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For anyone who has ever hidden behind a happy face.
It’s okay to not be okay.




To be beautiful means to be yourself. You don’t need to be accepted by others. You need to accept yourself.

—THICH NHAT HANH, THE ART OF POWER
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Chapter 1

BLAKELY

“YOU’RE NOT EATING MUCH.”

A knot in my stomach tightens, the way it always does when people question my habits. So I don’t want to shove three thousand calories of grease down my gullet and end up spending hours in the gym to work it off. Sue me.

I smile thinly, and the force of my lips pressing against each other causes an ache in my jaw. “I literally ate everything I ordered.”

Jared, my best friend Kayla’s flavor of the week, scoffs as he glances at my plate. “It was baked chicken and plain cherry tomatoes. You can’t be full from that.”

I shrug, ignoring the way my shoulder muscles pull tight. “And? Your point?”

His brow arches. “Well, aren’t you still hungry?”

My insides twist, his questioning making my legs bounce under the table and my lungs compress. People never understand the dedication, but I have an image to maintain. I don’t have the luxury of being able to demolish a plate of cheesy fries and guzzle pints of overpriced IPAs. Besides, my body is my temple. I refuse to desecrate it with trash.

My eyes start at the tip of Jared’s perfectly coiffed blond hair, trailing down his pink polo with an alligator on the breast—the fabric soaked in his pretension. Kayla’s been excited to introduce me to her newest “love,” and this is the first time we’re meeting face-to-face. So far, I’m less than impressed.

Kayla smacks his arm. “Leave her alone. She looks fucking fabulous. I wish I had her willpower.”

Her brown eyes swing my way and she winks. My stomach unravels and I grin back at her. She gets it.

Jared raised his hands. “My bad, Blakely. I’m just saying. I didn’t realize you were on a diet.”

“It’s not a diet. It’s a lifestyle choice,” I hiss. My fists clench in my lap. It gets so tiring having to defend not wanting to eat garbage all the time.

Looking past him, I notice the audience of paparazzi forming outside of the restaurant. I paste a smile on my face, not wanting them to snap blurry photos of me sneering across the table.

Lazy bastards.

They don’t even try to hide in the shadows anymore, knowing I’ll play my part every time. They’re blatantly looking through the windows, waiting like vultures to catch an unpolished moment. They’ll have to keep waiting. I’ve been training for perfection my entire life. Having a dad who’s the it producer in Hollywood comes with a set of expectations. A certain standard you can’t fall beneath, lest you be picked apart by millions of people who will never understand what it’s like to be you. I bring it upon myself at this point, embracing the life I was born into—commandeering the vapid, shallow waters and steering the sails to make the waves break for me and not the other way around.

Tossing my hair behind my shoulders, I peek down at my shirt, picking off the few stray dark brunette strands. I’m wearing the new Leaxandré blouse and it’s the perfect chance to get some candid shots—it’s why we leaked to the paps that I was here in the first place, after all.

Jared’s hand slinks around Kayla’s chair, playing with the ends of her dark brown hair, his skin looking extra pasty against her deep fake tan I squint my eyes, watching them interact. Kayla’s addicted to relationships. I can’t remember a time when she didn’t have man candy on her arm, claiming they were her soulmate.

She calls it love, I call it codependency, but to each their own, I suppose. I’ve never even had a boyfriend, so who am I to judge?

The problem is, she’s also super attracted to preppy douchebags. Ones who have the money to buy the Ferraris but don’t know how to make them purr. And if they can’t handle a machine, how the hell does she expect them to handle her?

Cars remind me of Jackson, my dad’s newest star employee, and my kitty purrs just from the thought of him. He’s way too old for me and a thousand percent off-limits, but he’s hot so I can’t find it in me to care. Besides, there’s something oddly satisfying about slipping under his skin and causing him to shed his calm exterior. I find myself doing things just to get a reaction, and when I do, his irritation sizzles between us and settles into my veins like a current. It makes me feel powerful to incite such a strong reaction in a man who otherwise never cracks.

Besides, it’s nice having someone who doesn’t bend to my will and lay down at my feet, following me around like a lapdog once they find out who I am.

I pull out my phone and type a text.

ME:


Miss me yet, Jackson?



Closing the window, I don’t bother to wait for a response.

He rarely texts back, but it doesn’t deter me. He doesn’t live in Cali full-time, which makes zero sense to me since his work is here, but I guess the ties to his hometown are stronger than the pull of the California sun.

Swiping through my apps, I pull up my calorie tracker, mentally calculating my lunch before entering in the numbers. The app has a search with most common items listed, but I’ve been at this long enough to know the numbers by heart. I don’t really deviate from what I know, and I always keep the same restaurants in rotation so I don’t have the added anxiety of figuring out what I can and can’t eat.

I sigh, gripping my phone tighter. “You guys ready to go? I need to run home before the club tonight.”

Jared’s brows draw in. “What club?”

