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      Poppy Ashford scowled darkly at the ceiling of her apartment when she heard moaning and thumping. She had moved in two months ago, and nearly every night she heard distinctive sexual sounds from the penthouse above her that left little doubt as to what was going on up there. The women in that apartment came and went in revolving-door fashion, but the man—some hotshot real estate developer—was the one who actually lived there.

      Artie, the front desk security guard, called him the Penthouse Prince, somewhat sarcastically, but Poppy figured it had to be because his apartment took up the entire top floor of the building. It had to be a palace.

      At another cry of passion from above, Poppy retrieved her broom, climbed onto her couch, and smacked the broomstick into the ceiling.

      “Shut up!” she shouted.

      A second later, the sounds stopped.

      “Thank God.” Poppy sank onto the couch and glanced at the clock.

      It was ten p.m. She had been working late on a project for her company, Chesney & Dalton, a boutique law firm in downtown Chicago. She’d gotten the job a few months ago, and they had paid for her to move from Missouri to Chicago to live in this stunning apartment, which occupied half of the floor below the penthouse of this expensive apartment building. The other half of her floor housed a yoga studio. It was an amazing place to live, aside from her upstairs neighbor and his sexcapades.

      She rubbed her eyes, exhausted from hours of staring at her laptop while she read through discovery documents. Even though it was a Friday night, she had a long weekend ahead of her.

      A sudden rush of sounds upstairs made her groan. Shouting, but this time not the amorous kind, started in the apartment above. There was a crash and heavy, running steps. A slamming door and then silence. Poppy tilted her head, straining to hear.

      “Come on, let me back in,” a deep voice called. “It’s my home, babe.”

      Knocking, then silence, then slow steps down the small stairwell that led to her floor. Poppy jumped when someone knocked on her apartment door.

      “Who is it?” she called from her couch, but she had a feeling she knew who was there.

      “Your neighbor from 15A.”

      The Penthouse Prince himself.

      Poppy got to her feet, and with a nervous breath, she opened the door. It took everything in her for her eyes to not pop out of her head at the sight before her.

      A tall, entirely naked man stood in front of her, clutching a dish towel over his groin, blocking the view of that part of him. Everything else—every rippling muscle, his cut abdomen, the V-shaped muscles leading down to the dish towel—was in full glorious view.

      Holy sh—

      “Hi,” a husky voice greeted her. “Sorry to bother you so late. Can I use your phone?”

      “Uh . . . yeah.  Right.” Poppy stepped back, her brain doing a strange fizzling thing it had never done before as he stepped into her apartment. She stared fixedly at his face, the perfect hard angles of his straight nose and chiseled jaw. He had the darkest eyes, almost black, and his hair was a rich chocolate brown. He flashed her a surprisingly bashful grin.

      “My date and I had a bit of a disagreement.” He chuckled, but his cheekbones flushed with a hint of color. Could a playboy blush?

      Poppy handed him her phone.

      “Hey, Artie, my man! How are you?” he asked and winked at Poppy playfully. A bolt of arousal went straight through her. The man was electric. No wonder her ceiling thumped nearly every night.

      “Do you mind coming and unlocking my door again? Thanks, man.” The Penthouse Prince hung up and returned her phone.

      “Thanks, sugar. I owe you.” He reached out his free hand. “I’m Beckham Ellicott.”

      “Poppy Ashford.” She shook his hand and watched as he backed out of her apartment, still grinning, before he went back up the stairs to wait for Artie.

      Beckham Ellicott. She shook her head and tried not to laugh. He looked like a young David Beckham, minus the tattoos.

      Now she had a face and a body to picture when she heard sounds from above. God help her when she had work to do, and all she would think about was him.
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      The next night, Poppy didn’t think twice about answering her door when she heard a knock, even though she was wearing her comfortable loungewear and had no makeup on her face. She also didn’t expect to see Beckham at her door. Fully dressed, with a pizza in one hand and a bottle of wine in the other.

      “Hey, neighbor.” He grinned. “Got dinner plans?”

      “Uh . . .” God, she was having trouble talking. How did he manage to short-circuit her brain?

      “No plans? Excellent.” He stepped inside and glanced around, finding the kitchen and setting the pizza and wine on her table. “I have to thank you for last night. Artie let me in.”

      “And your date?” Poppy finally found her voice.

      “We decided the evening was over. She thought we were going to be more serious,” Beckham answered carefully.

      “Wow, so you are that guy,” Poppy said with a snort.

      “I am.” He didn’t even apologize. “But not tonight. Tonight, I owe you pizza and wine, sugar.”

      “As neighbors,” Poppy insisted.

      “Of course. Scout’s honor.” He performed a Boy Scout salute with a boyish grin that should not have been sexy, but damn, it was. She grabbed two wineglasses and a bottle opener, and her eyes widened as she noted the red wine was a Château Margaux.

      “Oh my God, is that . . .” She was afraid to even touch the wine now. That bottle had to have cost five grand.

      “Yeah, a nice vintage. 2002.” Beckham poured her a glass, and she accepted it with a shaky hand.

