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  Hollywood’s hottest actor is off the market! Who’s the mystery woman that caught his eye…and his heart?



Rome: My brother’s whole world imploded this week, and the media coverage is relentless. My assistant has come up with the perfect plan to take the attention off him and put it on me. Who doesn’t love a love story? Now let’s see if what’s-her-name wants to make some money and industry connections. It’s a win-win.




Sophia: The whole world knows who the Grier brothers are. The sexy Hollywood actors are on every woman’s wish list—and if I’m honest, mine too. But then I met Roman Grier and totally embarrassed myself. At least I’ll never see him again.




Only now he’s pursuing me. Well, kinda. He is promising me the world. Literally. I’ve always wanted to be a screenwriter, and he’s got the connections to get me through the door—if I pretend to date him and lie to everyone. It’s only a few months, and it’s not like I’m going to fall for Roman Grier for real…








  
  
  Chapter One

  
  




Sophia Scott

Malibu Colony Beach

Malibu, California

I scrolled through my social media as Pongo chased the tide. The Dalmatian loved to pounce on the foamy white water, waiting for anything alive to skitter away. I shuddered, remembering the time he’d caught a tiny crab thing. He’d looked proud, then horrified when it started moving in his mouth. I’d squealed like a little girl, and Pongo had promptly spat it out.

This was the easiest job I’d ever had, but I really didn’t want to deal with wiggly crustaceans.

“Pongo! Come back, boy!” I called as he got a little too far out into the waves.

Pongo bounded back to me, tackling me onto the soft, sandy beach. His tongue bathed my face and neck as his paws smeared muddy sand all over my t-shirt and shorts. I giggled at first then pushed him and stood so I could brush the mud off.

“We’ve gotta teach you some manners, Pongo,” I muttered as I saved my phone from the lapping tide. It was dirty but dry, thank god. No way could I afford to replace it right now. The only thing saving me from moving back home was this job and the crazy low rent my roommate had gotten us since we were subletting from her uncle.

My phone dinged with a news alert.





Breaking news from KALI 14 News




Ariel Knight, wife of actor Kingston Grier, Dies




Actress Ariel Knight has died from her injuries sustained in yesterday’s car accident near Monte-Carlo, Monaco at the age of 32. Knight, famous for portraying Amber Riley in the film The Heart of Texas, was more widely known as the wife of actor Kingston Grier.




Knight had been hospitalized after her vehicle collided with another car on the Basse Corniche at a high rate of speed and overturned. The unnamed male driver of her vehicle remains hospitalized. Kingston Grier is currently in Los Angeles with their six-month-old daughter.




This is a developing story.




Oh wow. How horrible. That poor little baby, motherless before her first birthday. And poor Kingston.

I’d followed the Grier brothers since they took Hollywood by storm ten years ago—first Kingston, with his comic book hero roles, and then Roman with his equally good looks and roles in romantic comedies. Truth be told, Roman might’ve been the inspiration for a few of my screenplays. Not that I’ve ever sold one. Or landed an agent.

Nope, to my mother’s everlasting shame, I was an unpublished dreamer. A barista who walked dogs to make ends meet when I wasn’t typing away every free moment I had. Thank god for my father. Unlike my mom, he was supportive of my dreams. I swore my mom would only be happy if I was married and popping out kids like my brother Eric and his wife were.

Ha. Joke was on her. I didn’t have time for a man in my life.

“Pongo!” I called to the prancing Dalmatian. “Come on, boy. Time to go home.”

Because I had about forty minutes to get to my other job and traffic was insane this time of day.

I’d taken about five steps with Pongo at my side when he gave a bark and dashed off.

“Pongo!” I yelled, but he didn’t even look over his shoulder at me. He’d always obeyed me before. “Pongo! Come!”

Instead, he crashed into a guy walking toward us. I watched in horror as they both went down in a tangle of flailing legs and fur. But over the sound of the ocean, I heard laughter.

I raced over to them. “I am so, so sorry. This big lug needs to learn some manners. Are you okay?”

The man pushed Pongo away from licking his face, and I gasped.

Roman Grier.

Pongo had tackled Roman Grier, Hollywood’s golden boy and my personal celebrity crush, Roman freaking Grier.

I felt distinctly light-headed. Taking a few swaying steps toward them, I grabbed Pongo’s collar and hauled him off the movie star. “I am so, so sorry. He usually listens to me. I’ve never had him tackle anyone but me.”

