
		
			
				[image: Book cover image]

		

	
		
		
			
			
				
					[image: Hooked Brenda Rothert Loveswept New York]
				

			

		

	
		
		
			
			Hooked is a work of fiction. Names, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

			A Loveswept Ebook Original

			Copyright © 2016 by Brenda Rothert

			Excerpt from Thirsty by Mia Hopkins copyright © 2018 by Mia Hopkins

			All rights reserved.

			Published in the United States by Loveswept, an imprint of Random House, a division of Penguin Random House LLC, New York.

			LOVESWEPT is a registered trademark and the LOVESWEPT colophon is a trademark of Penguin Random House LLC.

			Ebook ISBN 9780425286067

			Cover design: Caroline Teagle

			Cover photograph: © Geber86/iStock

			randomhousebooks.com

			v4.1_r2

			ep

		

	
		
			Contents

			
				Cover

				Title Page

				Copyright

			

			
				Chapter 1: Miranda

			

			
				Chapter 2: Jake

			

			
				Chapter 3: Miranda

			

			
				Chapter 4: Jake

			

			
				Chapter 5: Miranda

			

			
				Chapter 6: Jake

			

			
				Chapter 7: Jake

			

			
				Chapter 8: Miranda

			

			
				Chapter 9: Jake

			

			
				Chapter 10: Miranda

			

			
				Chapter 11: Jake

			

			
				Chapter 12: Miranda

			

			
				Chapter 13: Jake

			

			
				Chapter 14: Miranda

			

			
				Chapter 15: Jake

			

			
				Chapter 16: Miranda

			

			
				Chapter 17: Jake

			

			
				Chapter 18: Miranda

			

			
				Chapter 19: Jake

			

			
				Chapter 20: Miranda

			

			
				Chapter 21: Jake

			

			
				Chapter 22: Miranda

			

			
				Chapter 23: Jake

			

			
				Chapter 24: Miranda

			

			
				Chapter 25: Jake

			

			
				Chapter 26: Miranda

			

			
				Chapter 27: Jake

			

			
				Chapter 28: Miranda

			

			
				Chapter 29: Jake

			

			
				Chapter 30: Miranda

			

			
				Chapter 31: Jake

			

			
				Epilogue: Jake

			

			
				Dedication

				Acknowledgments

				By Brenda Rothert

				About the Author

				Excerpt from Thirsty

			

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 1

			Miranda

			Of course it’s raining. My L train stop is only a quarter of a mile away and I’m actually having a good hair day. Karma is laughing at me as I pull the hood of my sweatshirt up over my head, because this is one of those downpours that will soak through my clothes in a matter of seconds. And thanks to the biting late October downtown Chicago wind, I’m also freezing.

			“Damn it,” I mutter as I duck to keep my face out of the pouring rain. Tony’s already going to be pissed that I look like a drowned rat—I don’t need to add rain-smeared makeup to the visual.

			I work in housekeeping at Dupont Tower, and yeah, it’s a swanky hotel, but still. You’d think I was posing for a magazine spread for the place by the way my boss, Tony, expects the staff to look every day.

			“Are you a clean-cut, polished ambassador for the Dupont?” he always asks us with his well-groomed brows arched. If we can’t say yes, we’re written up and sent home without pay. It already happened to me once when I spilled coffee on my uniform and didn’t have a spare to change into.

			Tony’s a real prick, but even he can’t fault me for getting rained on while walking to my train stop.

			On the bright side, I was dragging ass when I woke up at six-thirty this morning to get ready for work, and this icy rainstorm has me feeling wide awake. Hopefully with the help of another strong cup of coffee I can stay this way. I was up studying for an exam until two A.M.

			
			Chemistry is the hardest college class I’ve taken so far. It doesn’t help that I’m twenty-five and haven’t even thought about science since high school.

			My exam is this evening, and when I finish it I’m going to cook myself the cheesiest grilled cheese ever and sleep hard. I’m only taking two classes this semester, but between working forty hours a week at the Dupont and tending bar on Friday nights, it’s all I can do to keep up.

