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      The restaurant was beautiful. The wine was delicious. The dress I wore was the nicest I owned. Even the music playing was pretty good.

      But none of that mattered. I was more nervous than I’d ever been in my life.

      “Another?” The bartender, a handsome man with salt-and-pepper hair, dressed in all black, stopped in front of me. His eyes flicked down to the nearly empty glass of red wine in front of me.

      I knew I shouldn’t have. One drink should’ve been all I’d allowed myself to take the edge off my worries.

      Fuck it.

      “Sure. I’ll have another.”

      He smiled, giving me a professional nod before taking down the bottle from a rack above and pouring me another glass.

      “On the tab?” he asked.

      “On the tab.”

      That was a whole other thing. The decision I’d made, the one that would change my life for good—it didn’t exactly mean good news for my bank account. Eleven-dollar glasses of wine weren’t exactly in my new budget.

      But at that moment, it didn’t matter.

      I took a quick sip of the rich, red wine, hoping it would quell my nerves.

      It was a nice restaurant my parents had picked out—I had to give them that. They were rich as all hell, and apparently good taste came along with that. The bar was dark wood, the lighting was low and warm, the service staff silently moved through it all. The light sounds of conversation filled the air and mingled with the music in the background.

      I took out my phone and checked the time. It was nearly six thirty, and I was set to meet my parents at seven. I had no idea why I’d shown up so early—maybe because puttering around in my apartment, nervously pacing a groove into the ground, didn’t sound like the most appealing thing in the world.

      Nope. Better to get here and try to get this all over with as quickly as possible.

      My phone buzzed in my hand. I was so wound up, so jumpy, that I nearly dropped the thing onto the counter in shock.

      Get a grip, Sierra. You’re not walking to your execution—it’s just telling your parents that…

      God, I couldn’t even finish the thought. I turned my attention back to the phone. It was my best friend, Maggie.

      “Hey!” I said, trying to sound chipper, like nothing was wrong. “What’s up?”

      “A better question is, what’s up with you?”

      “Uh, what are you talking about?”

      “How long have we been friends for?”

      “Ten years?”

      “Eleven. And don’t you think in that amount of time I’d learn when you’re being pretend-cheerful, and when you actually are?”

      Busted. Should’ve known Maggie would be able to see right through me. Or hear right through me, in this case.

      “All that by my tone of voice?” I sipped my wine again.

      “Like I said, I know you up and down, in and out. Might as well come clean with me.”

      I took a deep breath, trying to figure out where to begin. The issue I was dealing with, the one that was coming to a head that very night, was one I’d been trying to keep to myself. But sitting there at the bar, knowing my parents would be coming in any moment, I couldn’t hold it in any longer. Maggie prodding me just a little was all it took.

      “It’s about med school…” I trailed off.

      “You mean the med school that you dropped out of? When you decided that you didn’t want to be a doctor? When you made possibly the biggest decision of your life on a total whim?”

      “It wasn’t a whim,” I said. “I’d been thinking about it for a long, long time.”

      “I know, I know. I’m just teasing. You know I agree with you. But what about it? Don’t tell me you’re having second thoughts.”

      “Not having second thoughts. Not even a little. But…tonight’s the night.”

      “The night for what?” There was a pause, then, “Holy shit—are you telling your parents tonight?”

      “Yep.”

      “Ohh…,” she said. “Are you there with them right now?”

      “No. We’re set to meet here at seven. I showed up early to… I don’t know. But each minute that passes it gets worse. I feel like I’m about to come apart at the seams.”

      “I don’t blame you. Being a doctor’s been your parents’ dream for you since you were a kid.”

      “And I thought it was my dream, too. But the more I got into my pre-med, the more I started having second thoughts.”

      “Right. I mean, the life of a doctor’s not for everyone.”

      “Not me, evidently. I mean, saving lives and all that sounds good. But there just wasn’t any passion there. I felt like I was going through the motions. And it didn’t seem fair to me that if I got in, that might mean I’d be taking the spot of someone who really, really wanted it. You know?”

      “It makes sense,” Maggie said, not missing a beat. “And you know I’m on your side for this one. You need to take some time and figure out what you really want to do. Don’t get me wrong—your parents are great. But they’ve had you on a track for so long that I think you’re due for some freedom.”

      Freedom. That was it. That was the word, the idea, that made it all worthwhile. I wanted to be my own person, to make my own decisions, to chart a course for my life that I knew would make me happy. My parents loved me, but this was something I could only do for myself.