Pongo strained against my hold, whining as he stretched to lick Roman Grier.

Who was still flat on his back.

“Oh my god. I’m so sorry. Here.” Still holding Pongo’s collar with one hand, I reached down to help Roman Grier up, but Pongo took the opportunity to bolt back onto him again. Pongo’s momentum ripped me off balance, and I crashed down on top of my movie star crush.

Where I’d always dreamed of being.

But not like this!

I scrambled away from his hard, tight body. God, he really did have the firmest chest. Averting my eyes, I brushed the sand off my shorts and scolded the damn dog. “Pongo. No.”

Roman Grier grasped Pongo around the neck and held him back. “It’s okay. He’s just glad I’m home.”

“Oh.” I blinked. “You’re a neighbor of Jeff’s?”

Roman Grier frowned up at me. Because he was still sprawled on the beach at the mercy of the licking Dalmatian.

I shook my head. “Right. It’s none of my business. Again, I’m sorry. I’ll just…” I reached down again; this time to clasp the leash onto Pongo’s collar. Heaving him back again and away from licking all over Roman Grier’s face—le sigh, lucky dog—I offered my hand again. “Can I help you up?”

“No. I don’t think so.” Roman scowled as he pushed himself up to his feet. “What you can do is give me my damn dog back.”

“Uh, what?”

“My dog. Pongo.”

I looked from an irritated Roman Grier to a whining, wiggling Pongo and back again. “But this isn’t your dog.”

“Look, whoever you are.” He gave a frustrated head shake and ran a hand through his dark brown hair. “I’ve had a hellish twenty-four hours—sixteen of which I spent on a plane. Just give me my dog.”

“Right. I’m sorry for your loss, but Pongo’s not yours. I met his owner. Jeff Jones. Your neighbor, I take it? He’s the one who walked me through the security codes and what all Pongo needs. Jeff didn’t say anything about you, so maybe when Jeff gets home in three days, you should go talk to—”

“You mean my assistant, Jeff?”

“Um, what?” Was this what a concussion felt like? Maybe I cracked my head harder than I thought.

“Jeff Jones is my assistant. I hired him, and he hired you.”

“Oh.” So no concussion. Suddenly, everything was making sense.

And I felt like a fool.

“Right. Here’s your dog.” I handed over Pongo’s leash, and Roman Grier grunted in response.

I tried not to take offense. His sister-in-law had just died—if he even knew since he’d been flying and traveling. Not that I was going to tell him. He looked exhausted. The dark circles around his eyes and the lines bracketing his mouth weren’t something I was used to seeing on him. Not that I knew him. I’d just lusted after him for years and pretended like maybe one day he would star in one of my screenplays.

And oh my god, I was standing here staring at him like a rabid fangirl. Get it together, Soph!

“Alright then. Bye.” I gave him a half smile, an awkward wave, and then took off for the back gate to his compound.

Because that was the only way to describe his “house.” He had a large sprawling main house, a swimming pool, and a separate guest house—all backing onto a beach in Malibu. He could swim in his pool, walk ten feet, and swim in the ocean. Okay, more than ten feet, but you know what I mean. It was insane. And a wonderful place to daydream in while I watered his plants and fed his dog.

But all that was over. Three days early. Three days that I wouldn’t be paid for.

I was going to have to pick up another side gig. Maybe I could deliver food or something.

Pongo nudged my leg and licked the back of my knee like he always did. Apparently, he and Roman Grier had caught up to me.

I leaned down and gave the dog an affectionate head rub. I was really going to miss this goofball. Pausing next to the back gate, I waited for Roman to key in the code and smiled sheepishly when he let me and Pongo through first. He might’ve acted a bit like a jerk, but apparently, he had some manners. Not that I’d acted any better. I’d practically accused him of dognapping.

He and Pongo bounded for the main house, but I beelined for the side gate that would let me out at the driveway where my ten-year-old Honda CR-V was no doubt lowering his property value.

Safely inside my car, I pulled away and didn’t look back. Not that anyone noticed or cared I’d slipped away. I doubted Roman Grier would ever think about me again, even though I’d be playing this memory over and over in my mind, wishing I’d done anything other than tackle him and accuse him of dognapping.

I waited until I went through the security gates at the end of Malibu Colony Road before I pulled over to call my bestie.

