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I SWALLOW, MY HEART pounding to the beat of the nightclub’s music, which sounds like something between an auto-tuned sparrow and a garbage disposal. 

“Pham, you have to relax,” Adeline says. “You can’t flirt with a guy if you look like you’re on the verge of puking up your dinner.” 

Adeline is a friend of mine, though I use the word “friend” loosely. We’ve known each other since high school, though we weren’t particularly close back then because we ran in different social circles. We only got to really talking to each other after I dropped out of college and moved back to town. 

At first, I was wary when she approached me at the movie theater a few months ago, and to be honest, I’m still wary about her. She’s not a bad person, but she isn’t exactly a law-abiding citizen. In high school, she would skip more classes than she attended and casually vape in the restroom (I, on the other hand, was a straight-A student who attended every single class and studied her ass off in order to make her Vietnamese Immigrant Parents proud). 

These days, instead of working at a traditional job, she makes a living by stealing money and expensive things from intoxicated rich guys at nightclubs, something that she’s very talented at. With her platinum-blond beauty and generous bosom, she often leaves sober men struggling to form sentences. For her, stealing a drunk guy’s wallet is like taking candy from a baby. 

And she’s going to teach me how to do it. 

Normally, I wouldn’t even think about stealing. I feel guilty returning library books after the due date and taking two free samples when the sign says, Please take one. 

But my mom was in the hospital for ovarian cancer. Thankfully, she’s now healthy and in remission. However, she racked up a lot of medical bills, many of which are way past their due date. For a while, Dad tried to take care of them on his own. However, since he’s also got bills and the mortgage to worry about, he didn’t make much progress. 

Last year, despite his and Mom’s protests, I dropped out of college in the middle of my junior year, so they wouldn’t have to concern themselves with my tuition anymore. And to help with the medical debt, I got a job at the movie theater. I’ve made a little dent in the mountain of hospital bills, but minimum wage can take you only so far. Mom wanted to help by getting a job too. Dad and I shut down that idea pretty quick, though. She might be cured, but her battle with ovarian cancer left her not as strong as she used to be, so we want her to take it easy.

“Hey, look at me,” Adeline says.

When I obey, she holds my chin and continues, “I steal because I like fancy things. You’re stealing for noble, selfless reasons. In my book, you ain’t committing a crime.”

“Unfortunately, the law book says I am,” I mutter.

“Hey, do you think all of these rich guys got wealthy through legit, noble means? Think of ourselves as Robin Hood. We steal from the rich and give to the poor.” She grins. “Which is us, of course.”

Her logic doesn’t not make sense. 

“What if I get caught?” I ask. My parents don’t need to bail me out of jail on top of their medical debt.

“Then just give them your innocent-Bambi eyes and say, ‘Oops, didn’t mean to take off your beautiful cuff-links, sir. I’m, like, so drunk.’”

I narrow my eyes. “Has that actually worked for you?”

The look on her face turns wicked. “Yes, though to be absolutely honest, I’ve also accompanied those words with a sensual massage to the crotch.”

Warm embarrassment floods my cheeks. “Yeah, I’m not doing that.” I’ve only ever done sexual things with one guy—Reed, my college boyfriend, who I had to break up with when I dropped out. He was my first everything—boyfriend, kiss, oral, sex, maybe love.

“Okaaaay, I’m just telling you it has a high success rate.” She tilts her head toward the bar. “That’s where you want to find your mark. The more intoxicated, the better. You don’t want to steal from a sober guy, unless he gets drunk on your beauty.” She plays with a lock of my black hair. “Which admittedly is a possibility with you.”

I snort. “Are you trying to get me to drop my panties? Cheesy compliments don’t work on me.”

“Let him make the first move. You don’t want to seem too eager. Flirt with him. Then when you get close to him, grab his wallet.”

I wait for her to continue. When she doesn’t, I blink and ask, “That’s it?”

She shrugs. “It’s not exactly rocket science.”

I glance at the exit. Maybe I should forget about doing this and go home. I’m not a thief. As a kid, I couldn’t even take something out of the cookie jar without my parents catching me.

My parents, who are currently struggling to keep their heads above water...

I let out a breath. Desperate times call for desperate measures, even if those measures may be less than legal.