			At this rate I’ll have my bachelor’s degree in…six more years. Hopefully then I can get a job that pays enough for me to stop scraping by and eating peanut butter sandwiches the last few days of every month.

			Not having to clean other people’s pubes off hotel bathroom floors would be a bonus, too.

			I think the rain’s gotten heavier and now I can hardly see where I’m going. A guy passing me on the sidewalk bumps into my shoulder and doesn’t even apologize. Asshole. I encounter plenty of them on my L train commute every day. My plain gray housekeeping uniform draws plenty of condescending looks from people in business suits. Some of them even assume I don’t speak English. Again—assholes.

			It’s a good thing I’m looking at the ground, because that’s the only way I realize I’ve made it to the curb. I look up at the light and stop, pulling my soaked coat around me tighter.

			Eye makeup stings one of my eyes and I cringe. I only have lipstick in my purse, so hopefully Tony will settle for a fresh face today. Wiping off the mess that’s running down it will be the best I can do.

			
			The light turns and I’m about to step into the crosswalk when a taxi flies past, its tires skidding through a huge puddle and splashing me.

			“Nice, asshole!” I yell after the cab as it cruises through the red light.

			I look down at myself and groan as people walk around me to cross the street. Mud and bits of soggy leaves are splattered on the skirt of my uniform.

			If I show up at work like this, Tony’s more likely to just fire me than write me up. I’m still in my probationary period, and I need this job.

			This means I have to go home and change clothes, and I don’t have time for that. I’ll have to take a cab to work to make it on time.

			“Shit,” I mutter.

			I can’t afford a cab. I’ll have to use the money I’ve been saving for new work shoes. And even then…I’ll barely make it.

			I jog the whole way home and I’m panting and sweating when I reach the top of the third flight of stairs to my apartment. I throw a dry work uniform, makeup, and a towel into a bag, grab the cash I have stashed in a coffee mug in a kitchen cabinet and run back downstairs.

			Once outside, it takes me five minutes to get a cab to stop. On the ride, I use the towel to dry my long, dark hair and then I wrap it back into a bun. Then I wipe off and reapply my makeup.

			Traffic makes for a long trip to the Dupont, and it’s 7:59 when the driver pulls up to the back entrance. I don’t even care about the $32 I have to pay for the ride—I just hand over the cash, get out of the car and run in the back entrance.

			I frantically change into the dry uniform and stuff my wet one into my bag. It’s 8:04 when I walk into the room for our shift meeting. My shoes are still soaked, and they make a squishy squeak with every step.

			
			Real stealthy.

			“Miranda,” Tony says in his fake pleasant tone. “Nice of you to join us.”

			“Sorry I’m late.”

			“You can stay after your shift to sign your written warning. And please tell me you don’t intend to work in those shoes.”

			My forty co-workers turn to look at my wet, black shoes.

			Shit.

			“No, sir,” I say with a smile. “I have dry ones in my bag. I intend to be a clean-cut, polished ambassador for the Dupont.”

			Tony loves it when we repeat the stupid phrases he uses. He nods at me and continues his talk about the new linens the Dupont will be switching to.

			Like it matters. It’s our job to change the sheets, not know their thread counts. Tony says we should all feel like we have an ownership stake in the hotel. I say he should stop yapping so much and let us get to work.

			Finally, he claps once, his signal for us to get our assignments for the day. I look over the paper he hands me and force myself not to groan.

			Miranda Carr: Penthouse suites.

			The Dupont has three huge, high-dollar suites, and making them immaculate takes an entire shift. Tony often inspects the rooms after they’re cleaned, and he marks us down if the Dupont logo on the bars of soap isn’t positioned correctly. Every little thing has to be perfect.

			
			I wait for the chatter to pick up and cover the sound of my squeaking shoes, and then I grab my housekeeping cart and stock it with everything I’ll need.

			My wet shoes are still squishing through the carpet in the hallway. Fortunately it’s dark so you can’t see any footprints. I’ll have to figure something out when I clean the rooms, because they have cream-colored carpet.

			When I get to the first suite, a do not disturb sign is hanging from the doorknob. I’ll have to go back to this room later. I push my cart down the hall to the door of the next suite and knock. No answer.

