep deprivation must have taken its toll, because she had to be seeing things.

One bedroom available in a three-bedroom apartment. Chelsea. Girls only, please. I’m not sexist or anything. It’s just that I don’t want to be self-conscious in my own apartment. You know? If you’re a man and still reading this ad, it’s nothing personal. I just want to hang my bra in the shower without worrying about you judging my cup size. I’m a 32B, so I pad liberally. Well. This has all been very therapeutic. I’m taking applications for the next hour. My address is 110 Ninth Avenue, Apartment 4D. $200/month.

The last part. The price. That’s where Roxy kept getting tangled up. In Chelsea, that rent was completely unheard of. A thing of fairy tales whispered about in bars late at night, only among the closest of friends. The unicorn of living spaces. Even a closet-sized bedroom with bars on the window went for upwards of seven hundred dollars per month in Chelsea. It had to be a typo. Or she’d stumbled across the holy grail of rent-controlled apartments, which were usually only advertised by word of mouth. Never on craigslist. Based on the rambling nature of the ad, she supposed the renter could just be too crazy to attract a well-paying tenant. If so, it was Crazy Pants’ lucky day, because Roxy was desperate. She’d consider living with a family of circus performers at this point, convincing herself it would be a good character study.

Her first week in the Big Apple had been a dream come true. She’d nailed her first audition and starred in a national television commercial for SunChips. They’d been going for a youthful angle, calling for her to crunch into a chip as she flopped onto her college dorm bed, then sighing in contentment into the camera. The kind of money it had brought in had allowed her to live comfortably. For a while. It would only be a matter of time before she got her next gig, right? Wrong. No one appeared impressed with her debut as SunChip princess, especially when her competition had resumes that made hers look like a grocery list. They’d pulled the ad after a short run, leaving her without a royalty check.

Her current problem, though? She was far from the only desperate, aspiring actress in this town. A fact she knew all too well from the droves of eager girls who showed up to read for the same parts as herself. Tired girls dressed in thrift-shop glamour. At that very moment, she was willing to bet there were hundreds, nay thousands, of starving artists stampeding their way toward 110 Ninth Avenue. A sense of urgency blooming through her veins, Roxy quickly closed out the Internet screen and yanked her backpack over her shoulders. She was ten blocks away, and the ad had been posted three minutes ago. If she hustled her ass off, she might have a slim chance of making it. As she tossed her coffee cup in the nearest trash can, a girl with a pink bandana wrapped around her forehead stood up at the computer beside her. They locked eyes.

“You saw it, too?” Roxy asked casually.

“Maybe.”

They both sprinted for the door, ignoring the outraged clerk. Apparently not paying for your web surfing time was frowned upon in this Internet café. Roxy didn’t have time for rules, though. Not with the mother of all bargains on the line. With her new semi-dependable job humiliating herself, she could easily afford this place. Screw that, she’d have cash to spare, for the first time, well, ever. Acting classes would stop being an unreachable dream and become a reality.

Roxy zigzagged between a crew of delivery men unloading crates from a truck, then leapt over a poodle doing its business. Beside her, pink bandana huffed and puffed. “It’s probably already gone by now,” she said. “We’ll never make it.”

“Speak for yourself.” With that, Roxy hip-checked her competitor into a group of bushes. “Nothing personal!”

“Bitch!”

Comfortable with the insult, Roxy merely picked up her pace, ever-present heels striking the pavement with a succession of clicks. Three more blocks. She ran one block, then skidded to a halt at the stoplight. No. Cameras, white trailers, and giant spotlights everywhere. A quick glance up the block told her a movie was being filmed. The familiar scene of production assistants talking into earpieces usually comforted her, but today it was only thwarting her chances of landing a cheap place to lay her head. By tonight, she could be homeless, and the only thing standing between her and 110 Ninth Avenue was this movie shoot with . . . was that Liam Neeson? Huh. He’s actually pretty tall.

A group of extras caught her eye. They were being held back by a PA with a walkie-talkie up to his mouth. Roxy could tell from the group’s body language that they were getting ready to enter the shot. Just waiting for the signal. She flipped her hair once, then slipped across the intersection. When the PA turned his back, she inserted herself into the group of extras, smiling brightly when one of them gave her a curious look.

“When’s lunch, right?” she whispered. “I’m starving.”

“Uh, yeah. We just had lunch.”

“Oh, shut it.”

The PA waved his hand at them. “Action.”

At once, the extras started screaming and ducking as they moved along the sidewalk. Jesus, she should have known it was a fucking action movie with Liam Neeson involved. With a lack of hesitation worthy of an advanced improv group, Roxy let out a shrill scream and tore at her hair, moving as one with the rest of the actors, even tripping once for added effect. Unlike them, however, when they reached the end of the shot, she kept running, right off the movie set. Straight toward 110 Ninth Avenue.

Another block of sprinting and she could see it. The building was located on a corner, increasing the likelihood that the bedroom had a window. Blisters be damned, she kicked her sprint into high gear. Three college-age girls reached the steps of the building at the same time as her. Briefly, she considered going with another hip-check to knock them out of the running, but she decided physical assault was only acceptable once per day.

Instead, she blocked their progress on the steps and pointed across the street with a gasp. “Oh, my God! Look! It’s James Franco.”

God bless them, they all looked. Roxy didn’t waste a second laughing, though, instead trucking her way up the final steps and hitting the buzzer for apartment 4D. A tinny noise filled the vestibule a moment later, and she pushed open the door with a cry of victory. One James Franco enthusiast tried to catch the door before it closed, but Roxy pulled it shut just in time.

“Bitch!”

“Yeah, I’m getting that more than usual today,” she called back through the glass, turning toward the stairs. “Hopefully I’ll be a bitch with a two-hundred-dollar rent, though. Wish me luck.”

When she reached the fourth floor, she saw that the door leading to apartment 4D was slightly ajar. A sinking feeling hit her in the stomach when she heard female voices coming from within. Too late. She was too late. Unless she could convince Crazy Pants she was the better candidate than the person who’d beat her to the punch. Fat chance, especially if she required a credit check. Or a deposit. Shit, she hadn’t really thought past getting here, had she? The twenty she’d snaked from Louis McNally the Second yesterday was all she had in her pocket. All she had to her name, actually. Ignoring the sliver of warmth in her belly at the thought of the shirtless kisser-of-the-century, Roxy entered the apartment sporting the biggest smile she could muster.

Two girls turned to look at her, their conversation grinding to a halt. A pretty blonde in Converses and a ratty jean skirt stood on one side of an antique dining room table. On the other side stood a brunette with a deer-in-the-headlights look. She wore a navy pantsuit that probably cost more than Roxy’s entire wardrobe. It had to be Crazy Pants. Roxy would bet . . . twenty bucks on it.

“Afternoon, ladies.”

“Hey,” said Converse, with a distinct Southern twang.

“Good afternoon,” Crazy Pants answered. “I assume you’re here about one of the rooms.”

“Rooms?” Roxy’s eyebrows hit her hairline. “Plural?”

“Two. There’s two.” CP crossed the room to look out a massive window overlooking Ninth Avenue. She started wringing her hands, possibly because she’d spotted the gathering mob outside the building. As if on cue, the apartment’s buzzer went off three quick times. “In retrospect, I probably shouldn’t have included my address in the ad. There should have been some kind of pre-screening involved. I’ve just . . . I’ve never done this kind of thing.”

Roxy let her gaze run discreetly through the apartment. Good God, the place was a veritable palace by Manhattan standards. Massive common area, renovated kitchen complete with stainless steel appliances. The décor was modern industrial with a homey twist. She’d bet . . . twenty bucks that it had been decorated by a professional. Exactly zero IKEA furniture assembly had taken place here. At least until she’d move in with her ragtag possessions. What would these girls think when they saw how few items she called her own? She pushed that worrisome thought aside and decided she would do whatever it took to call this place home. It felt like a home. Not just some place to crash, like she’d been doing off and on for the last two years.

“Well.” She reached into her backpack’s front pocket and pulled out her checkbook. “No need to search any further. Two girls here, two rooms. I’m shitty at math, but it seems like a good fit.”