“I can’t remember, but does it matter? They’re all the same.” I slip on my sunglasses, nodding to the table behind me where my bodyguard, Lennox, sits. I don’t go anywhere without him; even before I made a name for myself in the influencer world, my father had Lennox at my side, not willing to take the risk of someone coming after me to get to him.

We live a blessed life of luxury. The kind people can only dream of, and greed breeds corruption from even the most unsuspecting people.

“How do you not remember what club you’re going to?” Jared pipes up again.

I shrug. “Sierra knows, but I gave her the afternoon off.”

“She’s the best.” Kayla sighs.

“She really is.” I nod in agreement.

Sierra is my manager, and the only reason I’m not a freaking mess all the time. She keeps me—and my schedule—in check. Honestly, she’s one of the closest people in my circle, and I trust her more than anyone else in my life.

“Should we go out the back?” Jared asks, glancing toward the paps.

I force a chuckle, my throat tightening around the noise. Clearly, Jared has no clue what this world is like. He comes from money, of course, Kayla wouldn’t be seen with him if not, but he’s never been in the limelight.

Obviously, Kayla didn’t let him know how things work around here.

Releasing my bottom lip from where it’s stuck between my teeth, I smile. “Nope, we go out the front. Give them what they’re after. I need some good shots of this outfit anyway.”

“You want them to take pics of you?”

Want is a strong word. I want the two hundred thousand I’m being paid for wearing this outfit; I don’t want the rest of it. It’s just an unfortunate side effect. But I won’t tell him that—even with my closest friends, I play the part.

Fake it till you make it…and then keep faking it forever, even after you do.

The legs of my chair scrape against the tile as I stand, but right before I grab my purse, my phone vibrates in my hand.

I look down and smile, my heart jumping in my chest.

JACKSON:


Not even a little bit.






Chapter 2

JACKSON

MY HOUSE FEELS FOREIGN. I CAN’T REALLY PLACE what’s causing the feeling, but whatever it is, it’s burning a crater in the center of my stomach.

It’s the first time I’ve been back in California with the intention of staying, but I’m no stranger to starting over in new places. Growing up a military brat teaches you to not get attached. To make friends quickly. To bend but not break. Change is the only constant in life, so I can’t for the life of me figure out why this change feels so damn different. Maybe it’s knowing that this time I had a choice. That it was 100 percent my decision to finally move from Sugarlake, Tennessee, to California. And while deep down I know it’s the right one, it still feels like I’m leaving something fundamental behind. Something beyond a mom I’ll go back to visit and memories I wish wouldn’t linger.

Right now I’m sitting in my living room, a warm beer in front of me, fireplace crackling and ESPN droning while I relentlessly pore over those memories. The more hours that tick by without distraction, the more my heart screams inside my chest, begging to go back to the people who own it. Unfortunately, those are the same people who have a tendency to break it.

One person in particular.

Alina May Carson, known to her friends and family as Lee.

The sweetheart of Sugarlake and my best friend for the past decade. I’ve been her sucker since we were kids—when she plopped down in my Mustang Fastback, grabbed my dad’s dog tags, and told me “real was beautiful.” The chain dangled by my heart, but her fingers tangled into my soul, and I wish like hell she’d loosen her grip. Realize that I need her to let go. It isn’t fair for her to hold on so tight when she doesn’t let me hold her back.

She has Chase for that now, anyway. And really, she’s always been his, no matter how much I’ve wished she’d pick me. Choose me.

I was just a stand-in. Her faithful sidekick. A pathetic sponge, absorbing her emotions and holding them when she couldn’t.

That’s all I ever am. An “in the moment” kind of guy. A distraction. A temporary fixture.

A second choice.

With everyone else, it’s a position I’ve mastered, grasping on to the title and wearing it like a crown. The resident charmer, the king of one-night stands. My legacy in Sugarlake is giving a good fuck—the best—one that provides them with whatever high they’re chasing and eases my own loneliness from being friend-zoned by the one woman who I’ve never seen as just a friend.

Sometimes it’s nice to feel wanted, to be the center of someone else’s everything, even temporarily.

But “temporary” erodes quickly, and if you don’t do something to fix the source, eventually, your whole damn soul will crumble. So leaving permanently was a difficult yet necessary step. I’ve been Lee’s Jax for so long, I don’t remember how to be my own.

My phone vibrates across my coffee table and I groan, leaning forward to snap it up. I forgot to call my mom and tell her I made it back okay, so I assume it’s her checking in.

I’m wrong.

BLAKELY:


Miss me yet, Jackson?



My teeth clench, irritation making my chest pull tight and my heartbeat rev. Blakely. Everything about the girl bothers me and I’m not sure why. I swear to God it’s her personal mission in life to get under my skin. She’s always just there, her sparkly iPhone at the ready, and her long-as-hell legs in my face. Legs that make my dick twitch and guilt spiral through my system because I definitely should not be attracted to a nineteen-year-old girl whose biggest asset is her follower count and her most genuine feature her inability to take no for an answer. So I lash out and she bites back, and I end the day feeling like a gigantic asshole, even when that’s the last thing I want to be.