			I run my key card through the magnetic lock and the door clicks open. I push it ajar a few inches.

			“Hello?” I call inside. “Housekeeping. Housekeeping coming inside.”

			It’s silent. I step out of my shoes and and tuck them on a shelf on the cart. I look ridiculous cleaning with bare feet, but at least I won’t leave wet footprints on the carpet.

			The penthouse suites are about three times the size of the apartment I share with my sister, Paige. The first room is a massive living area with a bar, two couches, a big screen TV and a library area stocked with classics and a chaise longue. It looks untouched, other than a couple of empty glass tumblers on the bar.

			I walk through to the bedroom to strip the linens from the king-size bed. Before I reach it, I have to bend down and pick up a condom wrapper from the floor. Gross.

			When I stand up, I see a naked blonde walk out of the bathroom. My mouth drops open in horror.

			
			Fuck! What should I do? Seeing a guest naked is surely going to get me fired.

			I’m standing there in horror when she sees me and lets out a high-pitched squeal.

			“Oh, shit,” she says with a deep sigh. “You’re the maid. Sorry, you scared the shit out of me.”

			“No, I’m sorry,” I say mournfully. “So sorry. I thought the room was empty.”

			“Oh, I was in the shower.” She shrugs. “And I’m leaving anyway.”

			She doesn’t even seem to care that she’s naked. From what I saw, she’s got nothing to feel ashamed of, but still…naked. In front of a stranger. I’d be dead right now.

			“I’ll go,” I say, staring at the ceiling in an effort to avoid looking at her.

			“Sweetie, it’s no biggie,” she says. “I’m a stripper. My goods aren’t exactly a secret.”

			She slips a tiny dress on over her head and wiggles it down past her enormous round tits, the silver belly ring on her super flat stomach and then her completely hairless crotch.

			“Is Jake still here?” she asks me with a smile.

			“Jake? Um…I don’t think there’s anyone here but us.”

			Her face falls. “Oh, I was hoping he’d ask for my number. You think I should leave it for him?”

			“I don’t know. Maybe?”

			She’s so tan and so blond. Her hair is so platinum it’s nearly white. I feel like I’m having a conversation with an actual Barbie doll right now. But she’s not pissed and I’m not getting fired, so that’s something.

			
			“I mean…I think I should, right?” she says. “It’s not every day you hook up with a guy like Jake Birch.”

			She scrawls her name on a piece of paper next to the bed and then grabs her bright pink purse from a chair.

			“Hopefully he’ll call,” she says with a smile.

			“I’m sure he will.”

			“Really?” She sounds so thrilled by the prospect. I remember a time when I felt that way about men, and I’m really glad I got over it. The entire male sex is overrated if you ask me.

			She puts on her tall, strappy shoes and heads for the door, her grin never wavering.

			“See you later!” she calls as she opens the door.

			“I…okay,” I say, letting out a deep breath when the door closes.

			Well, that was definitely the most awkward encounter I’ve had at the Dupont. I laugh nervously and then strip the linens from the bed, not looking too closely at the sheets, and start cleaning. It goes quickly. I’m guessing this Jake guy and his Barbie date got here very late last night and spent most of their time in bed.

			A glance in the bathroom trash can confirms my theory. There are three—I crane my neck for a closer look—no, four used condoms in there.

			Impressive, Jake. I see why Barbie hopes you’ll call.

			I’ve got the room spotless in an hour, which is great time for a penthouse suite. I just need to replace the decorative pillows on the chairs and then I’ll be done.

			
			There’s a crisp white men’s dress shirt lying over the arm of the wingback chair next to the bed. I lay it on the perfectly made bed and adjust the pillow on the chair so it’s just right. On my way to get the shirt I see a couple specks of dust on the nightstand.

			I forgot to dust the nightstands. Shit. It’s almost like I’m unconsciously trying to get fired today. I just can’t stop fucking up.

			I look down at the pad of paper as I pick it up from the nightstand. Brandi left her number with a huge heart beneath it. I shake my head as I set the pad and pen on the bed and walk out of the room to grab my feather duster from my cart, which I already moved into the living area.