“What’s going on, Soph?” Molly’s low gravely alto came from my speaker phone and immediately put me at ease.

I switched my phone to hands free and pulled onto the Pacific Coast Highway. “Oh my god. You would not believe what happened just now.”

“Did you wake me up to tell me another story about the goofball eating another crab?” Molly groaned.

I opened my mouth to answer when I remembered the paperwork I’d signed four weeks ago—all regular new hire stuff, but there had been a non-disclosure agreement. I hadn’t thought about it since, I mean, who cared about the antics of a dog owned by someone I’d never heard of? But suddenly that NDA made so much sense.

“Err, I can’t tell you. Sorry. I forgot.”

“You forgot what happened? The whole reason you called me at eight o’clock in the morning?”

I winced. Molly worked at a bar most nights and probably hadn’t gotten in until two in the morning. “No, sorry. I forgot you worked last night. I’ll let you get back to sleep.”

“Ha. No, you woke me up. Tell me whatever’s got you all worked up. What’s going on?”

“I’m so sorry, Molls. I can’t. I forgot I signed an NDA.”

“You had to sign an NDA to walk a dog?”

“Yes.”

“You never told me that.”

“I forgot. Then I figured it didn’t matter. I mean, it’s a dog. Who cares what he does?”

“Your employer apparently.”

“Right. Only I didn’t meet my employer then. I met him today.”

“I’m too tired to follow this conversation. I need some coffee.”

“No! Go back to sleep, Molly. I can’t tell you anything else. I’m sorry I woke you up. Go back to sleep, please.”

“Fine.” Molly gave a huge yawn followed by a sigh. “But you owe me. There better be a mocha latte in my hand next time I see you.”

“I’ll bring you one home from work. I’m headed there now. Love you.”

“Yeah. Uh huh. See you soon.” There was the distinct sound of snoring before I ended the call.

Ugh. I felt so bad. I’d gotten all caught up in my drama and completely forgot Molly’s schedule.

And now I had this huge secret that I literally couldn’t tell a soul.

Maybe it was for the best. I didn’t exactly come out as an awesome character in the story. What I really needed to do was brainstorm my next screenplay and not obsess over every little thing I’d said or did.

But that was easier said than done. Anxiety brain wouldn’t let it go. I’d literally had my entire body pressed against Roman Grier, and I’d acted like such a fool. It was so embarrassing.

Fortunately, time, distance, and activity helped me get over my angst. The rush at Morning Jolt was always intense, and this morning was no different.

Or at least it wasn’t any different until Molly barged in an hour and a half into my shift.

“Soph! Sophia!” She yelled from the back of the line, waving her arms over her head. “When’s your break?”

I looked at my coworker and tipped my head to Molly. “Do you mind if I take five?”

“Fine.” Eva muttered as she eyed the three people in line in front of Molly.

“Thanks, Eva. You’re the best.” I gave Molly the high sign, and she headed for a table.

“Five minutes. Then I’m taking my break.”

I nodded as I hurriedly made a mocha latte for Molly. Whipping my apron off, I ducked under the counter and headed for Molly’s table.

“You did not tell me that you met Roman Grier!” Molly squealed when I was still ten feet away.

Every head in the coffee shop swiveled in my direction.

My shoulders hunched, I hustled to Molly’s corner and then hissed, “How do you know that?”

“Girl, you’re all over The Babbler’s home page. Apparently some photographer caught you and Roman Grier on a beach.” She held her phone out to me.

All the blood left my head. I looked at picture after picture of me and Roman Grier. But instead of the weird, embarrassing encounter I remembered, the website framed the pictures like it was a romantic frolic on the beach. Us laughing over Pongo. Each of us holding his leash.

And ended with a picture with me on top of Roman Grier.

My knees locked, and I had to sit down.

I didn’t look frazzled or crazy in the photo. I looked soft.

And in love.

“Molly. Oh my god.”

“I know! Is this why you called me this morning?”

I could only stare at the last picture. I might’ve looked like I was in love, but Roman Grier looked sexy and a little pissed, in that smoldering, sex-god kinda way.

If only what was in the pictures was reality.

“I-I-I…” I sighed. “I don’t think I can say. I need to read that NDA again.”

“Sophia! You cannot leave me hanging like this. What happened?”

The sudden quietness of the coffee shop got my attention. At least three tables near us were shamelessly eavesdropping. I shook my head. “I definitely can’t talk about this here. Are you working tonight?”

