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      Billionaire Harrison Avery always gets what he wants, and as soon as he sees Siena Butler, he’s desperate to have her.

      

      Too bad Siena has sworn off all men, especially gorgeous arrogant ones. She wouldn’t date the sexy rich boy for even a million dollars, which is exactly what he offers her.

      

      Harrison never meant to offend the beautiful beach shop cashier when he gave her a million-dollar check. He was just trying to get her attention. How could he have known that Siena was fed up with men and would use the check to try and ruin him?

      

      When Harrison buys up the beach shop where Siena works as payback, her opinion of him isn’t improved. But the more time she spends with her new boss the harder it is to keep hating him.

      

      Siena soon realizes that she can only resist the billionaire’s charm for so long. What harm could there be to let herself indulge in just one steamy night with the playboy?
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        Lewis Capaldi - Fade

        Ray LaMontagne - Hold You in My Arms

        Matchbox Twenty - Push

        Taylor Swift - Wildest Dreams

        Don Henley - The Boys Of Summer

        George Michael - Faith

        Niall Horan - Put a Little Love On Me

        Armin van Buuren - Something Real

        The Weeknd - Save Your Tears

        Adele - Make You Feel My Love

        Lady Gaga - Million Reasons

        Jason Mraz - I Won’t Give Up

      

        

      
        Listen on Spotify: https://open.spotify.com/playlist/5jC4XbCgnCAH8mIqUXUVDR
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        Siena Butler

      

      

      

      Most people think the beach is one of the best places to live.

      Those people don’t know what it’s like to live in such a beautiful, picture-perfect world year-round and be dirt poor. The kind of poor where you sometimes have to count the loose pennies in the bottom of your purse to pay for dinner until you get paid the next day.

      The truth is, even if I did have money, I probably wouldn’t leave Sunset Beach because I do love being so close to the beautiful ocean. I just hate most of the tourists – the self-entitled boys of summer who are only looking for a good time with the local trash before they go back to their private schools and trust funds.

      Stupid me, I fell for one such jerk who was here celebrating New Year’s at his rich parents’ beach house with his frat boy friends. By the time the sun came up, he was gone, just like all the rest, the bullshit sweet-talkers who tell you everything you want to hear until they get you naked. Sex is all they’re after; and once they get it, they don’t even bother staying the rest of the night!

      Screw that. Braxton Walker will be the last boy I ever let fool me.

      “What are you doing? Don’t you have to work today?” Kim, my best friend and roommate, asks when she comes outside and finds me sitting in a cheap, plastic beach chair on the balcony of our shared apartment with my phone in my hands. She’s dressed for work in her stiff gray business suit that makes her look even taller than her five foot eight height that towers over my barely five-foot frame, her auburn hair pulled back in a low bun to complete the professional look.

      “I’m deleting all of my dating apps,” I announce. “I don’t know why they’re called dating apps when guys only use them for hookups. They have no intention of dating!”

      “Wow, that last guy really did a number on you, didn’t he?” she asks.

      “You have no idea,” I mutter. “I’m not just swearing off dating apps, I’m swearing off men for good.” I delete the final app, Finding HEA, the one responsible for my misery and then look up at Kim. “Maybe I should become a nun.”

      “That’s a little extreme, girl. You’ll be back in the saddle again by the time the summer hotties roll into town.”

      “No, I’m serious, Kim. I’m –”

      “Save that thought,” she interrupts, holding her palm up between us. “I’m running late; and if I don’t make the coffee for those uppity schmucks, who will?”

      I deflate a little more, slumping down further into my lounge chair. “You only have one boss at the Daily Tribune, and he lets you get away with murder.”

      “Yes, but he’s never going to let me actually use my journalism degree.”

      “Maybe he will if there’s ever a story interesting enough in this town to write about!” I assure her. “Remember, it could be worse. At least you get to do research and help find new stories. You could be sitting in an empty store for ten hours a day, twiddling your thumbs.”

      “True. That’s way too much time for you to spend hating on the opposite sex,” she says as she slips back inside.