When Converse took her cue, Roxy decided she liked the blonde already. “Do you take cash? I got a whole heap of it.”

Then again, maybe not. “The first order of business might be to delete the ad,” Roxy suggested. “Before the police arrive in riot gear.”

“I already did that,” CP burst out. “It was only up for five minutes. They just keep coming.”

Roxy strode toward the window, winking at the polished brunette as she passed. “Let me take care of that for you.” She yanked open the window and stuck her head out. Christ, it looked like an episode of The Walking Dead out there. Accurately enough, she had a feeling some of them would chew off another person’s arm for a chance at the ridiculously low rent. “Hey,” she shouted. “You weren’t fast enough, shitheads. Room’s gone. Beat it.”

She closed the window on a chorus of B-words screeched in her honor. Honestly, if one more person called her a bitch today, she might take it to heart. Maybe, but not likely.

“Thank you,” CP sighed, wilting down onto a dining room chair. “The super already hates me because I called him the wrong name for two weeks.”

“What’s his name?” Converse asked.

“Rodrigo.”

“What were you calling him?”

“Mark.”

Converse made a sympathetic noise. “Easy mistake.”

Oh, boy. There might be two pairs of crazy pants being worn in this room. Hoping to restore some sense of sanity, Roxy held out a hand toward the brunette. “Well, I’m Roxy Cumberland. If you call me the wrong name, I promise I won’t wait two weeks to let you know about it.”

“I’m Abigail. Abby for short.” They shook hands. “I live here.”

“I put that together.” Roxy raised an eyebrow at the blonde. “And you are?”

The teeth that were revealed by her smile might have been the whitest pair Roxy had ever seen. That was saying something, considering actresses whitened their teeth regularly. “Honey Perribow. Pleasure.”

“Same,” Roxy murmured before turning back to Abby. “If you don’t mind me asking, what happened to your last roommates?”

“I’ve never had any.” Abby looked around the apartment as if seeing it through fresh eyes. “I’ve been here by myself for five months.”

She’s effing loaded. “Really.”

“Yes. Except for the ghost.”

“Ghost?” Honey squeaked.

Abby grinned. “Just kidding.”

Roxy actually found herself laughing under her breath. Maybe this wouldn’t be so bad after all. She just needed to guarantee her spot in the apartment, then she’d figure out the money situation. In her pocket, the slip of paper with the strip-o-gram rates glowed hot.

Before she could say a word, Honey put a hand over her heart, Pledge of Allegiance–style, and spoke up. “You know, I feel honor bound to inform you that these rooms could be rented out for a heck of a lot more than two hundred dollars.”

Roxy shot the blonde a look. “Can’t put a price on good company.”

Abby held up a hand. “I’m aware of what the rooms could go for. I work in finance. Also, duh.”

“So what’s the deal?” Roxy asked, genuinely curious. And a little suspicious. “Is there something wrong with the place? Rats . . . bad plumbing . . . neighbors with rifles and a grudge against the youth of America?”

“No, none of that.” Abby raised an eyebrow. “Where have you been living?”

“It’s a jungle out there.”

“Amen to that,” Honey piped up. “I’ve been to three apartment showings this morning. One was a dirty old man who offered free rent in exchange for naked maid service. I barely fit into the other two rooms. I’m pretty sure one of them was a broom closet.”

Abby stood up and started to pace across the Persian rug–covered floor. Based on the worn-out section down the center, Roxy decided this chick must pace a lot. “I could have offered the rooms to some of my colleagues. Or listed them at a higher price. But my colleagues are, well, they’re assholes. I get enough of them at the office.” She blew out a heavy breath. “I’m bored, okay? I’m bored and lonely and I have no friends.”

Roxy rocked back on her heels, finally seeing the big picture. “So you thought you’d buy a couple friends to entertain you?”

“And yet still not the weirdest thing that happened to me today,” Honey muttered.

“When you say it like that, it sounds horrible.” Abby shrugged. “Okay, it’s a little horrible. But mostly, it’s a cry for help. I’m starting to talk to myself. I’m talking two-sided conversations, here. It would be nice to say ‘pass the orange juice’ to someone other than the ghost.”

Honey shifted on her feet. “I’m going to need the ghost jokes to stop here.”

Abby’s mouth tugged at the corner. “So? In or out? I’m throwing caution to the wind. I’m not going to do credit checks because, honestly, I don’t need the money bad enough to care. You both seem relatively normal in a way that tells me I won’t be fearing for my life. Move in today?”

Roxy tapped the checkbook against her thigh. A minute ago, she’d been ready to do whatever it took to live in this apartment. Now she wasn’t so sure. Abby had thrown down the one requirement Roxy didn’t feel comfortable offering. Friendship. Not that she didn’t have friends, per se, but they were mostly girls she ran into at auditions who only had five minutes for conversation before they took off on their next theatrical quest. What passed as communication with her old roommates had consisted of a palm being held out on the first of the month, looking for that elusive rent check. But this? This would be different. She’d be expected to interact. Drop character. She hadn’t done that in a while. Especially since she’d been on her own. In high school, she’d brought antisocial to a whole new level, and after facing so many setbacks in New York, she’d grown even more comfortable in her me-against-the-world cocoon.

Despite Abby’s assurances to the contrary, Roxy could see this for what it was. A rich girl looking to rebel. She wanted companionship, someone to talk to and possibly confide in. Roxy had never been anyone’s confidante save her own. Against her will, she felt a spark of sympathy for Abby. In the brief moments since entering the apartment, she’d kind of started to like her. But she wasn’t what Abby was looking for. She didn’t do girly chats. She didn’t share giant bowls of popcorn while a New Girl marathon played in the background. For two years now, she’d been on her own. Something told her that if she wrote this check—this bad check—that would change. Was she ready?

Screw it. What choice did she have? She took a pen out of her backpack, wrote a check for two hundred dollars, then handed it to Abby. “Can you, uh, wait a couple of days to cash that?”

Abby watched her closely, too closely, before nodding. “Sure.”

To her left, Honey approached with a fist full of twenties. “I’m in, too.”

“Well.” Abby shoved the cash and check into the front pocket of her blazer. “Shall I cook dinner for us tonight?”

“Don’t push it,” Roxy said, just as Honey answered, “I’ll make the salad.”

Roxy headed toward the front door, shaking her head. “Catch you girls later. Don’t wait up.”

When she closed the door behind her, she stood in the silent hallway for a beat before grabbing her cell phone from the side pocket of her backpack. Cursing once under her breath, she dialed the number on the slip of paper, just beneath the strip-o-gram rates. No other way she’d be able to bank two hundred dollars in time for Abby to cash the check. She supposed she could scramble and try to find a waitressing job, but she knew from experience that restaurants usually required at least a full shift of training without pay before they let you take home tips. She’d never been trained in bartending. No, on short notice, this was all she could come up with.

Looked like she’d be using Louis McNally the Second’s twenty-buck tip to get a cheap wax.





Chapter 4

LOUIS TAPPED THE pencil against his desk in rapid succession. He should be working. A stack of legal briefs on his desk were calling his name, taunting him, whispering about his slacker nature. Unfortunately, he only had eyes for the digital clock on his computer screen. Six minutes past ten in the morning. If he could’ve placed a bet on rabbit girl being the type to run late, he would have made it without hesitation. She seemed like the type to make a man suffer before gracing him with her presence. Applying that last stroke of lip gloss and missing the train in the process. Every minute that passed was torture. A delay of the inevitable explosion that would happen when she walked into his office dressed as Lady Liberty and realized he’d ordered her from the agency to sing “New York, New York” bright and early on a Monday morning.

In his humble defense, he’d been given no choice in the matter. The smug prick who’d answered the phone at Singaholix Anonymous had refused to pass on her contact information. Wouldn’t even tell Louis her name. Instead, his response had been, “There’s only one surefire way to see her again, isn’t there, buddy?” Realizing the move would almost completely screw his chances with rabbit girl, Louis had nonetheless found himself reciting his credit card information into the phone, giving a phony name so she wouldn’t blow him off completely. And this came on the heels of calling Zoe, his one-night stand, to get the agency’s number, earning him an affronted screech and an aching eardrum.