“I’ll call in. But you have to tell me everything.”

“Fine.” Which really meant, maybe—we’d see. “I gotta get back to work.”








  
  
  Chapter Two

  
  




Roman Grier

I’d thought the crush of paparazzi at the airport this morning had been insane. But that was nothing compared to the pandemonium down the street from Kingston’s home in the Hollywood Hills. I stopped counting after five news vans. And there was an actual police barricade blocking the street. People lined the sidewalks, holding signs with messages of sympathy that should’ve been comforting but didn’t quite hit the mark. I mean, who waves sympathy signs? Honestly, it looked more like a circus than a vigil.

I felt overwhelmed. I couldn’t imagine how King was dealing with all this. His estranged wife had just died. Why couldn’t anyone let him grieve in peace?

Pongo whined from the passenger seat next to me. I reached over and gave him a rub behind the ear. “It’s okay, boy. Just ignore the hordes.”

I cruised up to the barricade and rolled down my window as an officer approached my car.

“The street’s closed unless you’re a resid—holy shit! You’re Roman Grier.”

Pongo barked, baring his teeth at the young officer peering into the window of my Tesla Roadster.

“Pongo, quiet.” I forced my lips into a semblance of a smile. Being the gracious Hollywood star was especially grating today, but I was always on in public. Everyone was always watching. “Yes, sir. Me and the mutt are here to see my brother.”

“Right. Right. Can I say I’m a huge fan? Don’t tell the guys this, but I loved that one movie you did with Sara Hayes. What was it called?”

“SWAK.” My smile was starting to fray at the edges.

“Right! Where you were a member of SWAT and Sara was a mafia princess.” The officer’s eyes shined. “Not many get the police details right, but you guys were pretty spot on. Is it true that you did all your own stunts?”

“Yes, I did.”

“Even that one at the end where you had to jump onto the box van from the bridge?”

“Yep.”

“Awesome.”

“Thanks.” I waited a beat for the guy to either ask for an autograph, selfie, or to let me through, but he didn’t. He just stood there with that awestruck look on his face that was starting to make me uncomfortable. Like I was a thing and not a person.

“Yo, rook. We got a problem?” A forty-something craggy-faced officer approached us.

Officer Super Fan stood at attention. “No, sir. Just talking to Roman Grier.”

“Right. Well, if you’re done playing fan club president, either wave the guy on through or tell him to turn around. You’re holding up the damn line.”

My eyes flicked to the rear-view mirror, and sure enough, four cars were idling behind me. Pongo whined in his seat.

“Right, right. Sorry, sir.” Officer Super Fan turned and gave me an apologetic shrug. “I assume you’re here to see your brother?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Go on through. Please give him our condolences.”

I jerked my chin in a tight nod and slid my sunglasses back onto my face. After waiting for an officer to move the barricade, I rolled through and pulled up to my brother’s gate.

This part was going to suck. I had to get out to key in a code, since I couldn’t reach it from my car. I should’ve brought the Escalade. I could probably call my brother, but there was no guarantee he’d answer since he was most likely letting everything go to voicemail today.

“Pongo, stay,” I said, unbuckling my seatbelt. I opened my door, jumped out, and quickly closed it behind me. As I walked over to the keypad, I heard a dull roar behind me interspaced with clicks and the occasional coherent question.

“Roman! Any comment?”

“Roman, do you know who the mystery man is?”

“I love you, Roman Grier!”

Beep, beep, beep, beep, beep, beep.

I keyed in my code and then dashed back to my car as the gate slowly rolled open.

If anything, the roar increased.

I swallowed down the bile tickling the back of my throat and pulled into King’s place. Some days I hated fame. We couldn’t even mourn the death of Zoe’s mother and King’s estranged wife without dealing with all this bullshit.

I was so relieved when the gate clicked shut behind me. I pulled up to the garage and shifted into park.

Pongo whined and licked my face.

“Thanks, boy. I’m okay. You ready to go see King and Zoe? I bet she’ll be happy you came with me.”

Pongo wiggled and breathed hot, dog breath on my face.

“Awesome. Let’s go.” I pushed open my door and let him jump over to my seat to get out. I didn’t bother with a leash. There was no way for him to escape, and besides, I never had a problem with him listening—aside from this morning—but I chalked that up to him not seeing me for almost a month. And maybe the distracting presence of the sexy girl who’d walked him.