      Isn’t that the truth.
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        Harrison Avery

      

      

      

      “This is the worst time for you to be on vacation, Harrison! There are end of the year reports to finish evaluating, a new marketing director to hire, the servers need to be upgraded before the merger, if the merger even happens. Who is going to hold Thomas Morgan’s ass and kiss his hand if you’re not around? Huh, Harrison? That’s not part of my job description!”

      “Jim, calm down. It’s just one week! I’ll be flying back next Friday and will use the weekend to get all caught up on anything I miss. If you’ll come in, I’ll pay you triple time, okay?  Until then, please just handle shit the best you can,” I tell my assistant through the Bluetooth of the Mazda SUV I rented at the airport as I eye the names of the street signs passing by, looking for Sandpiper Lane.

      “Everything always goes to hell when you’re not here,” he says with a groan.

      “I know, that’s why I hardly ever take a vacation, but this week was a non-negotiable,” I tell him as the woman’s voice on my phone’s GPS interrupts our conversation through the speakers to tell me my turn is coming up on the left.

      “Gotta go. Do your best. Don’t call me again unless there’s an actual world ending emergency, okay?”

      I need this week more than ever to just relax and unwind from the stress of running a corporation that takes up every minute of my day.

      “Okay, I’ll try,” he agrees before I end the call.

      I make the turn and follow a sandy path down to a black, metal gated fence surrounding an enormous beachfront mansion.

      “Damn, Micah,” I mutter, impressed with his newest real estate purchase.

      “Calling Micah,” my oh so overly helpful voice assistant on my phone says.

      “No! Don’t call Micah.”

      “Calling Micah,” it repeats, ignoring my commands as the phone starts to ring through the stereo.

      “Dude, where are you? Everyone else has been here for hours,” Micah, one of my oldest friends from college, answers the phone with the question.

      “I’m right outside the gate.”

      “Then get your ass in here! The code’s 6969. I thought I told you.”

      “Yes, you did,” I agree with a chuckle when I pull up closer to the little intercom box with keypad and roll the window down.

      “We were taking bets on whether or not you would show,” he says as I punch in the numbers.

      “Have I ever missed one of our February vacations?” I huff.

      “No. But you do hate missing work.”

      “I do, but I’m here, so quit your bitching,” I tell him with a smile he can now see through the windshield when he opens the double doors on the front of the house. He jogs down the front steps barefoot in a t-shirt and boardshorts with the phone on his ear, followed by four other beach bums.

      The gate slowly slides open, and I pull inside, parking next to someone’s white Benz.

      I get out, telling them, “You fools, confused? It’s February out here, not July.”

      “It’s always July thanks to my new, heated indoor pool,” Micah says with a toothy grin that crinkles his blue eyes that are set in the well-known face. As an actor, women flock to the big screen to see whatever latest action film he happens to star in where everything around him is always blowing up. His dark brown hair is wavy since he’s growing it out, and there’s several days of scruff on his jaw since he’s on vacation.

      “Indoor pool? Damn, that’s nice,” I tell him. “Wish I had known. I didn’t bring any boardshorts. I thought this was a drinking and gambling weekend.”

      “No women, no housekeepers, no cooks, no drivers,” Micah remarks. “Not sure if I’ll be able to survive until I hire staff for this place. And I already sort of miss Vegas.”

      For the past six years, the guys and I have been getting together annually, usually sometime around Valentine’s Day to avoid clingy women so we can all catch up. This year we aren’t living up the nightlife in Las Vegas. Instead, Micah wanted us to come down to the coast of North Carolina to show off his latest real estate purchase.

      “Nobody to change your diapers either,” Wesley teases Micah, then uses his strength earned from being a professional football player to put him into a headlock. “Guess you’ll have to learn to be a big boy.”

      “Fuck you,” Micah says as he punches Wes in the side.

      “Seriously, this is a nice place,” I tell Micah, able to smell the ocean from a few feet over the sandy dunes. “Wes, man, try not to injure our host before he gambles this little gem away,” I say to Wesley when I reach up to ruffle his dark curls.

      “Like I would do something so stupid?” Micah asks from under Wes’s arm. We all glance at each other and then laugh because yes, yes, he would. “But seriously,” he whines. “Watch the face! I start filming next week!”