My parents raised me right, taught me that respect is both something that’s earned and something to take pride in giving. And if there’s anything I strive to be, it’s someone my parents can be proud of.

My free hand reaches up, the pads of my fingers rolling along the metal chain of my necklace, the thought of my dad snapping my purpose back into focus.

He’s the reason I’m in California in the first place, after all. After he finished his military service, we spent his last days in a small two-bedroom house right on the coast of Monterey—every free second spent beneath the hood of some rusted-out car, turning a hunk of junk into a masterpiece.

I have a lot of good memories with my dad, but California is home to some of my favorites. If I close my eyes, I can still feel the rays of sun as they’d sprinkle in through the open garage, casting an orangey hue on oil-stained cement while he taught me how to jet the carburetor and see the potential of beauty in even the ugliest of shells. And at night, once the sun had slipped beneath the horizon and taken the last of our light, I’d sit on the concrete steps that led to the back door and watch in awe while he scrubbed Gojo soap on his hands, the water running black while he waxed poetic about our cars being on the big screen.

He was so sure in his conviction, I never doubted him for a second. But cancer ravaged his blood, taking him from this life before he was ready—before any of us were ready—to say goodbye.

So now his passion lives on through me.

And if working with the biggest producer in Hollywood, James Donahue, and letting his bratty kid annoy the hell out of me is what it takes to get my cars in the movies, then that’s what I’ll do.

But did I miss her?

Not even a little bit.




Chapter 3

BLAKELY

I BRUSH MY HAND ACROSS THE WALL ABSENT-mindedly, steadying myself from stumbling, exhaustion wringing my bones. It’s been a long night and I can’t wait to pass out. My nail snags on the corner of a picture frame, making my steps falter, my fingertip throbbing from where it jammed against the metal. Cursing, I glare at the portrait responsible for my pain.

It’s of my mother. They all are photos of my mother, encased in ornate frames and hung throughout our house like a shrine. A way for my father to gaze at her beauty without having to admit out loud he’s never moved on after her death. After I killed her.

She was the great love of his life—at least that’s the way the story goes—and sometimes I can’t help but think the reason he’s a workaholic is so he doesn’t have to stare at me too long, afraid he’ll start blaming me for taking her away.

I have her eyes. Only 5 percent of people in the entire world have them, and sometimes, I stare at her unblinking face in the photos and search for familiarity. For forgiveness. The canary yellow swirls into deep brown, dipping into the center of her irises—a kaleidoscope of colors frozen in a portrait, making me ache to see the amber hues warm. They don’t, of course. Snapshots can’t capture a soul, only a memory.

I’m sure my dad would tell me anything I wanted to know, but every time I bring it up, grief tugs on his happiness, trying to make it rip off his skin and disappear into the ethers. Once it’s gone, who knows how long it will be until it comes back—until he comes back. So I don’t like to ask.

Something sharp slices my insides at the thought, dulling the pain in my finger and making me break from my stare down with a woman I’ve never known. Continuing the trek to my bedroom, I try to shake away the tumultuous thoughts so I can get at least a few hours of sleep, but it’s no use. In these late-night hours—the only ones where I’m truly by myself—the thoughts always creep up and find me in the darkness. Thoughts that whisper like the most vicious kind of bully, tormenting me with cutting words and truths I keep shrouded in the shadows.

After changing out of my dress and slipping into a robe, I step into my suite. Mozart’s Moonlight Sonata, third movement plays softly from the built-in speakers, just like it does every night. I methodically strip off my makeup, pumping the face cleanser onto my Clarisonic brush three times, ensuring the droplets form directly in the middle before moving it along my skin. Thirty seconds for each side, then again for my forehead and chin. No longer, no less.

It’s the routines that keep me focused. Keep me sane.

After applying the last of my creams and elixirs, I drop the robe and walk to the full-length mirror for my nightly inventory.

Drawing in a deep breath, I step on the scale, closing my eyes tightly and counting to twenty-five, envisioning the result I’d like to see. Slowly, I slide my lids open, the knot in my stomach tightening as the light filters back in. My eyes blur for the slightest second before the bright red numbers come into focus.

One hundred and twelve point six. Shit.

That’s point three over what it was yesterday. My mind races, mentally calculating everything I ate and drank today, a tidal wave of regret surging through my system, rising up my esophagus and making my insides pull.

It’s the vodka sodas, I just know it.

Normally, when I make appearances, I don’t drink. Being underage is usually reason enough, but for some reason, when I was offered a drink tonight, I convinced myself that just one would be fine. But then one turned into two. That’s one hundred and ninety-two calories, assuming the bartender didn’t overpour— which they probably did—so who knows how much it actually was? My heart rate accelerates, my throat closing around the uncertainty.

My body feels heavy, and as I step off the scale and stare in the mirror, I can almost see where the extra calories are already making a home. My face sours, the tang of disgust settling thick on my tongue.

Scoffing, I turn away, my lack of self-control smacking against my insides and making the haziness of exhaustion disappear, an antsy energy whipping through my muscles and pushing me toward my closet.