When we reached the front door, I keyed in my code again and pushed the door open after it beeped. Pongo followed at my side, his toenails clicking on the tile entryway.

“King?” I called into the cavernous house. “Where you guys at?”

“Kitchen!” My brother hollered back.

We walked through the living room and dining area to the open kitchen where King had Zoe strapped into a highchair.

Zoe grinned at Pongo and let out a slew of gibberish from her applesauce-covered face. And I melted.

“Wow, she’s gotten so big,” I whispered. It’d been a month since I’d seen my niece, but I swear she looked twice as big. Pictures just didn’t do her any justice.

“Hey.” King stepped away from the sink with a wet washcloth in his hands. His eyes were red rimmed, like he was tired. Or had been crying.

It was so hard to imagine my brother doing the latter. He had always been the strong one of our trio. I don’t remember him crying when our parents split up or when his wife left him. King was always the strong one. It hurt to see him like this.

Not that I could say much. We didn’t exactly talk about our feelings in our family.

“I didn’t expect to see you for a few more days.” King crossed the kitchen and enveloped me in a back-slapping hug. As he’d done a million times before. Like nothing was out of the ordinary. Like his wife of three years hadn’t died last night.

King slapped my back one more time, then stepped away to mop up Zoe’s face.

Zoe whined and squirmed away from the cloth.

“Filming wrapped early,” I replied. Technically, I’d pushed the director and production team to film the last two New Zealand shoots in LA with the rest of the remaining scenes, in light of the circumstances. It hadn’t hurt my case that it saved the studio money to wrap up the location shoots early. Although I might’ve burned a bridge or two with the director and one of the producers. They weren’t happy with my high-handedness to say the least. But it was for King so in my opinion it was worth it. I’d do anything for him.

“Huh.” King frowned as he tried and failed to wipe all the goop from his daughter’s face. “I don’t think that’s ever happened for me. Seems like it always runs long.”

I hummed noncommittally. I wasn’t gonna tell him about the shitstorm I’d caused by demanding to leave early. My brother needed me, and I sure as hell wasn’t gonna apologize for it.

Although now that I was here, I had no clue how to help.

“Have you heard from Nix?” I stepped out of the way as King pulled Zoe out of the highchair. Then had to step up again as she dove out of his arms toward me. I caught her with a laugh. I hadn’t spent much time around babies, but this one loved me. Technically, she loved everyone—she went to family and strangers with the same vigor—but I liked to believe I was special.

“He’s sleeping in the guesthouse.” King pulled the highchair tray out and carried it to the sink. “Said something about not being able to get into your place?”

I sighed as I knelt, so Zoe could pat Pongo. “I uh, had to change my access codes before I left for New Zealand last month.”

King tossed a sponge into the sink with a scowl. “What’d he do now?”

Zoe babbled and nailed Pongo on the nose with her tiny hand. Pongo whined and hid behind my back.

I stood, jostling her in my arms, and faced my brother. “He had some people over when I was out with Victoria.”

“Right.” King was able to read between the lines. Our brother Phoenix, or Nix as we usually called him, had been deep in the party scene for a while. “Is it time to do something about him?”

“Are you serious? Don’t you have enough on your plate as it is?”

“And you don’t? When does filming start back up on your project?”

Pongo shoved his nose at the back of my knees. I reached down and patted him distractedly. “I got a week. Do you know when the service will be?”

A muscle flexed in King’s jaw, and he looked away. “Nah, I got my lawyer working on it, but there’s so much bureaucratic red tape. It’ll be a few days at least until we can get…her back stateside. And then I don’t know what the hell to do.”

I could see the torment in my brother’s eyes. I knew more than most did about their marriage, but King hadn’t told me everything.

I didn’t bother asking if our parents had reached out. King had cut Mom out after she gave that tour of our childhood home to Off the Record, and last I’d heard, Dad was working in South America and dating soon-to-be-wife-number-four.

King’s eyes went glassy as he watched Zoe chew on her fist while I held her. “How the hell do you mourn someone you don’t even know anymore? Or never even knew in the first place?”

So many platitudes died on my tongue. She was the mother of your child. Of course you felt…something for her, even now. Who was I to tell him how he should feel?

“I don’t know, King. There’s no script for something like this. I don’t think there’s anything wrong with how you’re feeling—however you’re feeling.”

He nodded tightly.