			Table dusted, I reach for the pen and paper again and I actually shrink back in horror. The pen exploded and the white dress shirt has a huge, inky black splotch on it just beneath the collar.

			I can’t even. I just stare at it for a few seconds. How will I get out of this one?

			I carefully pick up the pen and pad of paper, setting the pad back on the nightstand. When I pick up the shirt, I’m relieved to see that at least the ink didn’t bleed through to the bedspread.

			But still. I just ruined a guest’s shirt, and I’m guessing it’s not a cheap one.

			Think, Miranda. But the only word I can think of is “fuck.”

			I’m fucking dead.

			Tony’s going to flip the fuck out.

			I’m going to be short on my share of the fucking rent if I get fired.

			In a flat-out panic, I do the only thing I can think of. I ball up the shirt and stuff it into the dirty towel bag on my cart. I’ll dump it in the trash.

			
			Sorry, Jake. If you can afford this room, I know you can afford another shirt more than I can afford to lose my job.

			I put the pillow back on the wingback chair and push my cart to the room’s door. The cart is so big it’s all I can do to get it in and out of rooms and I bump it against the doorframe a couple times, muttering a few choice words. Finally I make it through the doorway, and put on my shoes.

			This day just can’t end soon enough.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 2

			Jake

			I shoot the puck and it flies toward the net, missing it by a couple inches.

			“Fucking piece of shit,” I mutter.

			“You’re supposed to aim for the inside of the net, Birch,” my coach, Gene Thompson, yells across the ice in disgust. He’s been busting my ass the entire two-hour practice.

			“He’s in a hell of a mood,” my left winger, Tony, says under his breath.

			Before I can even respond, Gene’s yelling at me again. “On the line, Birch!”

			I freeze along with all my other teammates. He has to be fucking joking. Players are rarely asked to skate line drills in the NHL, and when we are, it’s as an entire team after a terrible game.

			Singling out your star center for line drills is…nuts. Not to mention completely offensive.

			“The line?” I yell back. Even the defensive coach’s mouth is gaping open with surprise.

			“Did I fucking stutter?” Gene roars. “Get your ass on the line!”

			I swallow the retort I want to fire at him. He’s my coach, after all, and respect for coaches has been drilled into me since I started youth hockey twenty-two years ago at age four.

			I skate to the line and wait for the blow of his whistle. When it sounds, I start skating. It fucking sucks doing line drills when I’m already wrung out from an exhausting practice.

			
			Everyone’s watching, probably getting a kick out of this. I have been a bit of an asshole lately and I’m sure Gene wants to put me in my place in front of the whole team. Remind them all who’s boss.

			Asshole. I skate as hard as I can to spite him, sweat rolling down my spine beneath my practice jersey.

			He draws it out as long as possible, letting everyone else go shower while I keep skating back and forth between the lines. My thigh muscles are burning with exertion by the time he blows the whistle. I drop to my knees and take in several deep breaths.

			“Five minutes to shower then get your ass into my office, Birch,” Gene snaps.

			I narrow my eyes at his back as he leaves the ice. Obviously he’s trying to punish me, but for what, I have no clue. I’m the team captain, first line center and the team’s leading scorer. The league’s leading scorer. I was just profiled in Sports Illustrated. Am I an arrogant bastard at times? Hell yeah, but it’s not like I’m all talk.

			Hockey is my life. I eat, breathe and sleep this sport, allowing very little distraction. Gene could use a whole team like me, players who aren’t soft.

			The locker room is empty when I walk into it. I’m glad, because I don’t feel like talking to anyone. I strip down and step into a steaming shower, letting the water soothe my sore muscles. Looks like I won’t be working my legs in the weight room this afternoon.

			I dress in shorts and a T-shirt and knock lightly on Gene’s door before opening it and walking in.

			
			“Sit,” he says, looking at me over the top of his dark-rimmed glasses.

			I lower myself into the chair in front of his desk and look at him, brows arched.

			“Been having some fun at the bars after games?” he asks.