      Rogan, Callihan, and Donovan come up from behind Wes and Micah to break them apart before an actual fight happens. Rogan is still just as pretty as always with his shoulder length blond waves, always ready for a camera to snap his photo, while Donovan, or Van as we call him, has nearly every inch of his skin tattooed like the stereotypical rock star, his hair cut short, so it looks more brown than red. Cal is the lazy slob of the group since he doesn’t have a daytime job. He lives for his hobbies and his dirty blond hair needs a serious cut.

      Now that I’m looking at all of them face to face for the first time in a year, I notice that they’re all so cliche it’s almost ridiculous.

      You probably couldn’t find six more different guys; but somehow in our freshman year of college at Lenox University, we were thrown in the same dorm. A year later, we started a business together – a wildly popular dating app that took the world by storm, finding matches rated by compatibility of singles in the same geographic area. We called it Finding HEA because it fit with happily ever after and was also my initials. After all, it was originally my idea. Still, it took all six of us to make it a multi-billion-dollar business. By the time we graduated college, we were all worth more money than we could ever spend. The others decided to sell me their shares of the company to go live their lives while I stayed behind in New York. Micah James wanted to pursue acting — now he’s a Hollywood heartthrob, at least that’s what all the magazines in the grocery store say. Callihan “Cal” Frasier is a gamer with no ambitions other than beating the next level on whatever new release is out. Rogan Maslow models just for fun because he loves being admired and having women run their fingers through his hair. Donovan “Van” Row is the lead singer in a platinum record selling rock band Rogue Renegades, and Wesley “Wes” Thorne is nationally recognized for his skills on the football field as a starting linebacker for the Wilmington Wildcats.

      We’ve all done pretty well for ourselves. And no matter how different our everyday lives are, there’s one thing we can all agree on – we’re playboy billionaires for life. Women are fun and all, but I’ve yet to meet one that’s not looking to cash in by getting me to try and put a ring on her finger.

      Fuck that.

      I have no intention of getting tied down, having to tell a woman where I’m going, where I’ve been, who I’ve been with. I don’t need or want a keeper, a wife, or a family. Ever.

      Before we can finish greeting each other and get my luggage inside, my cell phone starts ringing.

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” Cal asks.

      “We’re going to have to steal his phone,” Donovan threatens.

      “You can try,” I smirk at him before pulling out the device and checking the screen. “It’s my assistant. I told him not to call unless it was an emergency,” I explain.

      “This is your last business call of the day or we’ll toss the damn phone into the ocean,” Micah warns.

      “Fine,” I say with a sigh. I answer while they start pulling my luggage out of my rental. “What’s up, Jim?” I ask into the phone.

      “Thomas Morgan’s assistant just called about the merger. He says Mr. Morgan wants to meet with you to go over the final details and then sign.”

      “Holy shit,” I mutter. The merger of Finding HEA with Morgan’s social media company is one I’ve been working on for months. The failing company has been in serious financial trouble for more than a year, facing liquidation if they didn’t find an adequate buyer. I’ve spent at least six months trying to convince Morgan and our Board that together we could both help each other.

      “When should I set the meeting?” Jim asks.

      “Monday morning,” I tell him.

      “You’re not going to come back early for it?”

      “No. I made a promise to my friends that I wouldn’t bail for work,” I say. “First thing Monday when I get back.”

      “What if Mr. Morgan wants it sooner?”

      “He’s made us wait this long, now he can cool his heels until next Monday.”

      “If you’re sure,” Jim says like he doesn’t think it’s a good idea to put Morgan off.

      “I’m sure. Don’t call me again unless the sky is falling,” I warn him before ending the call. “Now, let’s get this party started!” I tell the guys when I follow them into the house, taking in the vaulted ceilings, marble floors, and chandeliers that practically drip with money.

      “Hard to have a party without girls,” Rogan complains.

      “Ro, are you doubting your beauty already without the constant adoration of the opposite sex?” Callihan teases him.

      “You’re just jealous. How long has it been since you’ve come out of your dungeon to touch a woman?” Rogan teases him.

      “Haha, fuck you,” Callihan says while flipping him the bird rather than deny it.

      “I don’t know about y’all, but I’m ready to hit the pool,” Micah says.

      “Man, why didn’t you tell me about the indoor pool?” I ask.