I gave him an encouraging look and changed the subject. Because, feelings. “Have her parents crawled out of the woodwork yet?”

“No, not a word.” King shrugged as his face went blank. He turned back to the sink and my cell rang. I passed Zoe over to him and looked at the screen where Jeff’s name was lit up.

“Hey, man. What’s going on?”

“Just wanted to give you an update on your schedule if you have a minute, and um, there’s a little issue that I don’t know if you’re aware of.”

The hesitancy in Jeff’s voice made the hair on the back of my neck prickle. Jeff was a go with the flow, easygoing guy. It made him the best assistant, so his tentativeness now was definitely out of character. “Screw the schedule. What’s the little issue?”

“It’s nothing too important, but apparently a pap caught you and Sophia on the beach this morning. The pictures are PG, but the innuendo in the copy is not. I had no idea you’d met Sophia.”

Who the hell was Sophia? It took me a second to figure out what Jeff was saying.

Then it clicked.

The house-sitter/dog walker Jeff had hired, since I’d needed him on set with me in New Zealand. The woman with all the hair and attitude who’d tackled me on the beach this morning. “What kind of pictures could they have gotten from this morning?”

I clicked over to speaker phone and searched for the pics. It wasn’t hard. They were everywhere. The Babbler, Off the Record, and even our local affiliates had posted them. Sophia walking Pongo. Me holding the leash with her next to Pongo. And the last picture, her on top of me looking all kinds of gorgeous with her wild hair and tender expression. Meanwhile I looked pissed, per usual.

“I don’t know what kinda photoshop magic they performed, but that is not what happened.” I quickly outlined Jeff on what he’d missed out on after we’d parted at the airport.

“She thought I was the client? Hilarious.” Jeff laughed then paused. “Uh, now that I think of it, I’m not sure if I actually got around to telling her. Everything was so chaotic before we left. I know she signed the NDA—I checked that when I got the alert about the pics. But I might’ve forgotten to fill her in on all the details before we left.”

“Eh, as long as she signed the NDA, I don’t care. It’s not like the gossip rags actually care about the truth.” If I had a dollar for every starlet I’d been rumored to date, I wouldn’t need a career. Vultures. “What’s the update on my schedule?”

Jeff filled me in on a few date changes, then before I ended the call he said, “Too bad you and Sophia weren’t actually a thing.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Just that it might’ve been a good distraction for the media. I know they’re hounding you guys right now, and who doesn’t love a love story? It might’ve taken some pressure off King.”

My eyes turned to where my brother stood at the sink, smiling sadly as Zoe babbled up at him in his arms.

I ducked into the living room and switched Jeff off of speaker phone. “I need you to get me a copy of Sophia’s background check and her NDA and then set up a meeting with her tomorrow at my place. I think you’ve stumbled onto a fantastic idea.”








  
  
  Chapter Three

  
  




Sophia

Why hadn’t I read this more closely before I’d signed it months ago?

I stared at the NDA on my table in horror. At the time, I’d thought it was ridiculous. I was just there to walk a dog and water some plants. I didn’t even see anyone when I was with Pongo.

But technically, I’d already violated the agreement with the little bit I’d told Molly about walking Pongo. When I signed the contract, I’d agreed to ‘never discuss, in either person, writing, or any other form of communication, anything that happened at the address or with the owner’s property, which technically included his dog, Pongo.

At least no one had publicly linked me to the Roman Grier pictures. My coworkers had given me a few weird looks, but I was pretty sure that was more due to my spacey behavior than anything else. Jen had had to wave her hand in front of my face to finally get my attention earlier today. I’d been in my own little world. I couldn’t focus on anything.

Maybe if I buried my head in the sand, this would all blow over. No one would tag me on social media, and I could forget the day I embarrassed myself, found out I’d broken an NDA, and was almost linked with a fricking movie star.

My cell phone buzzed on the table.


Jeff Jones: Need to see you tomorrow. What time are you available?


Maybe if I pretended that I had a new phone number, I could get out of it. No doubt he wanted to talk about my horrible behavior and make sure I understood my NDA.

Where was that conversation a month ago?

My phone buzzed again.


Jeff Jones: I know you’ve seen this text.


What the…


Jeff Jones: Has no one explained read receipts to you?


Dang it. I’d turned them off on my last phone but hadn’t gotten around to it on my new one.


Me: I have to be at my other job tomorrow 10-6


Jeff Jones: Give me a sec.