			“Yeah, I guess. No more so than usual.”

			“You are so fucking lucky you’re great, Jake. I wouldn’t go to bat for one of my players who was just good. Wouldn’t do it for someone who was just a nice guy, either. Which you are not, just so we’re clear.”

			I roll my eyes. “I’m nice.”

			“Yeah, as long as everything’s going your way.”

			“That’s not true,” I say, shaking my head.

			“Did you not throw a plate into the locker room wall recently when someone brought you the wrong sandwich?”

			I lean forward in my seat. “It was creamy peanut butter on some whole wheat shit. I eat a crunchy peanut butter sandwich on white, cut in half, thirty minutes before every game. Everyone knows that.”

			“Well the new intern didn’t, and you scared him shitless when you threw that plate.”

			“He needs to nut up,” I mutter. “My mojo was off that whole game over that sandwich.

			You know how I am about my pregame rituals.”

			With a heavy sigh, Gene reaches into a folder on his desk. He takes something out and slides it across the desk toward me.

			I look down at the photo of a smiling brunette and furrow my brow. “What’s this?”

			
			“Does she look familiar?”

			I shake my head. “Maybe a little, but I can’t place her.”

			“Picture her on her knees.”

			I meet Gene’s gaze across the desk. He’s not a trash talker. I can’t come up with where he might be going with this conversation.

			“You met her three weeks ago,” he says. “At Jimmy’s place.”

			I reach a hand around the back of my neck and study the photo closer. “Maybe…yeah. Why?”

			“She says the two of you kissed in a back room and things got pretty hot and heavy.”

			I remember her now. We were making out when she dropped to her knees and started licking and biting my erection through my jeans. That shit with her teeth hurt, so I resisted her efforts to unbutton my jeans. She pouted, but got over it.

			“Yeah, that happened,” I say with a shrug. “But why—”

			Oh shit. It hits me all at once and I can hardly breathe. This girl knows who I am and she’s either trying to bring me down or get a big settlement check.

			“What is she accusing me of?” I ask, my whole body tensing nervously. “Because, Gene, I swear to you, it was consensual. No clothes even came off. I know I can be a dick, but not like—”

			He puts a hand up to stop me. “She says it was consensual and that there was no sex.”

			I sigh deeply, weak with relief. “Well then, what’s the problem?”

			“Apparently you asked for her number and never called her.”

			I narrow my eyes, feeling myself on the edge of laughter. “Yeah…? So she called you? And you give a shit because…”

			
			“I actually don’t give a shit. I have film to watch and it’s my wife’s birthday tomorrow so I’m supposed to be out shopping for her right now. But instead I’m here, dealing with this bullshit, because your dumb ass messed around with the wrong girl.”

			“I don’t understand.”

			“Did she tell you her name?”

			I grin sheepishly. “Probably. But I’m bad with details like that.”

			“It’s Hailey Hampton, Jake.”

			I shake my head. “Still doesn’t ring a bell.”

			“Hailey fucking Hampton!” Gene jumps up from his seat, his face red with anger. “As in, George Hampton’s daughter. Our team owner?”

			I sit back in my seat as it sinks in. “Oh, shit.”

			“Yeah, oh shit is right! She went crying to her father and he wants you…well, he wants you dead, Jake, but that’s not really feasible, so instead he wants you off his team at any cost.”

			“But…it was no big deal. Just a drunken make-out session. Why is she so upset?”

			“Apparently it was more than that to her.”

			I rub my forehead. “Why didn’t she tell me she’s Hampton’s daughter?”

			“Why do you think, genius?”

			“Fuck.” I slam my palm on Gene’s desk. “She knew I wouldn’t go near her knowing that. She played me.”

			“Oh, she’s only begun playing you, Jake. I had to stake my fucking job on you this morning. I told George there had to be some misunderstanding.”

			
			I furrow my brow. “A misunderstanding?”

			“Right. I told him you’d never deliberately get up his daughter’s hopes and then not call her. I told him you must’ve lost her number.”

			“Lost her number?”