      “You get it. I knew you would.”

      “Of course I do. I’m your best friend, remember? But…that doesn’t mean tonight’s going to be any easier.”

      Another right-on-the-money statement.

      “But look at it this way,” she went on. “Nothing in life that’s worth having is easy, right? I don’t have any doubt that a year from now you’ll be well on your way to living a kick-ass life on your terms. But you won’t get that without putting in some hard work. Tonight’s the first of that.”

      “I know, I know. That doesn’t make it any less hard, though. And tonight’s only the beginning. Even if I get through it without my parents disowning me, I still have to worry about getting a new job and apartment and everything else that comes with paying my own way.”

      “But doesn’t that kind of excite you? Everything you’ll have will be because you worked for it. No one will have given you a damn thing. You’ll be able to take a look around your life and be like, ‘I did this.’”

      A small smile spread across my face at her words. Maggie was always good like that, always seeing the positive side of life.

      “You’re right. I know you are.”

      “There’s that old, corny saying about a journey of a thousand miles starting with a single step. But it’s true, Sierra, and you’re at the first step. It’s a big, super difficult step, sure, but you’re going to take it. And you’re going to be glad you did.”

      I sipped my wine, feeling a little better.

      “All right,” I said. “I’m starting to feel like maybe I can handle this.”

      “No ‘maybe’ about it. You’ll be fine. And if you have a bad night, you know I’m here for you.”

      “Thanks, Mags.”

      “Anytime, babe. Keep me posted, okay?”

      “Will do.”

      With that, we said our goodbyes and I hung up.

      The moment I slipped my phone back into my pocket, the anxiety returned. It wasn’t as intense as before, but it was still there, gnawing away at me. Part of me wished I could call Maggie back and put her on speakerphone, keeping her on the line while I talked to my parents.

      Totally ridiculous, sure, but it all seemed so insurmountable. But I had to do it. I had to pull the trigger.

      I sighed and took another sip of my wine. Right as I set down the glass, a figure settled into the open seat next to mine.

      “Let me guess, you’re a Virgo?”

      I didn’t need to look up to know what was going on. One more deep breath, but this one out of frustration rather than fear.

      A glance to the side revealed a middle-aged man in an expensive suit, the buttons of his dress shirt down enough to expose a pasty expanse of skin covered in thick chest hair. His face was fleshy, his eyes a watery blue. His dark hair was slicked back. A gaudy ring was on his pinky finger. Everything about him screamed “lots of money, no taste.”

      “Nope,” I said, bringing my eyes back to my drink. Part of me hoped that by ignoring the guy, I could get him to go away. But I’d been hit on by enough sleazy men to know that only made them more insistent.

      “Okay, then. How about Leo? You’ve got a way about you, one that makes me think you love the spotlight.”

      I turned back to him, watching as he sat back, as if trying to get a sense of me.

      “You ever done photography?” he asked. “Movies?”

      I sighed. “Listen, I’m meeting some people here. I’m sure you’re a nice guy, but—”

      He grinned, revealing a row of what appeared to be perfect veneers. “I assure you, I’m anything but a nice guy.”

      He didn’t need to tell me twice. The man extended a hand toward me, one that was just as fleshy as the rest of him.

      “Phil Johnson. A pleasure to meet you. And when I say a pleasure, I mean it.”

      At that moment, my parents coming in would’ve almost felt like a blessing.

      “Sierra Finch,” I said, taking his hand. And I kept it at that.

      The skin of his hand was cold and clammy. I swiftly drew my hand back, wiping my palm against my dress.

      “So,” he said. “Ever done it? Photos, movies?”

      “I took some pictures for a photography class back in high school. But that’s really it.”

      He shook his head, bringing his olive-packed martini to his lips.

      “That’s not what I meant. I’m asking if you’ve ever been in pictures.”

      “Um, no.”

      “That’s a damn shame. Gorgeous girl like you with a killer body like that—it’s a waste to keep it under clothes.”

      “What?”

      “Think about it. You in a skimpy little two-piece, posing next to a pool. I do a little work like that, and I can tell right now you’ve got what it takes. A woman as beautiful as you, you don’t need to work for a living.”

      I was stunned, so stunned that I had no idea what to say.