Yeah, he was that desperate to see rabbit girl again. Desperate enough to risk having his eyeballs clawed out before he ate the peanut butter and banana sandwich he’d brought for lunch. But the weekend had done nothing to dull the memory of her from his mind. If anything, it had grown stronger. There had been one weak moment in the shower this morning when he’d considered trying to re-create the kiss with the back of his hand. It had been a damn close call.

He leaned back in his chair and did a quick scan of his cluttered office. What would she think of him when she walked in here? Most girls were impressed by his law degree, his securing a position at the prestigious Winston and Doubleday law firm at the young age of twenty-six. He usually left out the part about his father being Doubleday’s golf partner since the late eighties. Yeah, his boss had seen him in diapers. How many people could claim that? Thankfully, Doubleday had retired to an estate in Palm Beach with his ex-secretary, making it possible for Louis to walk into the office every morning without a brown paper bag over his head.

If he hadn’t been fascinated by law, he never would have let his father get him the job. Fact is, he loved the intricacies of the justice system. He’d wanted to be a lawyer since Take Your Daughter to Work Day 2001. It had been his sisters’ gig, but they’d dragged him along to act as entertainment. True to form, his father had left them in the conference room under the supervision of an intern while he’d left to do something important. The intern had promptly fallen asleep, and Louis had seen his Sister Escape Hatch. He’d crawled under the table and slipped out the door. While they’d carved their initials into the conference table with letter openers, he’d found himself fascinated by a meeting taking place two doors down. A woman had quietly explained to the suited man behind the desk that she couldn’t afford to pay him his entire fee up front. The man had been . . . unaffected. Cold. He’d apologized that he couldn’t do more for her and shown her the door. So while Louis had always let his father think he’d become a lawyer to be just like dear old dad, it really came down to the fact that he’d hated seeing that woman cry.

In the hopes of becoming the kind of lawyer that did good for people and didn’t just chase his next fat paycheck, he’d made his father a deal. He would take the position at Winston and Doubleday if his contract required him to perform one hundred hours of pro bono work for the entire length of his employment. Louis was all too aware of how easily a lawyer could lose sight of why he’d wanted to practice law, as his father had. He was counting on the clause in his contract to keep him honest. To remind him why he’d worked his ass off to pass the bar.

Unfortunately that part of his contract had been fulfilled, faster than he’d ever thought possible, and now the agreement was up for review. He’d asked that another one hundred hours be added to his new contract with the firm, and it was currently “under advisement” with Doubleday. That worried him like hell. His boss tended to make snap decisions, usually so he could get back on the green. This postponement of any real decision had been out of character, leaving Louis in limbo. He liked the pro bono work. More than the paid work, actually. Helping someone who didn’t have unlimited cash to throw at a problem was infinitely more satisfying.

Rabbit girl would be aware of exactly none of his honest intentions, however. She would see his ordering her services as a power play, something to amuse him while he lounged around in his cushy, air-conditioned office. Louis estimated he’d have about three seconds from the time she walked in to convince her not to flip him the bird and dive straight back down the rabbit hole. It had been a pretty bold move, bringing her to his place of work, but most of the office spent Monday mornings in court or at client meetings, so he’d taken a gamble. He knew for a fact she wouldn’t return to his apartment, so he’d been left little choice.

When he heard the unmistakable sound of high heels clicking down the hallway toward his office, Louis shot to his feet, abandoning the pencil on his desk, where it rolled to the floor. Jesus, the receptionist hadn’t even buzzed him. She was probably too busy laughing. At his rabbit girl. That thought caused a pit to form in his stomach. Shit, this had been a really bad idea. Possibly his worst idea of all time. If his intention had been to charm her, he was off to a piss-poor start.

The door swung open. For one brief, shining moment, his gaze was locked with hers. The girl he’d been dreaming about. The girl who had exiled him to the land of disturbing Internet porn. For just an instant, he saw hurt cloud her features.

With a lift of her chin, it transformed into outrage. He admired her for it, in a way. Her ability to rein in her pride when she was dressed in a sparkly green Lady Liberty costume. “You’re one slimy motherfucker, you know that?” She tested the weight of the torch in her hand. “A tourist outside tried to take a picture with me.”

She hurled the torch at his head.

As he ducked under his desk to avoid impact, Louis acknowledged his error in picking a costume that included a prop. His own fault, really. Behind him, the glass frame holding his law degree shattered and crashed to the ground. He ignored it, launching himself toward the door before she could escape.

“Hear me out.” Taking his life in his hands, he grabbed onto her by the shoulders, preventing her from charging back out into the hallway. When she didn’t protest as he anticipated, he watched her cast a reluctant glance toward the reception area, where he could now hear his colleagues’ amused voices. Of course. This is the morning they would pick to return to the office early. She’s deciding between the lesser of two evils. I’m one of those evils. Louis hated himself in that moment. Whatever it took to make this right, he would do it.

“You have thirty seconds,” she said finally.

He blew out a relieved breath. “Thank you. I—”

She yanked the green robe over her head and tossed it onto the floor. The spiky crown came next, sending auburn hair tumbling down around her bare shoulders, curling around the sexy, handful-sized breasts pressing against her white tank top. Her trim stomach peeked out from underneath the hem, just above skintight jeans. Louis’s mouth went dry. His train of thought seeped out through his ears.

“What are you doing?” Louis managed.

She looked at him as though he’d sprouted a third eye. “I’m not going back out there dressed like a fucking statue. They’re not going to laugh when they see what these jeans do for my ass, now, are they?”

“No.” Don’t look. Don’t look. “I seriously doubt it.”

“You have twenty seconds to tell me why I rode the subway dressed like an asshole.”

“Right.” Jesus, man. Eyes up. Focus. You’ve seen a hot girl before. “Not this hot.”

“What?”

“Did I just say that out loud?”

“Fifteen seconds.”

Louis ran an impatient hand through his hair. “I wanted to see you again, all right? The guy who answered the phone wouldn’t give me your number, so this was my only option. I don’t even know your name, and honestly, it pisses me off. It pisses me the hell off because you kiss like a fucking dream and I can’t think of anything else.” Taking advantage of her openmouthed shock, he pushed the door shut behind her, hopefully buying himself a few more seconds. “You can walk out of here hating me if you want, but I need to know your name so I can track you down the normal way next time. Stalking you on social media.” He stepped closer. “Because I’m going to kiss you again. I have to.”

She laid a hand on his chest, stopping his forward progress. For the first time since arriving in his office, she didn’t look seconds from beating him to a pulp with his own unattached arms. Those smoky green eyes had turned thoughtful, if still slightly suspicious. “I’m Roxy,” she said slowly.

Roxy. Of course her name is Roxy. “That might be the only name I didn’t guess.” He licked his lips, hoping to taste some of the cherry blossom scent she’d brought in with her. “I’d settled on Denise.”

Her nose wrinkled. “Why?”

Ben and Russell had decided it sounded like the name most likely to belong to a future ex-girlfriend. “You don’t want to know.”

“Yeah?” She pushed him back a step. “Denise is my mom’s name, so you’re probably right.”

If he’d had a wood chipper in his office at that moment, Louis would have seriously considered jumping into it feet first. “Jesus. I’m not exactly knocking this out of the park, am I?”

She didn’t answer, sidestepping him instead to circle his office. “A lawyer, huh? Yikes.”

“Try not to sound so enthused.” When she hopped up onto the edge of his desk and leaned back, exposing more of that smooth midriff, Louis barely resisted the urge to adjust himself in his pants. Why did this particular girl get him so worked up? “Everyone hates lawyers until they need one.”

“Why did you bring me here?”

God, she didn’t waste time. He liked that. “I want to take you out. On a date.”

She laughed, but sobered when she realized he wasn’t joking. “You’re not exactly my type, Louis McNally the Second.”

He shrugged, not even close to throwing in the towel. She had no idea who she was dealing with. Every time she told him no, he would only grow that much more determined. “Give me a date to convince you otherwise. Most dates are classified as bad. What’s the difference if you have a bad date with me or some other jerk who I suddenly want to kill?”