			I hadn’t asked Hailey for her number. That was something I rarely did, and only if I really planned on calling a woman. She’d insisted I take it and I’d pitched it as soon as she was out of sight. Dick biting is an automatic three strikes, you’re out.

			Gene slides a piece of paper across his desk. “Here’s her number. I suggest you use it.”

			I just stare at him in disbelief. “You’re saying I have to…date this woman? Even though I don’t want to?”

			“You want to stay on this team?”

			“Hampton can’t just get rid of me like this. Not because I don’t want to date his daughter. I have a contract. I have rights.”

			Gene nods. “I have a contract, too. And I’d like to keep it. So either play ball or that practice was just a taste of your new reality. And don’t expect any ice time.”

			“Are you fucking serious?”

			“Stop with the goddamn questions, Birch. Just pretend you’re a decent guy and call the girl.”

			I sit back and narrow my eyes at him. “Pretend? What’s so wrong with not wanting to let a woman lead me around by the nuts? I tell women the truth about not wanting anything serious.”

			“Just fix this,” he says through gritted teeth. “And keep your dick in your pants or so help me I will make you sorry. I put my neck on the line for you. No fucking around with other women when you’re dating Hailey.”

			
			I cringe. “Dating her? This is fucking nuts.”

			“I couldn’t agree more,” Gene mutters. “Now get the fuck out of my office, Birch.”

			I glare at him and take the paper he slid across the desk. What a load of shit. I have to pretend I actually like George Hampton’s spoiled brat of a daughter.

			When I walk back through the empty locker room I want to punch the wall so much my hand twitches a little. I close my eyes until the urge subsides. I’m so pissed I could explode. I can’t afford to injure my hand, though. I’ll just have to drown my sorrows this evening.

			Or not. I remember on the drive from the gym to the Dupont that I’m having dinner tonight with my agent and the marketing team of a shoe manufacturer about possibly signing on as a spokesman. It’s a high-dollar deal so sloppy drunkenness is out.

			The valet at the Dupont takes my car and I ride the elevator up to my penthouse suite. This is home for the next six weeks while my new downtown apartment is being renovated.

			I watch SportsCenter in the shower, making a note to add a TV to the master bath shower in my new place. By the time I’m done I only have twenty minutes to get dressed and out the door for a pre-dinner meeting with my agent, Cal.

			I left a white dress shirt over the back of a chair, but it’s not there now. I look under the chair, behind it…nothing.

			
			Where’s my fucking shirt? Most of the clothes I’m bringing for my stay at the Dupont haven’t been delivered yet, but I made sure I had a suit, shoes, shirt and tie ready for this dinner.

			“Damn it,” I mutter.

			I search some more and come up with nothing. I grab my phone and text Cal.

			Running late. Can’t find my shirt.

			He writes back immediately.

			Nice. We’re not showing up late for this dinner. Figure it out and get your ass over here.

			I dig through my bag of clothes, tossing shirts and socks out on the floor. There isn’t a single dress shirt in this room and I’m down to ten minutes before I have to leave.

			Quickly, I slide into a pair of sweats and put on a T-shirt. I take the elevator back down to the lobby and approach the concierge desk.

			“Yes, sir?” the man behind the desk asks.

			“Yeah…I need a dress shirt. Do you guys have any extras lying around?”

			He lowers his brows in confusion. “Dress shirts? I’m sorry, sir, but we don’t.”

			I rub my temple and sigh deeply, then mutter, “I know I brought a fucking dress shirt.”

			“I’m sorry, sir?”

			“Look, I’ve got an important meeting to get to. I have to get my hands on a dress shirt.” I look over his outfit, but it’s just a gray uniform. “Do any of the staff people here wear dress shirts?”

			
			He clears his throat and looks at the front desk. “Just the managers, sir.”

			“Where can I find one?”

			“Anton is up there right now. He’s the tall gentleman on the end.”

			I nod my thanks and walk over to the front desk, where I explain my dilemma to Anton. He’s about my height and kind of heavyset. His white dress shirt won’t be a perfect fit, but I’m short on options.

			“Are you…asking me for my shirt?” he says.