      “How about this,” he said, leaning forward, close enough that I could smell his sweat. “I’ve got a room at the hotel down the street. We finish these drinks and head back there, and I take a few sample pictures. Some tasteful stuff—I bet you’ve got a sexy little pair of bra and panties under that dress. And, well, if the night takes us someplace…fun, then so be it.”

      He grinned again. I couldn’t believe how forward this guy was being, how freaking sleazy. Part of me wanted to toss my glass of wine into his face and follow it up with a hard slap.

      But before I could say or do anything, a hand came down onto my shoulder. Phil and I looked up, and what I saw nearly took my breath away. Standing at my side, all smiles, was about the most handsome man I’d ever seen in my life.

      “There you are, darling. I’ve been looking all over for you.”
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      She was shocked, but that was to be expected. After all, she didn’t know the con I was trying to run.

      “You didn’t tell me you were going to be at the bar,” I said with a grin.

      I’d been in the con game for years. And part of being successful at this particular line of work is being one-hundred-percent unflappable, no matter what. You can have the most perfect line in the world, your entire routine rehearsed, but every grift manages to throw a curveball or two your way.

      In this case, the curveball was that the woman I was talking to happened to be so gorgeous I could hardly think straight. She was slender and leggy and blond, the dark blue cocktail dress she wore hugging her every curve. Her eyes were icy blue, her face heart-shaped.

      I felt like a kid about to ask his crush out to the winter dance. My heart raced, and I had trouble focusing. Nothing to do but press forward. That, and hope she picked up on what was going on and didn’t tell me to screw off.

      “Um… sorry, babe,” she started. “You know I don’t like sitting at a table all by myself. Thought I’d grab a drink at the bar first. And besides, if you’re going to show up late as always, don’t be surprised when I decide to pass the time how I like.”

      I had to use every bit of restraint I had not to grin from ear to ear. Not only did she pick up on what was going on, but she improvised like a pro.

      I glanced over at the sleazeball currently putting the moves on her.

      “Was I interrupting something?”

      The boorish “charm” he’d been laying on her faded, a worried expression taking hold. “Ah, I was just keeping your lovely girlfriend company while she waited.”

      “That right?” I asked.

      She smiled. “Actually, he was just suggesting that I go to his hotel room. Said something about taking some pictures?”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Oh really? What kind of pictures are we talking, friend?”

      His face turned a deep shade of red. “Um, just some headshots for potential modeling gigs. Nothing to worry about.”

      I grinned again. “Call me suspicious, but when someone tells me not to worry, well, that has a way of getting me worried. You dig?”

      “Well, in this case you don’t need to be worried in the slightest. I was just, um, admiring her obvious beauty and thought it’d be nice to share it with the world. Maybe make a little money in the process.”

      “Share it with the world… Wow, you’re sounding downright benevolent, bud. You weren’t thinking of having a little for yourself first before being so charitable, were you?”

      “Not at all! I just…” he trailed off.

      Part of me wanted to watch him squirm a little longer. But more than that, I was ready to move on from one con to another—the one that she wasn’t in on.

      I put my hand on his shoulder, adding just enough pressure to let him know I wasn’t being exactly friendly about the whole thing.

      “How about this—you get up out of that seat and let me have a drink with my girlfriend. And you can go find some other girl to trick. That sound good?”

      “I wasn’t—”

      “Doesn’t matter to me what you say you were doing. Now, I’m going to thank you for getting the seat nice and warm for me, then bid you a good night. If you’re smart, you’ll leave it at that.”

      He was pissed, but more than that I could tell he knew he was in a bad spot, caught in the act.

      “Fine,” he said sullenly. “Have a good night. And it was a pleasure meeting you.”

      He slumped in his bar stool, as if he were a big balloon with the air draining out of it. I gave his shoulder another squeeze before he took his martini, finished it, and slid out of his chair. I watched as he shuffled off to the other side of the bar, plopped into a chair, and ordered another.

      Mission accomplished.

      “Now,” I said, sliding into his chair, which was surprisingly warm. “Normally I would ask before sitting down next to a stranger at a bar, being the gentleman that I am. But in this case we need to keep up appearances. Don’t want your friend getting any funny ideas, right?”

      She smiled, fingers toying with the stem of her glass. “And I wouldn’t normally let some stranger sit next to me at a bar. But you’re right—in this case I think we can make an exception.”

      I extended my hand. She took it, her skin soft, her nails manicured French-style.

      “I’m Caleb,” I said.