“Do you want me to drive you back to your house?” Adeline asks.

I shake my head. “No, I have to do this.”

She pats my shoulder. “Good luck, Pham. Don’t go to jail.”

I say dryly, “Thanks for the words of encouragement.”

She points at a second bar in the nightclub. “I’ll be working over there. Text me if you need anything.” 

I resist the urge to grab her wrist and shout, Please don’t leave me, as she walks away.

Plastering a smile on my face, I head to the bar. On one stool sits a man in a black suit drinking a martini. Based on the way he’s struggling to remain on his stool, I guess it isn’t his first drink of the night.

Remembering Adeline’s advice, I sit exactly two stools away from the man. Out of the corner of my eye, I can see that he has a Rolex watch on his wrist.

The bored-looking bartender stares at me. “Do you want anything to drink?” she asks.

Before I can utter a syllable, Mr. Rolex exclaims, “Put whatever the lady wants on my tab!”

I turn my head, smiling at Mr. Rolex. Wow, he is wasted. His entire face is red, and a little drool is dripping down his chin. “Thank you,” I say. To the bartender: “I’d like a gin and tonic, please.” I have no intention of drinking any alcohol tonight, but I bet it would look weird as hell if I asked the bartender, “Can I get a glass of apple juice?”

Mr. Rolex moves to the seat right next to me. Because of his level of intoxication, the process takes a few agonizingly awkward minutes.

“Um, do you want some help?” I ask.

He waves my offer away. “I got it.”

Once he’s finally on the stool beside me, he asks, “What’s your name? I’m Bradley.”

For a guy who is struggling to stay upright, he speaks with remarkable clarity. 

I reply, giving him my most radiant smile, “I’m Tiffany.”

“Tiffany...are you Vietnamese?”

I blink. “Uh, yeah.” Usually, people ask me, “Are you Chinese?” and I end up having to tell them, No, I’m Vietnamese. Different kind of Asian.

The corners of his mouth curve up. “Ah, I knew it. I can always tell when someone’s Vietnamese because my dad fought in the Vietnam war.”

I blink again. I have no fucking idea what to do with that information. “Uh, that’s cool?”

“You’re so pretty...”

When he closes his eyes and puckers up, I widen my eyes. Oh, he already wants to kiss me? My eyes return to the Rolex watch. Maybe I can remove it from his wrist while we kiss...

“Hello.”

I jump when I hear the deep-voiced growl. I move my head to see the source of the sound—and set my eyes on the most good-looking man I’ve ever seen. Violet eyes that are burning with panty-melting heat, a jawline and cheekbones that could leave serious cuts, luscious dark brown hair with one or two streaks of distinguished gray, and a chiseled body that’s accentuated by a tailored navy blue suit that must be worth a few mortgage payments. 

“What’s your name?” he asks, still growling.

“Uh, Tiffany?” My name is Tiffany, so I don’t know why my answer sounds like a question.

“Last name?”

“Pham,” I blurt out, too overwhelmed by his presence to wonder if I should give a total stranger—especially a big, tall male stranger with a tendency to growl instead of talk—my real name. 

He nods. Then, without another word, he picks me up from the stool.

I inhale, catching his scent. Whatever his cologne is, it smells expensive.

And delicious.

The bartender asks in a bored voice, “Do you not want your gin and tonic anymore?”

He pulls out his black leather wallet. I turn a little breathless when I see that it’s stuffed with cash and credit cards. He casually tosses the bartender a Ulysses S. Grant and barks, “Give the gin and tonic to whoever you want.”

With a shrug, she tosses back the drink.

When the handsome but rude stranger starts walking across the club with me in his arms, I say, “Uh, I should stay with Bradley.” This guy may be rich and have a thick-ass wallet, but I’m close enough to smell his breath, which smells 100% like mint and coffee and 0% like booze. Stealing from a drunk stranger will be enough of a challenge for me; stealing from a totally sober one will be damn near impossible. 

“You could do better than that motherfucker,” he hisses.

I raise my eyebrows. “And let me guess, you’re better?”

He replies in a low voice, his eyes boring into mine, “Undoubtedly.”

Oh lord, I am way out of my fucking league.

We go up to the second floor, where the VIP rooms
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