			“I’m asking you for your shirt right this minute. I’m in a penthouse suite for the next six weeks and I’ll tip you well.”

			He looks from side to side. “Certainly, sir. I don’t have any other shirts here, but I’ll figure something out.”

			“I’ll give you my T-shirt. Let’s go make the exchange in the bathroom.”

			He follows me to the men’s room, where he takes off his jacket and tie and then his shirt. I can already see how much this is gonna suck. His shirt has wet, yellowish armpit stains.

			I offer him my T-shirt and he takes it, leaving me to put on his disgusting dress shirt with nothing between it and my skin. The wetness makes me cringe. Anton’s sweaty pit hair was just all over this thing.

			“It’s too big,” he says, gesturing at my stomach. “You must not eat quite as many doughnuts as I do.”

			“It’ll work.” I clap him on the shoulder, reminding myself that this shoe endorsement is a seven-figure deal. I can wear any shirt a few hours for that much money. “Thanks, Anton.”

			He squints at me. “Wait a minute…you’re Jake Birch.”

			
			“Yeah. You want some hockey tickets?”

			“Hell yeah.”

			“I’ll have the front office set you up, man.” I open the bathroom door and look at him over my shoulder. “Thanks again for the shirt.”

			“Hey, sure thing.”

			I hustle to get my suit, tie and shoes on but I’m still running late. The shirt smells bad and looks worse, but fuck it. It’s the best I can do for now. I still want to know where my shirt went—the one I left on the chair in my room this morning.

			I’ll have to figure it out later. And if I don’t get this endorsement deal because of the nasty shirt I’m wearing, someone’s gonna be at the top of my shit list.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 3

			Miranda

			The splash of ice cold water on my face makes me scream and bolt upright in bed.

			“What?” I cry, looking around frantically.

			My sister, Paige, is standing next to the bed, a smirk on her face and an empty cup in her hand.

			I narrow my eyes at her. “What the fuck was that?”

			“Your alarm. You keep going back to sleep when I wake you up.”

			I groan with disappointed realization. “I have to go to work.”

			“Yes, you do.” She steps aside so I can get out of bed. “What time did you get in last night?”

			“Two-thirty.”

			Paige cringes. “Sucks to be you. You should have told that guy you wouldn’t cover his shift at the bar.”

			“I need the money.”

			“I don’t have class ’til eleven, so I’m going back to bed.”

			I glare at her again. “I hope you dream about that guy at the gym and he can’t get it up.”

			Her mouth drops open in surprise. “Now that’s just mean.”

			Fatigue hits me all at once and I sigh deeply. “I have class tonight and I have to go to the library after work to finish a paper for it. I’m so tired. Why do I keep doing this to myself?”

			
			“You shouldn’t have taken that shift last night. Go get in the shower and I’ll put on some coffee.”

			It’s only a few steps to the tiny bathroom in our very tiny apartment. The entire place is about five hundred square feet. Paige and I get along well, though, and we both work or have class so much that we’re never able to get on each other’s nerves from too much togetherness. She’s in veterinary school, so studying is her second job. Her first job is waitressing at a sports bar.

			After a hot shower and a cup of coffee, I’m ready to face the day. Paige hands me a travel mug full of more coffee on my way out the door.

			I walk to the L train and slide into a free seat. The guy in a suit across from me checks me out over the top of the newspaper he’s reading, his gold wedding band visible on the side of the paper facing me. I give him my best “fuck off” glare.

			It’s not that I don’t like men; I just prefer to appreciate them from afar. Relationships are hard, and at this stage of my life I don’t have the energy. There’s all the groundwork to determine if a man is crazy, married and lying about it, or both. And if he passes that test, he’s most likely a narcissist, a mooch or a deadbeat. Been there, done that.

			The walk from the L stop to the Dupont is short, and I’m actually early to work for once. I pull my hair into a neat bun and stock my cart before the shift meeting.

			Tony doesn’t have much to say this morning. He dismisses the staff and I stifle a groan when I look down at my assignment sheet and see I’ve got the penthouses again.

			
			Crap. I still feel guilty about the shirt I ruined in one of the penthouses yesterday. I also don’t want to run into another naked woman.