Ha. Like I was going anywhere. Although I would use this second to reset my settings on my phone. Goodbye, read receipts.


Jeff Jones: Come over at the regular time to walk Pongo. We’ll talk then.


Me: Okay. See you tomorrow.


Did I sound easy breezy, and not like the freaked-out space cadet I clearly was? They still owed me my last paycheck, so of course I was going. But would Roman Grier be there? If he was, I needed to apologize, and then what? Ask him to read one of my screenplays? Gag. I’d never been that person, and I sure as hell wasn’t going to start now. Not with Roman Grier.

He probably wouldn’t be there anyway. I was getting all worked up for nothing.

The front door to our apartment crashed open, and I jumped.

“Spill it all. Now.” Molly slammed the door behind her, tossed her purse onto the couch, and marched toward me like an invading army general.

I shook my head. “I can’t.”

“Seriously? You get photographed with last year’s Sexiest Man Alive, and you won’t tell me anything?”

I winced. I’d forgotten about that title. With all his leading roles in rom-coms, the magazine had dubbed him America’s Boyfriend. Le sigh. And I’d crashed into him like the actress in a rom-com. Not that I was expecting a Hollywood ending with my story. Life never turned out that way in reality.

“Sophia? Hello?”

I blinked back into the present with Molly’s hand waving in my face. “Sorry. So what’s going on with you and the lead singer? Did you call him back?”

“Ha.” Molly snorted. “Don’t think you’re going to distract me with my little fling with the lead singer of a garage band, whose biggest claim to fame is headlining at our shitty neighborhood bar. Charlie wishes I called him back. No, what you’re gonna do is tell me what you can about Roman Grier without breaking your little NDA. Is this it?” Molly tipped her head at the sheaf of papers in front of me.

“I literally can’t! Look, here it says when I signed this contract, I agree to never discuss in either person, writing, or any other form of communication anything that happened at the address or with the owner’s property, which means the dog, too. I can’t even mime the situation for you. You have to promise me you won’t say anything, Molls. I would be in so much trouble. I can’t afford to pay whatever someone like Roman Grier would come after me for. You can’t tell anyone what I’ve already told you. Or that I worked for Roman Grier. Please.”

“Fine.” Molly huffed before turning around and heading for the fridge. “I won’t say anything or ask any more questions. There’s no need to ruin your mascara. You know I won’t say anything.”

I hadn’t even realized I’d teared up. Swiping under my eyes, I took a few seconds to breathe. Molly was such a tenacious friend—in both the best and worst ways. She’d fight to the death for anyone she loved, but she’d also pursue the smallest thing with dogged intensity.

And it killed me. I wanted to talk to her. I ached to hash out this whole weird situation with someone.

But I couldn’t.

So instead, I swallowed all my worry and fears and helped Molly make dinner.

Although judging by her concerned looks and pursed lips, I wasn’t fooling anyone.

Not even me.

* * *

The next morning, as I passed through the gate at Malibu Colony, my heart raced. Was I going to see him again? Was there any way I could sound like a normal person if I got the chance to apologize to him? I snorted to myself. Not likely.

The security guard gave me a strange look before waving me through.

The first of many today, I was sure.

I’d purposely stayed off social media last night and this morning. Judging by the empty parking lot at my apartment complex, my identity was still hidden. Not that I was Wonder Woman or anything, but I was worried someone would out me. Maybe that was a sad example of my lack of a social life—that the chaos of being outed would be exciting. Lately it was work, writing, and Molly. I couldn’t remember my last man-induced orgasm.

And if that wasn’t the most depressing thing ever, I didn’t know what was.

I pulled into Roman Grier’s driveway and tried not to think about the many, many times I’d pictured him while I was alone, and…yeah. This wasn’t going to be awkward at all.

Who was I kidding? He wasn’t going to be here. I was probably just here for an NDA lecture and maybe to sign an updated contract since he came home early. Roman Grier definitely had better things to do than seeing me. Especially considering what was going on with his family.

My goal was to get in and out without embarrassing myself. Totally doable.

I’d almost talked myself out of my panic attack on his front step. Usually, I’d go around the side and use my code, but since he was home, that felt wrong. Instead, I rang the doorbell.

Imagine my surprise when a shirtless Roman Grier opened the door.

Humina, humina, humina.

“I thought Jeff gave you a code.” Roman Grier frowned down at me.