Those Popsicle lips twitched. “Only a lawyer would make that argument.”

“Is that a yes?” She still looked dubious, giving him the feeling he’d run up against a commitment-phobe. Maybe if he gave her the impression that his intentions were only casual, she’d agree to see him. He’d work on the commitment thing later. If it was a little too early to be thinking in the long term, he gave himself a pass. His reaction to her didn’t fall within the bounds of normal. “I’m not asking for a relationship. I don’t do them either,” he said, telling the truth. Or what the truth had been before she’d rung his bell. Doorbell, that is. “Just a date.”

Her legs swung back and forth, a good foot and a half from the ground. “Why don’t you make up for dragging me down here dressed as the symbol of freedom? Before I’d even eaten breakfast, no less.”

Louis was surprised to find how much he hated the idea of her sitting there hungry. Before she’d even finished speaking, he was crossing to his suit jacket hanging on the wall. He reached into his pocket and took out the peanut butter and banana sandwich, placing it in her lap. As when he’d made his speech to keep her from leaving, she looked taken aback by the kind gesture. It made him want to bury her in an avalanche of sandwiches.

He watched as she unwrapped the foil with delicate fingers tipped with chipping red nail polish. “Okay, that’s a pretty good start.”

“What’s next?”

“Tell me something embarrassing that happened to you. It’s the only way to get us back on equal footing.”

Louis couldn’t contain his burst of laughter.

“What?”

“Nothing. Just that . . . even footing made me think of a rabbit’s foot . . .”

She paused in the act of taking her first bite. “That seriously isn’t helping your cause.”

“Right. Something embarrassing.” He blew a breath toward the ceiling, silently calling himself every name in the book. She threw him so far off his game that he wasn’t even on the playing field anymore. “Junior year in college, my friend Russell shaved off my eyebrows when I was passed out. They took six months to grow back.”

“Ooh.” She winced. “Did you pencil them in with makeup while you waited?”

“Of course not,” he said defensively.

“Too bad, then. Not embarrassing enough.” She waved her hand. “Next story, please.”

Louis smothered a smile. “I have two older sisters. They’re twins and they’re terrifying.” He shifted, hoping he wasn’t shooting himself in the foot with this next story. “When I was in fifth grade, they were crazy into the Backstreet Boys. They played the album so many times, I . . . kind of started to like it.”

“Getting warmer.”

“Oh come on. That’s pretty bad.”

“Remember the tourist that wanted a picture with me outside?” She waited for his nod. “He suggested a more creative use for my torch.”

“Point taken.” Louis racked his brain, but all he could think about was how good she looked sitting on his desk. How badly he wanted to step between those thighs and relive the kiss heard round the world. He’d hook his hands under her knees and scoot her to the edge. Grind against her until she begged him to rip those jeans off and give her the real thing. And he would. He’d give it to her as long as she needed. Your dick is getting hard. Stop thinking about it. Stop thinking about it.

“Are you thinking about me naked, Louis?”

“Yep.”

“Hmm.” She took the final bite of his sandwich. “I’m owed a properly embarrassing story, and I don’t have a lot of time. I have an audition this afternoon.”

“Audition?”

She nodded. “This might come as a shock to you, but I don’t do this full time.”

“You’re an actress.”

“I’m trying to be.” She gestured to the costume on the floor. “Obviously it’s not going well. Yet.”

Even though he had more questions, she seemed disinclined to discuss it anymore. Plus he was running out of time. Find out more about her later. “Okay. At my high school graduation, I tripped on the way to accept my diploma. My foot caught on the robe and I just”—he slashed his hand in the air—“ate shit.”

“Ouch.”

“I’m not finished.” He moved closer to her as subtly as he could, stopping when her eyes narrowed. “When I fell, I knocked my front tooth out. I sat there bleeding while everyone searched for the missing tooth so they could rush it, and me, to the dentist. But they never found it.” He tapped his front tooth with the tip of his finger. “This one’s fake.”

Only this girl would look delighted over his worst moment. Her smile sent something winging through his chest. “I can’t even tell. It looks just like its neighbor.”

Louis resisted the urge to hide the tooth by closing his mouth. “Did I pass?”

Roxy grabbed a pen off his desk and put it between her lips. Watching him under hooded eyes, she took his arm and rolled up his sleeve. When her fingertips made contact with the sensitive underside of his arm, there was no way of preventing The Reckoning any longer. His pants felt so tight all of a sudden that he had to work to keep his breathing even. She knew it, too. He could tell by the way her mouth curved around the pen. Torture, perfection. If this girl could get him hard merely from touching his arm, he was in bigger trouble than he thought.

After finishing the task of rolling up his sleeve, she plucked the pen from her mouth and started writing on his skin. “Okay, Louis McNally the Second. You’ve got my number. Don’t blow it.”

“Thank you.” Taking a risk, he planted a hand on his desk and leaned in. “But I want a date. I want to look at you when I’m talking to you. Not an iPhone screen.”

Hell if it didn’t make his entire morning to see her affected by his closeness. “I’m a busy girl.”

“Make time.”

Her pupils expanded just slightly, letting him know she’d liked that. Liked being ordered around, even if he suspected she’d rather eat nails than admit it. He filed that away for future use.

“I’m not free until Saturday.”

The perks of being a lawyer gave him a pretty good idea when people were lying. Briefly, he debated calling her on the fib but decided to let her play hard to get. As long as he got her in the end. “Saturday, then.” He pulled his phone out of his pocket and dialed the number on his arm, not taking any chances that the number was fake. She laughed under her breath when it became clear what he was doing. When her ring tone went off—“Money Maker,” by the Black Keys—he could feel the stupid grin on his face and couldn’t do a single thing about it.

Roxy slid off his desk, brushing against him. Just enough to ensure he’d need to go home on his lunch break and work off some steam. Solo-style. Louis watched transfixed as she took his phone and opened the camera application. She snapped a quick picture and handed him back the phone. “There. Now you can look at me when we talk.”

“You’re trying to make me crazy, aren’t you?”

She winked at him as she bent over to retrieve her costume. “Count on it.”

Christ. It was usually breasts that did him in. With Roxy, he didn’t know where the hell to look. So much fucking trouble headed my way. He joined her at the door. “Good luck at your audition.”

“Thank you.” She started to leave but turned back. “You’re not the only one who’s been thinking about that kiss, you know.”

He trapped a groan in his throat. “I’m standing right here, beautiful. Come get another.”

Again, the green in her eyes disappeared momentarily. “I think you know I’m going to make you work harder than that for it.”

“I’m counting on it.”

She squared her shoulders and faced the reception area. “Bye, Louis.”

“Bye, Roxy.”

He waited until he heard the front door of the office close before going back to work. No one laughed. Especially him, thanks to his new position as Mayor of Bonerville.





Chapter 5

ROXY STARED, DUMBFOUNDED, at the eighteen-year-old film student.

“You called me back here to reread for the role of Lassie? As in, the dog.”

“You were great in the first audition.” He consulted his clipboard, thick-rimmed glasses slipping down his nose. “So good, we thought you might be right for the title character.”

“Might be?” She must still be asleep and dreaming this whole scenario. Or she’d fallen into a bizzaro-world vortex on her walk from the train. A world where prepubescent children had more professional success than herself. If he didn’t look so earnest, she might have clotheslined him by now. “Ashton. Can I call you Ashton?” She pasted on her best smile when he nodded. “This is where I’m getting stuck. Lassie has no lines. He’s a fucking dog.”

“He speaks with his eyes.”

“Okay.” Roxy laughed a little hysterically, yucky embarrassment finally breaching her inner wall. This was definitely the bottom. She really resented these kids for making her feel stupid, so she tried to deflect, even though her cheeks felt like they were on fire. “Let me ask you a question. What is written on that clipboard? Anything? Or is it just the note your mother sent in your lunchbox this morning?”

He flushed red, not that you could see much of his face, obscured as it was by a struggling beard. “We’re practically the same age. And anyway, Lassie is timeless.”

She crammed her fist against her mouth. “Oh my God. I can’t even tell if you’re making fun of me anymore. I’ve lost my grip on irony.”