I can’t believe I put that poison in my body.

Weak, Blakely. Fucking pathetic.

Throwing on a sports bra and leggings, I glance at the clock on my nightstand, grimacing when I realize I’m supposed to be awake in four hours and headed to Donahue Motors. To the job my father has forced me into so that I can “start to take life seriously.”

For just a moment, I consider giving myself some leeway and slipping between my sheets, but the overwhelming need to watch the calories burn away on the elliptical wins, choking me with impatience.

As I rush down the hall and toward the staircase, I keep my head down, not wanting to see identical eyes on a stranger’s face staring back at me.

Judging me, just like everybody else.

“You look tired.” Jackson’s voice rumbles across the entrance of Donahue Motors, his wavy, dirty-blond hair swishing against his jaw.

My stomach flips, and I push my sunglasses to my head as I stop in front of him. “That’s usually code for you look like shit, so thank you, once again, for your never-ending kindness.”

His thick, pale arms cross against his broad chest, the tendons in his forearms flexing at the movement. My gut clenches.

Damn, he’s pretty.

His brow quirks, and he leans forward. “Fine. You look like shit. Better?”

The words—even though I pushed for them—cause anxiety to creep through the cracks of my makeup. My fingers strain against the urge to pull out a mirror and make sure I don’t actually look like a train wreck. It’s early, and nobody here gives a damn one way or the other, but you never know when someone will be lurking—when a photo will be taken and end up circulating online. It only takes a second, and I can’t afford a shitty picture. It doesn’t fit the brand.

The longer I internally panic, the more Jackson’s eyes narrow, his grassy-green gaze sharp and penetrating, like he’s trying to strip away my paint and see the bodywork underneath.

A thrill zips through me, loving the weight of his stare. My chest relaxes from where it was gripping my lungs tight.

I swallow, meeting his gaze and daring him to dig deeper. To press further.

“Jax, honey, your order came in this morning.” Karen, the office assistant, walks in from the back hall, causing Jackson to break our connection. Charm glides over his body like an aura, polishing away his grit—a blinding white smile spreading across his face as he spins to face her.

His elbows rest on top of the reception counter. “Karen, what would I do without you?”

I watch, fascinated, as the hue on Karen’s porcelain cheeks blooms a deep shade of rose and she legit giggles like a schoolgirl. Gross, Karen. You’re like sixty. Get it together.

“Oh, hush. You’d do just fine.”

Jackson’s smile grows, his hand leaping to his heart. “I beg to differ. You’re the cherry to my pie, sweet thing.”

She playfully pushes against his arm. “And you’re an insufferable flirt, has anyone ever told you that?”

“I just call it like I see it.” He winks.

I snort, my hand slapping over my mouth at the noise.

Jackson’s back stiffens and he looks toward me. “Something funny, Blake?”

I bite my lip and shake my head. Blake. Why he gives me a nickname when he won’t give me the time of day is beyond me.

He runs his big hand through his hair, and my eyes track the motion. Normally, I’m not a fan of longer hair on guys, but for some reason, with Jackson, I can’t imagine him any other way.

And I have imagined him. Frequently. Not that I’d ever admit it out loud. He’s not my type, and definitely not the kind of person who I could have on my arm in public. He may have the movie star looks, but he doesn’t have the pedigree. At the root of everything, he’s blue-collar. My father’s employee and someone who would never understand the lifestyle.

He’s too old for me anyway.

He taps his knuckles on the countertop. “See ya later, Karen. Don’t work too hard or I’ll be forced to come back up here and take you out for an extra-long lunch.”

She smiles, her blush deepening as she waves him off.

He turns, sparing me a single glance and disappearing through the glass doors leading to the garage.

Smiling softly at Karen, I walk closer. “I’m at your service today, Karen. Put me to work.”

The grin she held for Jackson slips from her face, transforming into a grimace as she regards me. “Like usual, Miss Donahue, not much for you to do other than manning the front desk and answering calls. I can handle the rest.”

Irritation surges through my insides even as I keep a smile painted on my face. “It’s just Blakely, Karen.”

Karen hums and grabs a stack of papers as she walks away.

I plop into the reception desk chair, spinning around and sighing as I resign myself to my fate. I have to play nice, for my father’s sake, but being here makes me itch. Every minute that ticks away on the clock is another wasted second that I could be dedicating to my career. The one nobody takes seriously except me. They don’t understand the dedication, and I don’t think they ever will.

There was a moment when I thought my father saw the truth. When he sat me down, saying he wanted me to take up a position with Donahue Inc., my chest warmed, thinking that he saw how hard I worked at being an influencer. At the business I conduct behind the scenes. But, of course, he didn’t. He sees the pictures in the papers and falls for the act, just like everyone else.

So instead of giving me a real chance to prove my worth, he stowed me away at Donahue Motors, a branch of his conglomerate responsible for making prop cars used in the movies he produces.

Out of sight, out of mind.