      She glanced down at my hand before looking up at me, a sly smile forming on her full, red lips.

      “Now, doesn’t this look strange? After all, why would my boyfriend be shaking my hand like this?”

      Her hand lingered in mine. She was right. I needed to keep the fake-boyfriend charade going.

      I pulled her hand up to my lips and kissed it softly. I was trying to be a gentleman, but with each passing second, I realized more and more I wanted to do things with her other than kiss her hand. I had my grift ready to go, but that didn’t mean I didn’t want to know her a little.

      “Sierra,” she said, a slight hitch to her voice. “Nice to meet you, Caleb.”

      I finally let go of her hand and put the issue of her looks out of my mind for enough time to focus on the other thing that had drawn me to her—the fact that whoever she was, she clearly had money.

      Now, all I had to do was figure out how to separate it from her and get it into my pocket.

      “Thanks for all that,” she went on.

      “My pleasure. I can spot a girl who’s not happy with male attention from across a bar.”

      She grinned. “That because you’re an expert in seeing annoyed women up close and personal?”

      I laughed. Sierra was quick on her feet—I liked that.

      “More that I’m one of those types who’s good at reading people. You know, they say ninety percent of a conversation happens without words.”

      “Is that right?”

      “It’s right. Body language, tone of voice, facial expressions—they say more than any words ever could.”

      “Okay then,” she said, sitting back. “Does that mean you can tell what I’m thinking right now?”

      “Now, I’m not a mind reader. But yeah, I can get a sense of what’s on your mind right now.”

      “Then go for it. I want to see how good you are.”

      I smirked, ready for the challenge. Reading people was one of my specialties, one of the reasons I’d gotten into the con game. I gave Sierra a once-over, doing my best not to ogle her as I did.

      “Okay,” I said. “You’re dressed to impress, that’s the first thing I noticed.”

      “Well, sure. Doesn’t take an expert to see that I don’t wear this kind of dress every day.”

      “But you’re dressed conservatively—not out to be picked up. And I’ve got no doubt you’re not the kind of girl who would even do something like that.”

      “Sure, sure. So far, so good.”

      “Obviously here to meet someone. And someone…you’re not looking forward to meeting.”

      A tinge of worry flashed on her face, and I knew I was onto something.

      “You’re hiding something. You’ve got a secret.”

      “How can you tell?”

      “Closed body language. Your legs are together, your arms are crossed you like you’re trying to protect yourself. And your shoulders are hunched a little, like you’re trying to make yourself smaller. All tell-tale signs of someone who’s got something she doesn’t want someone to find out.”

      More worry formed on her face. I was getting close to the truth, and she knew it. I decided to pull back a little, not make her feel completely exposed.

      “But all women have their secrets, right? Not my business to find out what they are.”

      The tension in her shoulders faded somewhat, and a small smile returned to her lips. God, I’d only known her for five minutes and I already couldn’t stop thinking about those lips, imagining what it’d be like to kiss them, to put my hands on those curvy hips, to hold her close.

      What the hell was going on with me? I’d conned beautiful women before, but Sierra was different. I could already tell.

      “Now, that’s some wisdom that you don’t expect to hear from men you meet at bars. Not that I meet many men at bars.”

      “Naturally,” I said. “But if there’s one thing I know about keeping secrets, it’s that it feels a hell of a lot better to let them out than keep them in.”

      I was one to talk. My entire life was one secret on top of another. But I knew how to keep them in check, how to keep them straight. One of the many reasons why I was suited for this kind of life while other people weren’t.

      Not to mention…I actually wanted to get to know her better. Not just to prod and see if there was, in fact, a pot of gold at the end of the rainbow.

      “I have to admit,” she said. “You might think it’s some deep, dark secret like I just killed someone and am trying to figure out where to hide the body.”

      I laughed. “No offense, but you don’t seem like the killer type.”

      She smiled back. “I don’t know whether to be offended or flattered.”

      “Whichever you like. But no, it’s not something like that.”

      “Then you might think I’m having an affair?”

      “Don’t think it’s that either. A place like this would be too obvious a choice to meet someone you were meeting in a, ah, clandestine fashion. Cheaters meet at dive bars two towns over. And not to mention”—I tapped her ring finger—“there’s no tan line. You can take a ring off, but you can’t hide that.”

      She cocked her head to the side, clearly impressed. “Right on all counts. You’re good, Caleb.”