      “Plates?” he asked as he brushed by her in the kitchen. She pointed, and one of his hands lightly and oh-so-innocently gripped her hip to hold her still as he passed her to open the cabinet. Heat flared in her lower belly as he reached around her to pull the pizza box toward him. He seemed completely unaware of his effect on her. He had to know, though, right? He had to know what his effect on women was. He offered her a plate. It was sausage pizza.

      “Hope you’re okay with sausage. I almost ordered cheese, just in case.”

      “No, this is fine.” She did actually like sausage.

      “Great. You’re not one of those no-eating-on-the-couch types, are you?”

      “No, we can eat there,” she replied as he headed straight for her leather couch. It wasn’t a new couch, but it was her favorite place to relax. The soft leather was worn just enough not to squeak, and it was buttery soft.

      Beckham sat down and placed his plate and glass on the coffee table before he reached for the remote. Typical man, she thought.

      “So, what are we watching?” he asked.

      Poppy stared at him, torn between confusion and laughter. She hadn’t planned to watch anything, but it was Saturday night, and she was at home and didn’t technically have to work tonight.

      “How about a romantic comedy?”

      Beckham gave her a look and then sighed as though he carried the world on his shoulders.

      “Because I owe you, I’ll suffer a dreaded rom-com, but the next time, hell no.”

      “What do you have against romantic comedies?” Poppy asked as she joined him on the couch. He looked too sexy in those blue jeans, which were hugging him ever so tightly, and his faded NASA T-shirt and Converse shoes. God, he was hot. She prayed she’d never see him in a suit—it might just kill her.

      “Seriously? They’re written by men. They don’t have realistic plots. They’re silly. None of the women I’ve ever met in real life are that stupid.” He took a bite of his pizza and slung an arm over the back of the couch behind her, not touching her, but resting just above her back. It was weirdly not weird, but actually kind of nice.

      She hadn’t dated during law school because of the work demand, and now she was still working too hard to date. It was nice to have a guy around, though.

      “Okay, so some of the movies suck, but I like to laugh.”

      “Me too,” Beckham said, and his eyes crinkled slightly at the corners. This was definitely a man who liked to laugh.

      As he toggled through romantic comedies, Poppy took the chance to ask him about his job.

      “So Artie says you’re a real estate mogul?”

      “Artie’s spilling my secrets? Good to know.” Beckham chuckled and raked a hand through his dark hair. It was longer than most men wore theirs, but a perfect length for a woman to run her fingers through.

      Stop thinking about that. You’re not going to touch him or his hair, no matter how silky it looks.

      “Yes, I’m a developer. You?”

      “Lawyer.”

      “No shit.” He laughed. “I’ve dated a few. Most of them are . . .” He didn’t bother to finish.

      “A little uptight and aggressive?” Poppy supplied.

      “Exactly.” He pointed his pizza at her with a playful smirk, then nodded at the TV. “How about this one?”

      “9 to 5? With Dolly Parton?” She hadn’t seen that movie in years. “That’s not a traditional rom-com.”

      “No, it’s better, and the women in it are real, not some silly Hollywood misrepresentations.”

      “Wow. You either have a thing for Dolly Parton or you must really hate romantic comedies.”

      Beckham laughed, the sound a rich timbre that made her toes curl. “I think every hot-blooded man appreciates Dolly Parton, both for her genuine niceness and her amazing rack. I was raised by a working mom, and she kicked ass. This movie always reminds me of her.”

      “She’s gone?” Poppy asked, her heart wrenching at that sad thought.

      “Yeah, to breast cancer, two years ago. She was amazing,” Beckham said more quietly, his gaze distant.

      “Sorry,” Poppy murmured. “9 to 5, then,” and she settled in to watch the movie.

      Over the next hour and a half, she laughed so hard she almost cried.

      And they polished off the entire bottle of wine between them.

      Beckham collected their plates and glasses, while she put away the leftover pizza.

      “Thanks for dinner tonight, Beckham.” Poppy couldn’t deny she’d had a great time.

      “My pleasure. It’s nice to have a friend here in the building.” He pulled out his cell. “I’m going to give you my number. Not because I’m hitting on you, but just in case you need it.”

      “Why would I need it? Not that I’m saying no.”

      “Well, I do own the building, so if you ever need something fixed or whatever . . .”

      “You own the building? Artie never mentioned that.” Poppy flushed with embarrassment.

      “So, Artie held that one back? Good.” He chuckled. “Now tell me your number, sugar.”

      Poppy, to her own amazement, did. Her phone chimed a second later, and she saw a smiley face emoji with his name.

      “Well, I better head out.” He gave her a wink, and she followed him to the door.

      “Have a good night, Poppy.” Beckham tapped his fingers in a playful pattern on the doorframe before he stepped into the hall and took the stairs up to the penthouse, leaving Poppy confused, excited, and then suddenly very lonely.

      In a way, it had been like meeting a real prince. He was all charm, good looks, and dripping with sex appeal. Yet he’d walked away, as all princes must. After all, she was only a commoner. It was such a silly thing, but Poppy couldn’t help but think it
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