      “I have some boardshorts you can borrow,” he says, but I’m already shaking my head no.

      “I’m not borrowing anything that’s touched another man’s junk.”

      The other guys laugh, but I doubt they would either.

      “What about boxers?” Wesley suggests.

      “That would be great – if I wore underwear,” I remark with a grin. “And I definitely won’t borrow any of those from you nasty fuckers. I’d probably catch an STD even after they were Cloroxed.”

      “It’s not outside the realm of possibility with these dirty bastards,” Callihan agrees.

      “There’s a beach shop a mile up the road,” Micah says. “And there just so happens to be an ABC store right across the street.”

      “Nice. Text me a list of what you all want, and I’ll grab it.”

      “Try and find some girls while you’re out,” Rogan tells me.

      “In this small town? Have you checked the app? There are a total of three single women on there in a sixty-mile radius,” Wesley informs him.

      “Yeah, not even Harrison can make hot chicks appear out of thin air,” Micah mutters while typing on his phone.

      “Wanna bet?” I ask confidently. If there are single women out there, I can find them.

      Micah looks up with a grin, knowing full well where this conversation is going. “Yeah, I do.”

      I nod my chin in the direction of the ocean. “Didn’t you buy a yacht too?”

      “Fuck you,” he says and then considers for a second. “Okay, fine. I’ve been here in this deserted town longer than you have. I bet you my yacht that you won’t convince a woman to come back to the house. If you lose, you pay me the price I paid for the boat.”

      “Deal,” I say, offering him my palm to shake on it.

      For a second, I think he may not go through with it. But then he shakes my hand and says, “Deal.”

      And just like that – it’s on.
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        Siena

      

      

      

      Most days I sit at the counter of Salty Dan’s Beach Shop hoping and praying for a customer, but not today.

      No, today we got in our new inventory for spring, which means out with the old, in with the new.

      It’s a lot of work, but that’s exactly what I need today to keep my mind busy. If I think too hard, I’ll break down and cry; and I refuse to throw myself a pity party.  Anger is better. Men suck.

      I’m at least five hours into the transition, jamming along to the upbeat songs coming through the speakers from the satellite radio I begged the owner, Danny, to install. He didn’t do it for me or his other employee, who happens to be his son. No, what pushed him over the edge was the article I showed him about how people buy more when they’re happy, and pop music makes them happy.

      To be honest, the music is sort of like being in a completely unrealistic romantic comedy every single day, but it beats the silence, especially today.

      When the front bell jingles, at first, I think I imagined it. There are never any customers this time of year because the store caters to tourists, not locals, and tourists don’t show up until spring break. Still, I stand on my tiptoes, cursing being height-challenged to peek over the rows of clothing racks to be sure, and that’s when I see him.

      And God bless America, he’s hot.

      With the front of his jet-black hair styled perfectly, a clean-shaven face, wearing a blue dress shirt and an undone navy tie, the tall man with massive shoulders strolls in the same way all the rich assholes do – like he owns the place.

      He doesn’t.

      Danny Denny is the man who owns this store and two others just like it up and down the coast. He’s a grouchy old man with a hunchback.

      Dammit, I’m so distracted by the customer’s sexy swagger that I temporarily forget that I hate men, especially gorgeous, rich ones like this guy and Braxton Walker.

      I’ve wasted too much time. It’s too late to make a run for the counter to put some space between us. Nope, I have to stand my ground surrounded by the buy one get one free beach towels when the hottie asks, “Hey, how’s it going? Where’s your swimwear?”

      That’s right. He doesn’t actually ask the first question like he cares how I am. Nope, he just uses it to pretend he has good manners when I have no doubt he’s a pretentious jerk.

      Which is why I make the split-second decision to lie to him on the second question. “Right this way,” I say as I lead him over to the section of racks a few feet away. I’m almost certain I can feel his eyes staring at my ass in my jeans. That’s why I grab the smallest size on the rack and hold them out to him. “Here you go.”

      One incredibly sexy black eyebrow arches, and I realize he’s standing even closer than I expected, so close that I can see the swirls of gold in his warm dark chocolate eyes. “Those are little boy’s speedos.”

      “Yes, they are,” I say. “Isn’t that what you wanted?”