“Me, too,” he whispered. “Don’t tell anyone, but I’ve never even seen Lassie.”

“You need to be deprogrammed.” She snatched her purse off the stage and turned in a circle, splitting a glance between two other student filmmakers dressed like beat poets. “You all do. Go home to your parents and start from scratch. Before you suffocate yourself in summer scarves.”

Ashton tapped her on the shoulder. “Does this mean you don’t want to be Lassie?”

“Yes, dipshit. Yes.”

His brow wrinkled. “Yes, like you do? Or yes, like you don’t?”

“Oh, God. Where is the closest bar?” Her question directed at no one echoed through the performance area as she stomped toward the exit. This morning, a typical Wednesday, had started out marginally decent. She’d woken up on her futon in Chelsea, greeted by the smell of bacon. Bacon. She’d practically floated on the aroma toward the kitchen, where she’d found an apron-wearing Honey making cheese grits. Without even asking, the smiling Southerner had heaped a pile of food onto a plate and slid it across the counter in her direction. Roxy had walked to this audition with a belly full of food and a positive outlook, something she hadn’t done in months.

They’d called her back to play a Border collie. It seemed humiliation was now part of her everyday agenda. In the two years since she’d dropped out of Rutgers University’s acting program to pursue an actual career instead of performing for a half-empty theater in Jersey, she’d never been brought as low as she had this morning. That was saying something, since she’d once read for a feminine itch cream commercial. Worse, tonight was her first and hopefully last foray into stripping. She’d been stopped by Abby on her way out the door this morning. Her new roommate had haltingly informed her she would be cashing the two-hundred-dollar check tomorrow. Roxy only had half that amount in the bank. No more singing telegram work had come her way since Louis’s appointment on Monday, and now she was left with few options. Strip or lose the apartment dreams were made of. Lose bacon. Lose cheese grits. Lose a kind of security she’d never really experienced.

So in a matter of eight hours, she would get naked in a room full of strangers. Her boss at Singaholix had assured her this particular bachelor party would be low key. The groom didn’t want strippers or a big deal made, but the best man and organizer had convinced him to allow a ten-minute show. Namely, her. Dressed as a cheerleader.

She was doing her best to keep a good mental attitude about it, even though part of her was scared. Being scared didn’t happen to her often, nor did it sit well, churning around in her stomach like a cake mixer. No, this would be a good experience, one she might be able to utilize for future roles. Hadn’t Marisa Tomei played a stripper? Jennifer Aniston, too? She could do this. Ten minutes of taking her clothes off couldn’t be worse than dressing like a dog and expressing doggie thoughts with her eyes. Those men would all just be faceless audience members to her. Nothing more.

A brief scenario in which her parents found out flashed in her head. It wouldn’t be the typical parental reaction. Horror, denial. No, they would probably be delighted. How the mighty have fallen. Her ambition to become an actress, become anything, had always been viewed as a negative by her parents. When they bothered to weigh in. They hadn’t said so in as many words, but she’d always thought her inability to be content . . . offended them somehow. As a result, she almost got the feeling they hoped she didn’t make it. Hoped she came crawling home, begging for her old room back and a job hookup at the local mall.

As Roxy flopped back against the outside of the building, the weight of those dark thoughts had her wishing she still smoked. In her purse, her phone signaled an incoming text message. She didn’t recognize the number, but based on the message, she knew who it was.

Is it Saturday yet? I’m starting to talk to your selfie.

Unbelievable. He’d made her smile. After a Lassie callback. Quickly, she saved the number under his name, Louis McNally the Second, and responded.

Is she saying anything back?

She’s telling me she wants to move the date to tonight. And that Louis looks lonely.

Oh, it was so tempting after the way her shitstorm cloud had rained on her parade this morning. She’d thought about him a lot since Monday. A lot. Weirdly, although they’d only met twice, she found herself kind of . . . missing him. Shaking her head at her dopey thoughts, she set off in the direction of Chelsea. This Collie needed to regroup.

I have plans.

So do I. But they involve us being in the same room.

You thinking about me naked again, Louis?

It’s becoming a habit. Come meet me for lunch.

No. Do you always pack your own?

Almost always. Today I brought cold pizza. Jealous?

Careful. Remember the last time you accused me of being jealous?

Why do you think I said it?

Where are you taking me Saturday?

Don’t be nosy. How did your audition go?

If anyone you know needs a singing telegram, send them my way.

Sorry, beautiful. Their loss.

A warm flutter in her throat had her pressing a hand to the spot, pausing on the sidewalk. Oh boy, there was so much trouble headed her way. Too bad she wanted to cannonball right into the center of it. She needed to keep her head above water with Louis, though. Jesus, he hadn’t even remembered the first name of his one-night stand. For all she knew, she was one of several girls getting sexy/sweet texts at that very moment. She’d been there before. Dated college guys, other actors. They all started out promising her an eternity of sunshine and roses. As soon as they got what they wanted, it was like flipping a switch, turning them from charming to disinterested. Smitten to . . . gettin’ . . . away. As fast as possible. In her experience, guys were always looking for what was next.

Her mother hadn’t exactly been brimming with helpful advice when it came to boys. Once, after a few too many Budweisers, she’d told Roxy that girls like them “settled.” They didn’t wait for some knight to come sweep them off their feet and gallop them out of the Tri-State area. At the time, Roxy hadn’t known what to make of that, but now, with some perspective, she wondered if her mother simply wanted her to fit into a pattern. If she managed to do some good with her life or find a decent guy, maybe it would remind her mother she’d only gotten married because she’d had the misfortune of being knocked up with her first and last child. A child who had the nerve to want more. To be more.

They never wanted me.

Roxy shook off the dark thoughts and glanced back down at her phone. At Louis’s message. Without any real guidance from her parents, she’d learned the hard way throughout high school and college that all men want only one thing. Sex. As long as she reminded herself as often as possible that Louis would be no different, she could enjoy him while . . . whatever this was . . . lasted.

You there?

See you Saturday xo

LOUIS TUGGED AT the collar of his dress shirt, wishing he were anywhere but at his future brother-in-law, Fletcher’s, bachelor party. This had to be every dude’s version of hell. Not that he didn’t like a decent bachelor party as much as the next guy. Beer, bullshit . . . the occasional boobs. But he wasn’t exactly thrilled about watching Fletcher get shit-faced for the final time before surrendering his “freedom.” Especially when the “old ball and chain” Fletcher’s friends kept referring to happened to be his sister. Their relationship might be the kind that would eventually land him in a straightjacket, but he still felt a strong sense of sibling loyalty.

For the tenth time in less than an hour, he slipped his cell phone out of his pocket with the urge to text Roxy. Was she actually busy? Maybe he’d read her wrong and playing hard to get wasn’t her intention. As the week wore on, it became increasingly obvious she was hard to get. No playing involved. Saturday could not get here fast enough. He wanted to see her face, talk to her. Figure her the hell out. Even if her lack of enthusiasm in regards to going out with him was less than satisfying. It didn’t hurt his pride at all. Really, it didn’t.

Work hadn’t exactly been great today, either. In between meetings, he’d called his boss in Florida to get an update on his request to extend the pro bono work in his contract. Doubleday still hadn’t had an answer for him, leaving him more than a little frustrated. What would he do if the answer was no?

He went to the fridge and pulled out a fresh beer. The plan for the night was to meet at Fletcher’s Upper West Side apartment before heading out to dinner. First, though, the group of ten guys was apparently waiting for some live entertainment to arrive. Fletcher made a big show of protesting the stripper, but Louis had seen him glance toward the door on more than one occasion. Louis couldn’t help but think the protesting had been for his benefit, in case tonight’s events ever got back to his sister. Yeah, right. As if he would tell her about her fiancé getting a lap dance. Knowing his sister, her reaction to that news would spur the apocalypse.

A chorus of half-tipsy cheers went up in the living room when the door buzzed, signaling someone’s arrival downstairs. Louis leaned against the kitchen counter and sipped his beer. He’d stay right here, thank you very much. What he didn’t see might end up saving his and Fletcher’s lives if there was ever an interrogation. What stripper? I never once saw a stripper. Another skill he’d learned being a lawyer was to make sure you were able to tell the truth and mean it.