I could have told him no, I suppose. But I know he’s doing it out of love, even if it’s misguided, and I don’t want to disappoint him. He’s the only family I’ve got.

Besides, he’s not a bad father, just an absent one.

A squeak from the hallway brings me out of my thoughts. Karen comes back around the corner, huffing and puffing, pushing a dolly with large boxes.

I jump out of my chair, rushing to her side. “Let me do that, Karen. Where are they going?”

“Oh no, Miss Donahue, don’t worry about me. I’ve got years left in these bones yet,” she protests.

I don’t listen, moving her to the side, my hands replacing hers on the handle.

She doesn’t put up a fight. “They’re going out to the garage. It’s the order Jax has been waiting on.”

“On it.” I smile, winking at her. I’m overcompensating, trying for the thousandth time to gain her approval, but it doesn’t work. She gives me nothing more than a small lift in the corner of her mouth and goes behind the front desk, already on to her next task.

Pushing through the glass doors that lead into the expansive garage, I roll the boxes over to the shelving of inventory and glance around, looking for broad shoulders and sun-kissed hair.

I find him hunched under the hood of a forest-green convertible. I’m not sure what kind of car it is, only that it looks old and expensive.

“You know,” I say, my stomach tightening as his back straightens from my voice. “I sincerely hope you come with better lines than what you used on poor Karen when you’re trying to snag some vag.”

He sighs, straightening up and looking at me with a blank face. Turning, he sets his tool down and walks around the car, leaning against the driver’s side door.

“Should you be leaning against that?” I gesture toward the convertible.

“Should you be using words like ‘snag some vag’?” he bites back.

A pang of excitement slams into my stomach. Jackson’s feisty today.

“Well, I don’t know what lingo you old folk are into these days, but vag is short for vagina.” I smile big and wide.

His jaw twitches. “I’m familiar.”

Smirking, I eye him up and down, wiggling my eyebrows. “Oh, I have no doubt.” Walking over and peering inside the front of the car, I wrap my fingers around a rod that’s holding up the hood. “What ya working on?”

I feel the heat of his body as he comes to stand next to me. His hand wraps around mine, the weight of his touch as he peels my fingers off the metal making my breath stick in my throat.

“Be careful, please. You could hurt yourself,” he murmurs next to my ear.

Blowing out a shaky exhale, my stomach clenches. “Careful, Jackson. It almost sounds like you care.” Spinning around, my eyes rest on his Adam’s apple, the intensity of his attention wrapping around me like a blanket.

I peer up at him through my lashes, marveling at the sharp angles of his jaw, inhaling the scent of rubber and oil, mixed with a delicious spice I can’t place. It’s heady, and it makes me lightheaded.

He takes a step back, snapping a hairband against his wrist. “Look, Blakely, I don’t have time for this. This car is supposed to be on your dad’s set tomorrow, so if you’re not in here to help, then get the fuck out.”

I raise my chin, my defenses rising at his brush-off. “I am here to help. My dad sent me, actually, and I doubt he’d like to hear that you’re anything less than nice.”

“He sent you here to be watched because you’re still a kid who can’t take anything seriously for one goddamn second,” he snaps. “So, go ahead. Run and tell your daddy I’ve been mean. He’ll give me a bonus on my next check for not falling at your feet like your vapid friends and empty followers.”

My gut twists, his accusations ringing in my ears. “My father doesn’t take the time to learn what it is I actually do and instead decides to believe what he sees.” I take in a breath, batting away the hurt that tries to leach from my bones. “But at the end of the day, he’s still my father, and if he feels like I’m being treated unfairly, he won’t stand for it.

“And, Jackson.” I step back into him, close enough where I can see the faint outline of a necklace underneath his shirt. “I’m still looking for a daddy. Know anyone up for the challenge?”

Jackson’s nostrils flare, his fists clenching at his sides, and like a hit of nicotine, my head buzzes with satisfaction. He’s right, after all. He doesn’t treat me the way everyone else does, and in a world of perfect photos and staged happiness, there’s something intensely gratifying about the realness of his irritation. The rawness of his anger.

I like knowing I’m the one who draws out the passion that hides beneath his laid-back charm.

The truth is, I’m addicted to Jackson’s hatred.




Chapter 4

JACKSON

“YOU SHOULD COME TO THE CLUB TONIGHT,” Blakely says.

I cringe, my stomach jumping at her question. “No.”

“Oh, come on, Jackson. I want to see those corny lines work in person.” She laughs, walking over to my industrial toolbox and jumping up to sit on its surface.

“Pass.”

Her long, tanned legs swing back and forth, the heels of her shoes hitting the metal drawers, creating a tapping rhythm that echoes through the garage.

“You’re a bore,” she complains, sticking her shiny bottom lip out.

“That’s what happens in old age.” I shrug, biting on my cheek to keep from smiling.

A spark hits her eyes and my chest pinches. I shouldn’t make jokes, it will only encourage her, which is the opposite of what I want. In fact, I’ve been doing everything in my power to dissuade her.