I had to clear my throat to get my voice to work. “He did, but I thought, since you are home, just walking in would be weird.”

I gestured vaguely, then had to grasp my hands behind my back because it felt over the top. Was I talking loud enough? It felt like I was whispering.

Roman Grier grunted in reply, then took a step back from the door. “Come on in.”

My eyes bulged as I watched him walk away from me. His back was a fricking work of art—all gleaming muscles like he’d been working out. I shook my head. Of course he was. It was eight in the morning. What else would the Sexiest Man Alive be doing?

I closed the door behind me and walked into the great room.

And on the other side of the room, through the open patio doors, I glimpsed another shirtless muscular man leading Roman Grier through a workout. Box jumps on his back deck overlooking the ocean. That was normal.

I couldn’t look away. First, the hunk with the buzz cut would jump up on the huge box, then Roman Grier would follow. Up down. Up down. And they were both making this guttural grunt each time.

Dear god, someone please save me.

Was I drooling? I had to be drooling. Look somewhere else, Soph. Don’t look like the thirsty fangirl you clearly are!

I swiped a quick hand over my chin that thankfully came away dry, when someone exclaimed loudly. “Sophia! You made it.”

I jumped and spun around to where Jeff was standing. “Hey. Yeah. Just got here.”

“All right. Come on through. We can catch up while we wait for Rome to finish.”

Rome. The name floated around my brain. There was no way in the world I’d be able to call him that. He was Roman Grier.

“You want something to drink?” Jeff asked as I leaned against the island.

“Oh. No. No, thanks.” Because with my luck I’d probably spill it all over myself or worse, Roman Grier. “I have a shift later at Morning Jolt. All the free coffee I can drink.”

“You haven’t had any problem with that?”

“With what?”

“Working, after the pictures came out yesterday.” Jeff poured himself a cup of coffee before crossing the kitchen to stand on the other side of the island from me. “I assume you know about the pictures on the beach?”

“Right. Yeah. I kinda figured that was why you wanted to talk. I know I signed an NDA. You guys don’t have to worry about anything. I didn’t even tell my best friend what was going on. Although, I did tell her a story about Pongo, but that was back when I first started walking him, and I had no clue that he was Roman Grier’s dog. I’m so sorry about that. But I swear, I’m a vault. I won’t say anything else. Not even to my own mother.”

It all flew out of my mouth in one long string of verbal diarrhea. And when I was done spewing, the silence rang around us.

Jeff blinked a few times, then a huge smile spread across his face. If I wasn’t afraid of embarrassing myself again, I’d be tempted to flirt with Jeff. But this was a precision strike mission. In and out with minimal loss. Or embarrassment. Maybe I should write a wartime screenplay. Tactical team with gleaming muscles in the hot desert air. But maybe make it a mystery? Or a hidden treasure story! That could be fun.

“Sophia?” Jeff called, and judging by his voice, it wasn’t the first time he’d said my name.

“Yes. Sorry. Got sidetracked there for a second. But I swear you have nothing to worry about. I understand the contract I signed.”

“Now you do.” Roman’s voice came from behind me, and I whirled around to find him standing a few feet away, still shirtless and sweating but scowling. “Sounds like you broke it right after you signed it.”

“I-I-I-” I looked helplessly at Jeff whose face was blank. Traitor. Turning back to Roman Grier, I lifted my hands in a defenseless gesture. “I told my best friend about the time Pongo tried to eat a hermit crab on the beach during one of our walks. It was silly and harmless and way before I knew about you.”

Roman Grier took a tall glass of water Jeff offered. After taking a long drink that made his neck look all muscular—and made me feel all kinds of awkward—he finally set the glass down and looked at me.

And I really wished I didn’t have his attention. It felt like he knew every thought that ran through my head. But not like the way my parents did. This was more intense if that was possible. Because instead of trying to hide the fact that I’d snuck out and drank beer with my bestie during our senior year, now I was trying to hide just how much Roman Grier affected me—from Roman Grier.

And my treacherous nipples were not helping my case at all.

“Right,” Roman drawled. “But now you know about me, and I’m guessing your friend does too.”

“I didn’t—”

“Because of the pictures.” Roman Grier interrupted me and lifted his palm in a placating gesture. “Not because you broke the NDA again. But now that cute little story about Pongo on the beach suddenly has a lot more cache. And maybe even a payday.”

“Molly isn’t like that. She knows what selling
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