      “What can I say? You have your gifts, and you work with them.”

      “Then…what do you think I’m here for? What do you think my deep, dark secret is?”

      I laughed. “Okay, don’t take this the wrong way, but I’m not thinking that whatever you have is deep or dark. Not to say it’s not important, but not ‘cheating in a marriage’ or ‘hiding a body.’”

      “Then what?”

      “I’m thinking…family stuff. Don’t want to get too personal here, but you’re from a well-to-do family, right?”

      “You could say that. How did you know?”

      “Because of all the things you can pick out about someone from just watching them, their economic background is the easiest. Everyone from every strata of class carries themselves a certain way, and they learn it from a young age. It’s one of the most obvious tells, and one of the hardest to hide.”

      And it was one that I’d spent my life working on. I was from a poor family, but over the years I’d done all I could to hide my upbringing. I’d settled on an upper-middle-class affect and bearing, which seemed to be the sweet spot—not too poor, not too rich.

      That didn’t matter right then. And I didn’t think she’d be able to guess it.

      “Well, yes. My family’s doing okay.”

      “And what you’re dealing with…it has to do with them, right? Something you’re hiding from them, and maybe tonight’s the night you’re going to let it out in the open. Am I getting warmer?”

      Her blue eyes went wide, and she took another sip of her wine, as if she needed to do something to keep from speaking.

      “Okay, you’re too good. I need to stop before you end up writing my biography. And—”

      A look of realization snapped onto her face. Her hand shot out, and she took her phone and checked the screen.

      “Shit.”

      “What?”

      “My parents. I’m meeting them, like you said.”

      “Are they here?”

      “I got so wrapped up in our conversation that I missed their text. They were here five minutes ago, and—”

      “There’s our girl!”

      We both turned to see an older couple standing before us, both well dressed, both clearly from money.

      Jackpot.

      “And,” said the father, turning a pair of skeptical, scanning eyes onto me, “who is this?”
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      “Sweetheart,” my dad said. “What’s going on here?”

      I knew him well enough to get that he knew exactly what was going on—some charming guy at the bar was quite possibly putting the moves on his daughter. Dad wasn’t the type of guy to chase away potential suitors with a shotgun, but he’d always had very particular ideas of the kind of men who I ought to be associating with.

      And one thing was certain: they weren’t men like Caleb.

      I glanced over at Mom, who said nothing. She didn’t need to: the concern in her expression was glaringly obvious.

      “Just…” I trailed off, not knowing what to say.

      “Just speaking to an old friend,” Caleb said, smoothly inserting himself into the conversation.

      “An old friend?” asked Dad.

      “Well, not exactly. Your daughter was friends with a good friend of mine back in college. We met a couple times, but never really got to know each other. So when I spotted her here at the bar, I thought chatting with her would be a good way to pass the time while she waited for her parents.”

      His eyes flicked to my mom, settling on the silver necklace she was wearing. “That’s a lovely piece, ma’am. Handmade?”

      “Why, yes,” she said, a small smile forming on her lips.

      “It’s lovely. I worked in the jewelry business for a time and know quality when I see it.”

      He was smooth, no doubt about that. Caleb dropped a lie and pivoted right to another topic before my parents could ask any questions.

      “Anyway,” he said. “I’ll let you get off to dinner. But it was nice chatting, Sierra.”

      “Yeah, you too.”

      He rose, taking his drink and leaving with another flash of his charming smile. Caleb went around the other side of the rectangle-shaped bar, out of sight.

      “Well,” said Dad. “As long as he’s not some stranger.”

      Mom shook her head. “Can you believe some men would think it’s appropriate to simply walk up to a woman they don’t know and try to put the moves on her? Just ghastly.”

      “But he wasn’t doing that, Mom. He was…nice.”

      It wasn’t the right word to describe Caleb at all. He was charming, funny, and sharp. But I didn’t get the impression he was a “nice” guy at all. And that appealed to me.

      “I know, I know,” said Mom. “But still. It’s unseemly.”

      Dad straightened his back and cleared his throat. “Well, I’m hungry. Shall we take our table?”

      “Let’s,” said Mom. “I need to sit.”

      Dad flagged down the nearest member of the serving staff and told him we were ready to be seated. The server got the hostess, who led us to our table.

      As we made our way over, I kept thinking about Caleb. There was something about him, something I couldn’t get out of my head. And more
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