			I roll my cart of cleaning supplies onto the service elevator and debate whether I should knock out Jake the stripper fucker’s room first or put it off ’til last.

			Might as well get it out of the way. I knock on the door and announce myself more loudly than usual.

			“Housekeeping! Housekeeping coming in. Are there any naked people in here? Hello?”

			Nothing. I stood in the middle of the massive suite and look around. There’s a glass on the counter and a gray sweatshirt thrown over the back of a chair.

			“Hey.”

			The sound of a deep male voice makes me jump and screech. I actually screech, the cry caught in my throat before it escapes sounding more like a loud wail than a scream.

			A tall, well-built man is leaning backward out the bathroom door, just his head and shoulders showing.

			“What the hell?” I put a palm on my chest and will my heart to resume its normal pace.

			“This is my room,” the man answers.

			“Yeah, but…didn’t you hear me announcing myself?”

			He steps out of the bathroom wearing nothing but a white towel around his waist and I see that “well built” doesn’t even begin to describe him. His arms, chest and stomach are ripped. I didn’t even know it was possible to have so much definition on ab muscles.

			
			“You like the view?” he asks, giving me a cocky grin and glancing down at his bare stomach.

			“Uh…” I clear my throat and look up at his eyes, which are a bright gray-blue. “No, I just…”

			His smile slips away. “What?”

			Apparently it’s been too long since I saw a man in a nothing but a towel. I can’t even think straight right now.

			“No,” I repeat, clearing my throat.

			“No, you don’t like the view?”

			“It’s okay, I guess.” That’s a lie, but I’m pretty sure this guy’s self-esteem will survive.

			He hmm’s with amusement. “Want me to drop the towel so you can get a closer look?”

			“No. No, definitely…no.” I shake my head for emphasis.

			“Okay,” he says, arching his brows and giving me a look that makes me sure he thinks I’m crazy. “Yes, I heard you announce yourself, but I need to talk to you so I didn’t want you to leave.”

			Oh God. He knows I stole his shirt.

			I give him an expectant look, trying to decide if I should own up to it or deny it.

			Deny, deny, deny. I can’t afford to lose this job.

			“You guys fucked up the stuff I requested,” he says, walking over to the suite’s kitchen area.

			I follow him, not noticing the outline of his very nice ass against the towel. Not noticing it at all.

			“I don’t want liters of Evian,” he says, gesturing at the bottles of water on the counter. “I want normal sized bottles. Sixteen ounces or whatever. And this”—he holds up a bottle of amber alcohol—“is not gonna work. I’m not a frat boy. I asked for Evan Williams 23 and I want Evan Williams 23. I drink a shot of 23 after every win. This is really important.” Not missing a beat, he moves on to the next thing. “I also need Irish Spring soap.”

			
			“Irish Spring?”

			He gives me an annoyed glare. “I’ve used that soap since high school. I hate that flowery shit you guys have in your bathrooms.”

			“And you want us to get these items for you?”

			“Right. I’ll pay for everything, plus your time. I’ve got a rigorous schedule and I don’t have time to run around shopping. My housekeeper usually takes care of this stuff.”

			Wow. I can see why this guy hooks up with random strippers. What woman would want to put up with him long term?

			“Okay. Hang on.” I go into the bedroom and pick up the pad of paper there. The top page has Brandi’s number, so I rip that page off and take it back to the kitchen area with me. “I need to write this stuff down. Here’s…something for you.”

			I pass Jake Brandi’s number and he sighs with disgust, crumples the paper into a ball and tosses it into a trash can.

			I shouldn’t say anything. I should ignore what the prima donna just did and write down the list of items he “needs.” But damn it, no.

			“She’s hoping you’ll call,” I say, meeting his eyes.

			Jake just gives me a confused look. “What are you talking about?”

			“Brandi.” I gesture at the trash can. “The woman whose number you just threw away. She thinks you’re interested in her, which I can understand since you fucked her.”

			
			There’s a mix of surprise and confusion on his face. “Are you a friend of hers?”

			“No, but I might as well be.
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