He heard the apartment’s front door open and close, and the silent anticipation from men who’d been shooting their mouths off moments ago was almost comical. Then the husky voice he’d been hearing in his fantasies reached him.

“I heard there’s an ex-quarterback in the house. Think maybe he needs a cheerleader?”

Louis’s beer hit the ground, splattering everywhere, but he barely saw it. No way. Not happening. He shot forward from his position at the counter and strode toward the living room with a knot in his throat. He felt sluggish and ill at the same time, dread settling over him like a fog blanket. Just before he reached the living room, slow, pumping music started to play.

Roxy. His rabbit girl. Dressed like a cheerleader. Hips swaying, hands clutching her own hair and piling it on her head sexily. He couldn’t stop himself from acknowledging how truly fucking hot she looked, skirt so short he could see the tops of her toned thighs. It rode low on her waist, exposing her stomach. Against his will, his body reacted. Fast and painful. Probably just like every other asshole in the room. She had a smile on her face as she moved slowly toward a seated Fletcher, body undulating, but he saw the strain around her green eyes. The trapped-animal vibe she was giving off was amazingly potent. How could none of them feel it? He wanted to shout and rage and break things. Then she saw him. And froze.

It was the worst moment of his life. Hands down. Even losing his tooth in front of three hundred high school seniors didn’t compare. Her face fell, arms dropping to her sides. Pain slashed across her features and straight into his chest.

She thinks I did this. She thinks I ordered her. Again.

“Roxy.”

“You dickhead.”

“Roxy.” He weaved through the group of guys ogling her, grabbing her hand before she could spin for the door. With a tug, he brought her back against his chest. “I didn’t. I didn’t know.”

Louis racked his brain, trying to figure out how a massive coincidence like this could have happened. He hadn’t even known Roxy was a stripper, so ordering her here would have been impossible. Deductive thinking wasn’t an easy feat when he was more concerned with shielding her from everyone’s view. The answer finally struck him: Zoe, his one-night stand, worked with Fletcher’s best man. She must have shared the details of the agency with the guy. Ah, fuck. After he’d called Zoe asking for the agency’s phone number. So he could get in touch with Roxy. This is what he got for doing something he knew was screwed up. Zoe had obviously done this out of spite, sending the girl he was interested in to strip for his brother-in-law’s friends. And him. To shame her? Make him sorry?

His head dropped on her shoulder. “Goddammit, Roxy. I’m so sorry.”

She went very still, the tension slowly seeping from her body. He didn’t understand the change. Any minute now, she would turn around and deck him, right? A part of him couldn’t wait for it. Instead, she turned in his arms, a slow smile playing around her lips. It stopped at her eyes, though. They were glassy, far-off. Slightly unfocused.

“You ordered a stripper, Louis. Didn’t you?” She shoved at his chest unexpectedly, knocking him back a step. Sauntering toward him, she did it again, his confusion sending him falling back into an empty chair. “Then it’s only polite to watch me do my job.”

To his horror, the men around him started whistling, excited by what was taking place. No. No. He couldn’t let this happen. Not only did the idea of these guys seeing her naked make him livid but she didn’t want to do it. He could see that. This was her attempt to maintain her pride, thinking he’d been the one to take it away. In a sickening twist, he inadvertently had. A fact he had a feeling would haunt him for a very long time.

Someone turned up the music until it pounded in his ears, mimicking the race of his blood. Because despite the wrongness of it, Roxy was coming closer in a barely-there pleated skirt, little white panties peeking out to weaken his conscience. Getting her out of this room required him to turn down a lap dance from the girl he wanted to take to bed so badly that he’d been aching for a week. But while his brain might only be registering her in the room, they weren’t alone. Wake up, asshole. “No, I won’t let you do this. You’re going to come with me and let me explain.”

“What’s to explain, baby?” She gripped his shoulders and straddled his thighs. Then, oh sweet Jesus, she slid down onto his lap, settling her weight on his hard dick before working her hips in a circle. Fuck. Stars winked behind his eyes. He started to sweat, fingers itching to smooth up her thighs and cup her ass, jerk her closer. Those pouty lips grazed his neck just before she spoke. “You wanted your fun, now you’re going to have it. Just sit back and enjoy the show.”

His hand shot out to stop her from removing her top. “No. You’re not doing this. I’ll carry you out of here if I have to, but it’s not happening.”

She ripped her hand free of his, leaning forward to whisper in his ear. “Hoping if you take me somewhere private, I’ll do more than just strip for a twenty?” Temporarily distracted by sickening shock, he didn’t manage to stop her this time from peeling the shirt over her head. The bra she wore was little more than sheer, black material. He could see right through it to her mouthwatering breasts beneath. Which meant everyone else could, too. A growl ripped from his throat as he surged to his feet, taking her with him. Their position left her legs looped around his hips as he stormed past the crowd of jackasses and into the nearest bedroom, leaving catcalls in his wake.

As soon as Louis kicked the door shut behind him, she started fighting to get free. He had no choice but to let her, even though he wanted to gather her close and squeeze as hard as he could. He’d have to settle for blocking the door. Until she heard him out.

“Get out of the way,” she grated.

“No,” he returned, shaking his head.

Her chest heaved. “Is this how you get off? Embarrassing girls by sending them around in costumes when you have a fucking whim? Pretending to like them, then revealing that you’re actually some kind of sick jerk?”

“I didn’t know you were coming here tonight, Roxy.” He reached a hand toward her, but she flinched back. “I didn’t even know you were a stripper.”

“Oh, bullshit. Then what were you apologizing for out there?” She cursed under her breath. “What about your text message today about wanting to switch our date to tonight? There was never going to be a date. I’m such an idiot.”

Seeming to remember then that she wasn’t wearing a shirt, her hands flew up to cover her breasts. She looked so exposed, so fragile suddenly. A state he’d never thought to associate with her. He couldn’t take another second of it, so he went toward her. She backed away and he kept going. As he’d anticipated, she struck out at him, pummeling his chest with her fists. His arms wrapped around her in an attempt to prevent her, but she kept thrashing. All Louis could do was hang on tight until she stopped, which she finally did with a sob.

“I’m not a stripper.” Her voice was toneless against his chest. “I know you won’t believe me or care, but I’m not. I needed some quick cash for rent on my new place. This was my first time.”

“Why wouldn’t I believe you?” he asked into her hair.

“Liars always assume everyone else is lying, too.” She sniffed. “Was the tooth story even real?”

“Afraid so. You thinking of knocking it out again?”

“In vivid detail.”

“Fair enough.” He tried not to be obvious about inhaling her scent. What if this was the last chance he got? The pit in his stomach yawned wide. “One of the guys out there is Zoe’s coworker. You know, the, uh—”

“Girl who penned an ode to your dong?”

“Yes. That one.” He cleared his throat, praying like hell his one-night stand never came up again in conversation. “She might have been a little on the upset side when I called her to get the agency’s number. So I could find you.”

“You didn’t tell her that, did you?”

“Ah, but I did. I thought being up-front was the adult thing to do. Would a liar do that?” No response. His long exhale of breath ruffled the hair at her temple, fascinating him. He wanted to brush it back with his fingers but didn’t want to risk her pulling away. It felt so fucking great to hold her. “She gave her coworker the agency name. I had no idea you’d walk through that door. Christ, the last thing I want is other men to see you naked. I haven’t even had a chance to yet.”

His attempt to make her laugh didn’t work. “Your chances are slim to none at the moment, dude.”

“That appears to be the sad reality.” He gave in to the desire to touch her hair, releasing his breath slowly when she stayed put. Time to take one more leap. “I guess I’ll have to start convincing you all over again on Saturday.”

She jerked her head up. “You’re joking, right?”

“Nope. I made reservations and everything.”

Her eyes were twin mirrors of confusion. “Even if I forgave you long enough to break bread with you in some snobby restaurant . . .”

“What?” he prompted when she didn’t continue.