My brain knows she’s off-limits, but my dick disagrees, and since she doesn’t seem to even know the meaning of the word boundaries, I need to be careful with our interactions. “How would your father feel about you asking me to go?”

A wicked grin splits her face, but then her eyes move past me and her smile falters.

“How would I feel about what?” a deep, booming voice interrupts.

I look behind me and see the father in question, James Donahue, walking across the garage.

Blakely beams at him, shrugging. “I’m trying to make friends with Jackson, and he isn’t being very nice about it.”

His thick, black eyebrow arches, his hands resting in the pockets of his three-piece suit. “Is that so?”

“Yep,” she continues. “Asked him to go with me to the club appearance I have.”

Mr. Donahue’s lips twist, his forehead creasing as he looks between us.

Blakely sighs. “Don’t worry, he said no.”

“You should consider saying no too,” he says, his stare pointed.

She scoffs. “It’s work, Dad.”

He looks around, his arms spread wide. “This is work, Blakely. Something tangible. Something you can build on. What you do is bang away for an algorithm just to feed your ego.”

Unease pours through my veins at her flinch. Damn, that was harsh.

James Donahue is a dick. He expects excellence at every level, and if something gets between him and what he wants, he’ll slice you quicker than a paper cut. I hate kissing ass, but I’m willing to do almost anything to make sure my dad’s dream comes to fruition, and the Donahue name has a stranglehold on the industry.

“How are things going around here?” Mr. Donahue walks around, stopping to peruse the Austin-Healey 3000 that’s due on set tomorrow.

“Great.” I nod. “Right on track.”

He smiles, stopping next to where Blakely sits on my toolbox, and for the first time, I notice the resemblance between them.

“She’s not distracting you, is she?” He turns to Blakely. “What are you even doing out here, Blakely? Karen says she’s been looking for you. Your purpose here isn’t to distract the other employees.”

Blakely’s shoulders slump, her shiny lips parting as she tucks a strand of hair behind her ear.

“She was helping,” I rush out.

I don’t know why I say it, especially when it’s a lie. She was distracting me. But there’s something about the way her sparkle dimmed that tugs at my chest, making me want to buff away the look in her eyes just to see them shine. “I asked her to help me unload the new order,” I continue. “Wanted to make sure I could stay on track with the Healey.”

Mr. Donahue looks over to Blakely. “Good. You should still make sure to let Karen know where you are, so she doesn’t waste time looking.”

Blakely nods. “You’re right, I’m sorry. I’m gonna go see if she needs anything.” She hops down, brushing off her jeans and gazing up at her father. “Will you be home for dinner?”

He shakes his head and the remainder of her confidence deflates, longing screaming from her eyes. She blinks and it’s gone, a smile pinned on in its place. She goes up on her tiptoes to kiss her father’s cheek, then brushes by him, her dark brown hair swishing as she rushes to head back inside.

Mr. Donahue watches her walk away, his eyes turning down at the corners. “Thank you for putting her to work,” he says, finally breaking his stare with the door.

I clear my throat, my fingers running along the chain around my neck. “It’s no problem.”

He smirks, leveling me with a knowing look. “Karen says she doesn’t do much.”

A flicker of irritation licks at my bones. Why would she say that?

Sure, Blakely doesn’t really want to be here, that’s obvious, but I haven’t seen Karen go out of her way to try, choosing to delegate her to reception to answer the phones instead. There’s only so much you can do when you’re stuck at a front desk for a business that doesn’t have customers.

“She seems to do fine with what she’s tasked with,” I say carefully. I’m not sure why I’m defending her. It would work in my favor to convince him she doesn’t belong. Maybe then he’ll move her to a different branch of Donahue Inc., which would stop giving her the opportunity to push herself on me when all I want is to keep her away.

“Mmm,” Mr. Donahue hums. “Well, you’ll keep an eye on her, then.”

An uncomfortable feeling slinks through my insides, churning my gut. I nod slowly. “I’ll do what I can when she’s here, sir. No problem.”

He rubs his jaw as he assesses me. “That club she’s going to tonight…I want you to go with her.”

My heart drops, taking my stomach with it. “What?”

He glances at the watch on his wrist. “She insists on playing out this role of ‘celebrity.’” He finger-quotes as he speaks the word celebrity. “One who doesn’t do anything, choosing to live off our last name and my legacy, instead of working for her reputation. This world is filled with people who will use her and toss her to the side when they’re done. People that will influence her to make bad choices. I’d much rather have someone with her that I can trust.”

I chuckle from the feeling of pure disbelief that’s flowing through me. “With all due respect, that’s not my job.”

His eyes flare. “I’m asking you to make it your job.”

Shit.

I don’t want to fuck this up—my chance of achieving what I’ve been working toward for years. And as much as I’d like to think that James Donahue is a man of honor and integrity, I also think he’s a man who doesn’t like to be told no by the people on his payroll.

Nausea swirls in my stomach, my mind racing to figure out a way to stay on his good side while also avoiding the torture of babysitting a nineteen-year-old socialite.

I come up blank.