      “I’m gonna need something significantly bigger.”

      No, Siena. Don’t go down this road. Don’t do it. Don’t flirt!

      “How much bigger?” I ask, despite knowing better.

      His perfect, beautiful face is even more appealing when he smiles, making two very deep dimples appear in his cheeks. Then he opens his mouth. “Want to go in the back and find out?”

      “Ugh. No!”

      I hang the boys underoos up and start walking toward the counter.

      “Hey, you asked!” he calls after me. And I hate him a little more because he’s right. I shouldn’t have asked the flirtatious question. Just like I shouldn’t have had so many drinks at the bar when I got stood up on New Year’s or slept with the jerk when he finally showed up hours later…

      “I wish I hadn’t asked!” I mutter.

      “Wait! I really do need your help finding some boardshorts.”

      I stop walking and decide to stick with my earlier lie. Unless he walks into the storage room and digs deep, he won’t see a single pair of men’s shorts.

      “So sorry, but we’re all sold out of boardshorts.”

      “Seriously?” he asks with an arrogant head tilt like he knows I’m lying. So, what if I am, buddy? Screw you.

      “It’s the off-season, you know.” I shrug to make the lie more believable. “We should have some more in soon.”

      He goes over and starts wandering through the racks, and even looks in the boxes, but he won’t find any boardshorts – just lots of cheap beach towels.

      “Damn,” he says when he comes to a stop, his hands on his hips. “How soon will you get more in?”

      Another shrug. “A few weeks.”

      “I need a pair to wear today.”

      “Well, in that case…” I march over to the men’s section and grab a pair of bright red speedos. “Guess you’ll have to make do with these.”

      “Those are…no way,” he says with a shake of his head, refusing to take them. “I’ll go somewhere else.”

      “Yeah, good luck with that too,” I tell his back when he starts to the door. Damn, his ass is round and juicy in his pale gray suit pants. “All the other beach shops are closed this time of year. We’re the only clothing store that stays open all year long. But maybe you could buy some online and have them flown in on your private helicopter.”

      “Nah, I gave Davidson the week off,” he says with a straight face as if he actually does own a private helicopter. Ugh, rich entitled jackass.

      He silently considers me for several long moments. “Are there really no other stores around here, or are you just messing with me?”

      “It’s the truth. This place turns into a ghost town in the off-season. Only those rich enough to take vacations whenever they want show up at the beach this time of year.”

      He keeps watching me, like he’s waiting for me to burst into laughter and say “Gotcha”, but I keep the bored look on my face. It’s not hard since it’s a look I wear almost every day.

      “Fine,” he mutters. “I guess these are better than nothing.”

      He takes the tiny red speedos from me, and I barely stop myself from smiling. “I can check you out at the counter,” I say, turning away to do just that.

      I take my place on the stool in front of the register, while he comes up on the other side and pulls out his wallet. “So, my friend has a new house on the beach. Why don’t you bring some friends and come over when you get off work?”

      I pause in the middle of scanning the price tag to look at his face and see if he’s being serious. He is. “Oh my god. No, just no!”

      “Why not?”

      “Sorry, but that rich boy shit will not work on me.”

      I scan the tag, and he asks, “Then what will? Don’t you want to see me in the speedos?”

      God yes, I do. But that is not going to happen.

      “Let me save us both some time, mister moneybags. You don’t have a chance in hell of ever sleeping with me.”

      “I don’t?”

      “Nope, not in a million years or for a million of your daddy’s dollar bills.”

      He grins bigger as if this whole conversation is a joke to him. “What if they were my own? Would that make a difference?”

      “Your own what?” I ask, busying myself with grabbing a reusable canvas bag with the store logo on the front to put his speedos inside.

      “My own million,” he clarifies.

      “Ha!” a fake bark of laughter bursts out of me. “How about you just pay for your banana hammock and leave?”

      With his black leather wallet still in his hand, he pats the front of his chest with the free one and says, “Hold on, I left my checkbook in the car.”

      He starts to the door, and I call out, “We take cash or credit!” but he ignores me.

      I glance out the window into the parking lot, wondering if he’ll just say to hell with the speedos and leave. But no, he reaches inside a black SUV and comes back into the store with a long, thin leather case that looks like it holds checks twice the size of normal ones.