She pushed away from him, continuing to watch him closely. A hint of insecurity showed through her questioning look before she hid it. “Even then, you really want to bring out the girl who . . .” She swept a hand down her body, clad in only a see-through bra and cheerleader skirt. A sight that he felt slightly ashamed to be storing in his spank bank. In a safety-deposit box all its own, sealed with a triple lock so it couldn’t get out. Pay attention. “ . . . the girl who showed up to get naked for your friends? I get the feeling you don’t date a lot of strippers.”

“But you’re not a stripper. This is your first time.”

“What if I do it again?” She lifted one shoulder and let it drop, but he could tell her casualness was feigned. “What then?”

Honestly, he didn’t like it. No, he fucking hated the idea of her walking into a room full of douchebags with singles in their fists and no clue about the awesome girl she was. Those faceless men were his worst enemies. Above all, they could be dangerous to her. When Louis felt his hands clench and shake, he breathed deeply through his nose. While he might feel this way, something told him that if he was honest about it with Roxy, she’d walk. She would see this as temporary before it even got started.

So he proved her right and made himself a liar.

“What you do for a living makes no difference to me.” The lie tasted bitter in his mouth, so he tempered it with the truth. “I want to take you out. I want to know you.” Better than anyone else does.

She cast a glance toward the door. “I can’t go back out there.”

Louis unbuttoned his shirt and draped it across her shoulders, watching as she did the buttons with trembling fingers. “See? Now I’m the shirtless one. They’ll all be too busy staring at my rippling muscles to notice anything else.”

Her soft laugh puffed warm air against his neck. “That’s the second time you’ve made me laugh today under impossible circumstances.”

Oh man, that made him feel good. Really good. Ten-feet-tall good. “That’s something, isn’t it?”

As they walked back out into the living room, a plan began to form in Louis’s mind. A bad plan. The perfect plan. He wasn’t sure. If he offered to loan her money until she got back on her feet, he risked his nut sack being torn clean off his body. But he would do what was necessary to keep Roxy out of another dangerous situation. If there were selfish reasons involved, too, such as wanting her to himself, he couldn’t help that.

No one was going to make her feel vulnerable again.





Chapter 6

ROXY’S JUNIOR YEAR in high school, she registered late for classes and got stuck with theater as an elective. Emoting in front of strangers sounded about as appealing as a full body cavity search, especially when her modus operandi included hiding in the back of lectures to sleep, then copying her friends’ notes the day before a test. Until the fateful day she was stuck with the dreaded elective, the sum total of her high school education had consisted of how to smoke cigarettes in the girl’s bathroom without getting caught. She’d seen the theater kids around campus before. They ate lunch on the grass outside the auditorium in a big circle, making jackasses out of themselves. As if they were on stage at all times. Throwing themselves into fits of dramatic laughter, twirling around like hippies after a B12 shot.

The theater coach took one look at her this-is-my-personal-hell expression and made her a prop designer, which suited her down to the ground. She sat backstage and painted trees while the geeks worked themselves into states of euphoria doing readings on stage for each other. When they settled on The Chocolate Affair for their spring production, Roxy was beyond indifferent. Just give her a paintbrush and fuck off until the bell rings, please. One afternoon she got a little cocky about breaking the rules, and the theater coach caught her smoking in the bathroom. Her punishment was to sit in on student auditions for various parts in the play. She sunk down in the back row, intending to text throughout the whole ordeal, when a monologue caught her attention. Really, that was an understatement. The monologue, given by the character Beverly, grabbed her by the throat and shook her like a bottle of salad dressing.

When it ended, she was shocked to find tears rolling down her cheeks. Those words—words about monotony and self-loathing—had woken something dormant inside her. Something she normally kept at bay by acting out. Showing she didn’t care. Not about her parents’ lack of interest in her life. Her own void of talent, direction, or purpose. The continuous way she fell into bad relationships with guys, only to have her heart trampled on. No. Those words understood her and she understood them. They took away her permission to be indifferent, because now she was aware of other people experiencing the same feelings. She suddenly couldn’t wait for an outlet to express herself. The use of other people’s words made it easier for someone with the emotional maturity of a kindergartner.

The next afternoon, the theater coach allowed her to audition after everyone left, understanding her need to test herself without anyone bearing witness to it. What if she failed? What if the twirling hippies laughed at her? At least this way, she would only have to blind one man if she blew chunks. Miraculously, she didn’t. Those long hours she’d spent rehearsing her monologue the night before paid off. She was finally good at something.

He’d already cast the play, but the coach named her understudy for Beverly, much to the astonishment of every geek in the vicinity. Funny enough, as she learned over the next few weeks of rehearsals, those geeks turned out to be kind of fun. They lived life like no one and everyone was watching at the same time. They lived for life after high school.

Her moment came one week into the play’s run. The lead actress broke her leg while horseback riding and Roxy had to step in. As she stood at the edge of the stage, waiting for the lights to go on, she debated running. Just running away and never coming back. There would be an auditorium full of pissed-off folks, but who cared, when her spleen wanted to jump out of her throat? So she’d channeled Marisa Tomei. Marisa didn’t take no shit from anyone. She was a badass from Brooklyn who owned the screen whenever she was on it. That was the push Roxy needed to climb out on stage, but as soon as she got there, she became the character, Beverly. The play passed in the blink of an eye, as if it had been performed in under a minute. She wanted to do it again. And again. An addiction of sorts.

Now, as she walked back toward the living room, back toward a room full of men she’d disappointed by not getting naked for their enjoyment, she called on Marisa once more. Louis’s reassuring arm around her was just a crutch, and a confusing one at that. She needed to face this herself and walk out of here with her chin up. Otherwise it would become a recurring nightmare that played whenever she closed her eyes. No way in hell were these fuckers going to feel bad for her or make her feel guilty. If she tried hard enough, she could own this moment and then file it away like it never happened.

The group of men came into view, quieting when they saw her. Not surprisingly, the groom she’d been sent to undress for looked more than slightly disappointed. Like he’d paid for a show and hadn’t gotten one. It gave her an idea.

She shrugged off Louis’s arm. After a tiny struggle, he let her go, even though, based on his scowl directed at the other men in the room, he wanted to hustle her out of there under a blanket. “Listen, gentlemen. I apologize. I’m officially the worst stripper ever, right? Don’t recommend me to your friends all at once.” They laughed uncomfortably. Deep breath. You got this. She held eye contact with the groom, not caving in to the urge to look away. “Well. I guess congratulations are in order for your upcoming nuptials. She’s certainly a lucky lady.”

He drained his beer, choking a little on the last gulp. “Thanks.”

“Look, I clearly didn’t earn my fee here tonight, but I’m hoping you’ll let me make it up to you in a more fully clothed type way.” She could feel Louis’s body heat behind her, giving her a little kick of confidence. “What’s your favorite movie?”

The groom looked thrown by the question, but he finally answered. “I don’t know. Wall Street, I guess.”

Shocker. She should have known, based on the expensive suits in the room. “Why don’t we pretend your favorite movie is, I don’t know, Pulp Fiction. Every man loves a little Quentin Tarantino, right?”

“Great flick,” someone chimed in. A few suits agreed.

“All right,” the groom agreed with a shrug.

Roxy hid her immense relief. Using Louis’s shoulder for balance, she climbed up on the ottoman wedged up against the couch, confident that the long dress shirt hid almost her entire thighs from their view. With a deep breath through her nose, she thanked Marisa Tomei one final time for her assistance, then swapped her for Samuel L. Jackson. As the room full of marginally drunk bachelor party attendees watched in astonishment, she performed Jackson’s famous monologue from Pulp Fiction. The one in which he quotes Ezekiel 25:17 before explaining that his 9mm is the “shepherd protecting his righteous ass in the valley of darkness.” It was a wickedly awesome monologue. One that she’d used to land the SunChips ad two years ago. It had been unexpected. And a risk. Still, she’d felt true to herself performing it. As if deep down, she was meant to be a gangster instead of a struggling actress. It made her feel untouchable. A feeling she desperately needed right now.

About halfway through, the moment became hers. Not only did she have the rhythm of these words down by heart but she’d also forced these men to pay attention. Sure, they were probably just amused, maybe a little impressed that she’d memorized this profanity-heavy speech about violence, but for her own satisfaction, she would take their smiling nods as a sign of respect. Whatever it took to walk out of here with that part of herself she’d checked at the door. Toward the end, she made the mistake of looking at Louis. Shirtless and gorgeous, the pride radiating from him almost caused her to fumble the lines, but she pushed through, finishing with a flourish of her hand.