So even though I should say no, I want to say no…I say yes instead.

How bad can it be?




Chapter 5

BLAKELY

SWEAT DRIPS DOWN MY BROW, AND I SOAK IN THE feeling as it coats my skin. Glancing at my Apple watch, I check how many calories I’ve burned. Seven hundred and three. Once I get to one thousand, I’ll stop. Realistically, I’d love to hit at least fifteen hundred, but time won’t allow it. I ramp up the intensity on the treadmill.

Tonight, I’m making an appearance at Club Ransom, and while I’m so exhausted I may need to glue my eyelids open, I bask in the chaos of a constantly busy schedule. It keeps me from standing still—and every still moment is a wasted second.

“You need to be in makeup at seven. We’ll arrive to Ransom at eight thirty. Twenty minutes on the press line, ten minutes for pictures, then you’ll be taken inside to host. They want an hour minimum of you up front… Blakely, are you with me?” Sierra snaps her fingers in my face.

I nod along, her voice drowning out the slap of my feet against the treadmill. “Who’s the DJ tonight?” I huff out.

“DJ Andelo.”

My brows draw in. “Am I supposed to know him?”

Sierra shrugs. “I don’t think you’ve met.” She spins, pulling two hangers from the rack of clothes set up behind her. “Now, do you want to go with the Amber Allen or the Retzy top?”

I want to wear my sweats, but that definitely wouldn’t draw the right attention. I can see the headlines now.

“Let’s go with the Retzy.” I’ve been putting off wearing it because I know once I do, I won’t see it again, and it’s one of my favorite pieces.

I’ve never been photographed in the same outfit twice.

The doorbell rings—most likely my glam team—and Sierra rushes out of the gym to let them in.

I glance over at Lennox, who’s currently lounging in the corner at a small table, his buzzed pale head buried in a worn paperback of Dracula. Even though I’ve spent more time with him than anyone else, we might as well be strangers. All I know about him is he’s thirty-three, and he’s extremely skilled in fighting. When he’s not at my side, he’s lost in a book, and sometimes I feel envy crawl through my chest, wishing I could take his place and lose myself between the pages of someone else’s story.

But there’s no time for that.

My phone vibrates from where it’s resting in the treadmill’s cup holder. I snatch it up quickly, wondering who would be texting me that isn’t already in the house.

JACKSON:


Still want some company tonight?



My heart skips. I slow the treadmill for a two-minute cooldown as I text him back.

ME:


…are you fucking with me?



JACKSON:


Nope. Are you taking back your invitation?



I chew on my lip as I contemplate how to respond. When I asked him to come with, I didn’t expect him to say yes. The truth is, going to these clubs isn’t a party; it’s an obligation.

ME:


It’s not really going to be fun. I’ll be working.



JACKSON:


Working? At the club?



ME:


Yeah…I didn’t think you’d take my offer seriously. I don’t think you’ll have a good time. :(



The treadmill beeps as it comes to a stop, and I stand there for a few long seconds, waiting for him to text back. I’m caught off guard by him texting me and even more so by him wanting to hang out. Something takes flight inside me at the thought, soaring through my chest and whipping around my stomach.

JACKSON:


Look, your dad wants me there. Make it easier on both of us and just let me tag along to keep an eye on you, princess.



I inhale sharply, hurt shocking the breath from my lungs. Of course there’s an ulterior motive. Silly me, thinking he’d had a change of heart. For just a second, I consider telling him to go fuck himself. But as much shit as I give Jackson, I don’t want him on my father’s bad side.

Sighing, I text him back the address, telling him to meet me at the house and ride with us. I walk over to where Lennox sits and stare down at him, sweat beading on my cooling forehead, my hands on my hips. “I have a friend showing up here soon, his name is Jackson. Tall guy, shaggy blond hair. If I’m busy, will you make sure he’s let in?”

Lennox grunts a response, his icy-blue eyes glancing my way before sliding behind me, his fingers tightening around the edges of his book. I spin around to see what stole his attention.

Kayla comes prancing into the gym and a smile overtakes my face. I’ve known Kayla since the first day of prep school. Her father is a sought-out director who works with mine frequently, so we bonded quickly, both of us knowing what it’s like to grow up in the belly of the beast that is the Hollywood elite.

“Hey, girl. I didn’t know if you would make it tonight.” I wave.

She grins. “Duh. Why wouldn’t I?”

“Thought you’d be busy with Jared.” My nose scrunches as I say his name.

Kayla’s smile dims. “Nope, I cut him loose.”

“Why?” I’m not really surprised. As quick as Kayla falls in love, she falls out faster. Even a perfect man would eventually fall off her pedestal.

She shrugs, running her hand through her pin-straight locks. “He kept asking about you. Wouldn’t shut up about it, really. I’ve got literally zero interest in toting around somebody who’s only using me to get to you.”

My stomach tightens, her words jabbing me, even though I’m sure she didn’t mean them that way. “Really? He was kind of a dick to me.”