She took an exaggerated bow as they applauded, just before Louis plucked her off the ottoman and set her on her feet. He didn’t let her go, though, holding her hand in a tight grip as he led her toward the door. Louis picked her purse and trench coat up off the floor where she’d left them upon entering and handed both to her before pulling her into the hallway.

He cupped her cheeks, tilting her face up. “Hey. You’re fucking amazing, you know that?”

“Yeah? Sometimes I’m not so sure,” she answered, shocking herself with total honesty. Crazy how people she knew well couldn’t get an honest reaction out of here, while this guy who’d put her through the ringer did it with so little effort. She didn’t want to ponder that realization for too long, so she did what came naturally. She avoided it. With steady fingers, she started to unbutton his shirt, which she still wore, intending to give it back to him so he didn’t have to face the evening shirtless, even if the female population of Manhattan would go mental over his approachable abs. God, he was sexy. And she really shouldn’t be thinking about that right now.

Before she reached the second button, he stopped her with a hand on her wrist. “What are you doing?”

“Giving you back your shirt.”

He shook his head vigorously. “Keep it.”

She pointed at the trench coat resting on top of her purse. “I have my coat. I’ll be fine.”

“Yeah, but in order for this transfer of clothing to take place, I’ll still have to see you in that cheerleader uniform. And I do not want to be turned on by it.”

The corner of her mouth tugged. “You don’t want to be. But you are?”

“To an appalling degree.”

Why am I giving this guy the time of day? Any other human being who’d seen her fall this far not once but three excruciating times would be banished to the furthest recesses of her mind, never to be resurrected unless she drank too much wine. When she’d accused him of being a liar in the bedroom, she’d meant it, but he’d slowly wedged his way back under her skin. She actually believed that he’d been just as blindsided by her presence at the party as she’d been by his. Why? Not a clue. She only knew he felt more like an ally than a foe. It didn’t hurt that he’d turned down a killer lap dance.

“How do you feel about kissing me right now, Louis?”

His answering groan didn’t end when their mouths met, it only got louder. Or maybe that was her own groan joining forces with his. Roxy couldn’t form a decent thought besides More and Closer as Louis slanted his lips over hers and obliterated what she knew about kissing. His lips pushed hers apart, and for a moment, they just inhaled against each other’s partially open mouths, savoring the moment. The pulse-pounding rush of sensation. When his tongue traced her lips, then dove in to tangle with hers, she swayed a little under the gust of heat. She wrapped her arms around his neck to steady herself, aligning their bodies. Which reminded her he wasn’t wearing a shirt. With no choice but to act on her desperate impulse, she dragged her fingernails lightly down his chest, giving an extra scratch over those abs, ending just above his belt buckle.

“Please, baby. Go lower.” His voice sounded like gravel. “One squeeze so I can finally know what it feels like to have your hands on me.”

Oh, she liked that. Liked hearing that hot thread of desperation in his voice. Desperation for her. Willpower, thou hath no place here. Slowing the kiss so she could look into his eyes, Roxy let her palm smooth over the bulging fly of his dress pants. Oh shit. A two-hander. When Louis gave a pained laugh, she realized she’d delivered the sentiment out loud.

“Get to it then, Rox.” He bit her bottom lip and dragged it between his teeth. “Let me feel them both.”

“Keep your shirt on,” she murmured before sinking back into the kiss. When she took his full length in her hands, squeezed and dragged upward, his growl sent warmth pooling at the juncture of her thighs. As if he sensed that chemical reaction from her, he reversed their positions, pressing her back up against the wall. Rough hands dragged up the sides of her thighs to clutch her hips. Hard.

Her head fell back on a gasp, giving him the room he needed to trail his lips down her neck. Lost to the moment, Roxy fisted two handfuls of his hair and arched her back. His breathing growing harsher by the moment, Louis licked across the swells of her cleavage, letting his tongue dip down into the valley between, before licking all the way back up her throat.

A little cry of shock burst past her lips. “Oh, wow. I like that.”

	“You’ll like everything I do to you.” Louis took her ear between his teeth. “You going to let me show you how much, Roxy?”

“I don’t know yet.” She hooked a leg around his waist. “More convincing, please.”

Louis gripped her knee. “Fair warning, Rox. If you wrap the other leg around me, I’m taking you home to my bed, where I can get you off properly.” His hand flexed. “If that’s what you want, hop on up. Otherwise . . .”

“Don’t wrap my legs around you?” she panted.

He grazed her lips with his. “I couldn’t say it out loud. It’s too sad.”

Did she want to go home with him? Hell yes. In her current worked-up state, she’d probably let him carry her fireman-style down West Broadway, ass in the air. So much confidence radiated from him. Not the overinflated-ego kind of confidence she’d experienced in guys before. No, his confidence came from a place of maturity. While he obviously knew his way around women, he wasn’t smug about it. He just wore that self-assurance like a second skin. She wanted it directed at her. Instinctively she knew that being naked and sweaty with Louis would be unbelievable.

After the night she’d had, though, she didn’t want a hero. That’s exactly what Louis would be if he took her from this place and gave her a mind-bending orgasm across town before she even took off the cheerleader uniform. No matter how she’d ended up here tonight, he’d gotten her out of a strippy situation and now he was making her feel needed, desirable. Okay, hot. But she wanted to be her own hero tonight. She wanted to leave on her own merit, remembering the way she’d walked back into that living room and faced her fears. He could be her hero a different night. Tonight was hers.

Dammit. I pick now to start making good decisions?

He cursed on an exhale. “You’re not coming, are you?”

“Looks like neither one of us will be coming tonight.”

Already regretting her decision to leave, Roxy let her leg drop and began to back away from the magnetic pull buzzing between them.

“Oh no.” His brown eyes went dark. “Before you leave, I’m going to give you something to think about, beautiful.”

Her stomach bottomed out. “You haven’t done that already?”

A gravelly laugh. “While you’re lying in bed tonight, think about this.” Big hands slipped down and around from her waist to cup her mostly bare backside. She had no time to enjoy the kick of lust in her belly before he seized her flesh tightly and hauled her onto her toes.

“Oh.”

Louis placed his mouth directly over hers, as if to absorb her gasp of shock. “The first time you ride me, I’m going to grip your ass just like this. I’m going to move you where I want you. How fast. How slow. It’ll all be up to me and this grip.”

Oh, God. Oh, God. His promise had a kick of lust whipping into a frenzy. Breathe through it. “S-sounds like a solid plan.”

“Not a plan. A promise.” He licked into her mouth, kissing her in a way that promised . . . everything. More. “Good night, Rox.”

When he set her back on her feet, it was incredibly difficult to move away from him. “When did we graduate to nicknames?”

He planted his hands on the wall and dropped his head forward, still facing away from her. “Since you started turning me inside out. Is that a fair enough reason?”

She was grateful he couldn’t see her expression. Hell, she was grateful she couldn’t see it. Knowing what it looked like would make it too real. His words punched an uncomfortable hole in her chest. One she couldn’t spackle over as quickly as usual. Licking her kiss-sensitive lips, she quickly unbuttoned his shirt and drew on her coat. He still hadn’t moved, so she laid the borrowed shirt over his shoulder. “Hey, put this on. I don’t think you’re what this bachelor party had in mind when they requested topless entertainment.”

Slowly, he turned to face her, replacing his shirt with movements that spoke of leashed restraint. “Excuse me for not laughing.”

“If I can laugh about it, so can you,” she said seriously.

He considered her a moment, then nodded stiffly.

She couldn’t leave things awkward. It would bother her until she saw him again. Why? Why did he drag these foreign reactions from her? Any other day, she’d have already blown this joint and grabbed a falafel from the food cart she’d seen outside. Giving in to her urge, she leaned in and kissed the underside of his chin. “See you Saturday, Louis. Think about me.”

“Try and stop me.”

Somehow she managed to hide her smile until the elevator doors slid shut.
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