She shrugs again. “Probably because you weren’t giving him the attention he wanted.” She sighs, sticking her bottom lip out. “It sucks though. I really thought he was the one.”

I squint my eyes. “You always think that.”

“Yeah, well…one of these times, I’ll be right.”

Laughing, I toss my towel in the hamper near the door. “Your optimism is inspiring.”

“Good.” She smiles, plopping down across from Lennox. “Hi, Lenny.”

I stifle my smirk as I watch his jaw tense, his eyes boring holes into the pages of his book. Kayla is forever flirting with Lennox, and he’s forever ignoring that she exists. Not that it deters her.

“Okay, you two play nice. I’m gonna go grab a shower.”

It isn’t until I’m rinsing the shampoo from my hair, the warm water cascading over my sore muscles, that the stillness creeps in. It allows me a free moment to drown in my thoughts, recognizing that in a houseful of people—all here for me—I’ve never felt so alone.

There are butterflies doing flips in my stomach, and I have no idea why.

Okay, that’s a lie.

I have a little bit of an idea why, and he’s currently sitting across the club, the ends of his blond hair brushing against his sharp jaw. It’s down tonight and has a slight wave, like he dipped in the California sea and let the salty water mold the strands.

My nerves meld into a different type of flutter when Kayla throws her head back, her white teeth gleaming as she laughs at something he says.

Why did I think it was okay to leave them alone together?

Jackson never showed up to the house, and Sierra wouldn’t let us wait, so I texted him to meet Lennox outside the club. But it didn’t cross my mind that my love-starved best friend would be his entertainment while I was working.

It doesn’t matter, I guess. I should be happy that he doesn’t seem bored to death. Clubs don’t really seem like his type of scene. To be honest, they’re not really mine either.

Kayla’s hand shoots out, caressing his arm. My fingernails press into my palms. Deep down I know I have nothing to worry about. As soon as she realizes he’s my father’s employee, someone who works on cars for a living, she’ll lose interest. But it doesn’t stop my stomach from tightening with irritation, because while I’m stuck onstage, a headache pounding between my ears, and a DJ who loves to play grab-ass, Kayla gets to enjoy the attention of Jackson Rhoades. It doesn’t seem fair. Even worse, he seems to be enjoying her company.

My gaze skims along the lines of Kayla’s barely there curves, her perfectly toned legs front and center. Green gusts of jealousy burn through my chest as I watch her guzzle her blue drink. I wonder what it feels like to enjoy something so freely—to savor the taste as it rests on your tongue. To not have regret attacking your psyche with every sugary sip.

My eyes bounce to Jackson, his perfect smile pulling up one side of his pouty mouth and his black T-shirt snug around his biceps. I’ve always thought maybe he was putting on a show with his flirtations and laid-back attitude. But in this setting, watching from afar, I realize it’s just in his nature. The charm exudes from his pores like it’s overflowing from the tap, and I know the second I walk over, it will disappear.

Am I that unpalatable? Is Kayla that much better?

Maybe he can see the difference in us, can tell that while she’s effortless, I’m a constant struggle.

A never-ending work in progress.

A fraud.

I feel the brush of a palm along my lower hip, and I turn, staring into the gray eyes of DJ Andelo.

Gripping his wrist, I smile. “Watch your hands.”

He smirks, his neon-pink headphones pressed between his shoulder and his ear, while he leans forward and shouts into the mic. “Everyone having a good time tonight? Give it up! We’ve got the stunning Blakely Donahue in the house!”

Cheers erupt, a sea of hands and hair flying as they jump to the beat.

Anxiety eats away at my insides, and I try to find my center.

Deep breath in. One. Two. Three. Deep breath out.

Slowly, the rubber band around my chest loosens, allowing the Blakely Donahue they all expect to come to the forefront, knowing that as long as I play my part, they won’t look too deep. Won’t see through to my core and realize I’m an imposter.

I’ve tricked the world into thinking I’m somebody, when really, I’m nothing more than what they pay me to be.

A walking, talking billboard.

But I’m damn good at it.

Closing my eyes, I throw my hands above my head and move my hips to the beat, hoping they’ll get some candid shots to circulate online. My goal is to come across lost in the music, having the time of my life, even though I’m anything but.

Controlling the narrative is everything.

Suddenly, a frisson of energy snaps at my skin, sending a rush of tingles up my spine. I don’t even have to look to know it’s him. There’s a magnetism whenever Jackson’s eyes are on me, an attention that splices me deep and tries to draw out everything I keep locked inside.

I open my eyes, our gazes locking like pieces of a puzzle.

He’s not smiling. Just looking.

Watching.

A grin grows on my face as I hold his stare, my hips moving faster to the beat.

He shifts uncomfortably, and my eyes trail down his body, warmth shooting through my stomach and pooling between my thighs at the sudden urge to know what it would feel like to move my hips in his lap instead of on a stage.

Smirking, he leans back, spreading his legs out in front of him. Kayla’s mouth is moving, and he nods to whatever she’s saying, but his eyes stay on me, burning me from the inside out.

Just the way I like it.
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