      “What’s the total?” he asks, removing a pen from inside the case.

      “You’re in luck. Since it’s the off-season, the speedo is on sale for $29.99. With tax that brings your total to…” I glance at the register, “thirty-two dollars and nine cents.”

      I swear he takes forever filling out the check. I thought only old women used those nowadays, not hot businessmen.

      Finally, he rips the paper out gently and hands it to me, “There you go.”

      I reach for it, but he doesn’t let go right away, so there’s a slight tug of war over the check.

      I’m starting to get even more annoyed when he says, “My cell number and the address for the beach house are in the memo section in case you change your mind.”

      “Wow, you don’t get turned down much, do you?” I say in disbelief since I couldn’t have made it clearer that this, us, was never going to happen no matter how hot he is.

      “No, never actually,” he says with a thoughtful grin and furrowed brow as if he’s suddenly unsure of himself. “Have a good night.”

      He grabs the bag and starts to leave. Stupidly, I don’t want him to go just yet. I tell myself it was just nice having a customer for once.

      “Wait, don’t you want your receipt?” I call out, but he slips right out the door, ignoring me.

      When he’s gone, I finally glance down at the check in my hand and see way too many zeros. Jesus, it’s like they go on and on and on. No wonder it took him so long to write it.

      The total isn’t for thirty-two-oh-nine. Oh no, it’s for one million, thirty-two dollars and nine cents made out to cash!

      That arrogant son of a bitch.

      He just stole a pair of speedos!
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      It sucks going back to the house empty-handed other than the ridiculous speedos and several bottles of booze; but if I know women, and I do since it’s how I’ve made billions of dollars on a dating app, the clerk from the beach shop will show up later either because she changed her mind or because she’ll be furious.

      I’m not sure why I gave her a legit check for a million dollars. My accountant will lose his shit and tell me I’m insane when it clears, but there’s plenty more where that came from. I have more money than I’ll ever be able to spend in this lifetime. It’s enough to be passed down for generations, although I don’t ever plan to father any children. In fact, it’s impossible. My will directs every penny to go to various charities if I die and not to my sole relative.

      “What? No hot chicks?” Rogan asks when I come back into the house and find them all eating in the kitchen – sandwiches and junk food, of all things, since none of us know how to cook. Why would we when we went from living on pizza in college to paying others to prepare meals for us the past six years?

      “She’s a working girl. I told her to come when she gets off,” I say, putting the bottles of liquor on the counter to free up my hands so I can steal a potato chip from his plate.

      “Working girl, huh? Like a prostitute?” Micah asks.

      I swallow the salty chip and shake my head. “No, dickhead, like a cashier at the beach shop.”

      “Was she hot? Does she have hot friends?” Wesley asks.

      “She was…sexy as hell,” I admit as I remember her curves, especially her ass in those tight jeans on a petite little body. Not that her face was bad either. She was beautiful in that I just fell out of bed and don’t need makeup way with her sandy blonde hair braided. Honestly, she was a breath of fresh air after all the divas I’ve gone out with who would actually get up in the morning before I wake up to put a layer of shit on their face.

      “Did you find some boardshorts?” Cal asks.

      “Not exactly, but I’ve got something to put on so I’m not swinging my dick around and making you all jealous.”

      Everyone calls bullshit and laughs.

      “We were having a quick bite to eat while we waited for you. Go change so we can hit the pool,” Micah tells me.

      “Fine. I’m going,” I say.

      “No business calls between now and then either!” he yells after me.

      “Wouldn’t dream of it,” I reply.
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      The speedos are so snug on my junk that I swear they may cut off the circulation. They’re just barely better than free-balling it. If there were girls here with us, I wouldn’t mind going skinny dipping. But since this is an all-boys trip, it means the goods need to stay hidden.

      I get lost on the first floor of the mansion when I go downstairs, walking in circles until I finally hear the voices coming from behind one of the doors. I open it, and it’s like stepping foot into paradise. There are tons of tall trees and colorful plants inside the long room with all-glass windows. A slight fog is coming off the pool and hot tub floating up into the raised glass ceiling.

      With the kind of money we have, you would think I would be used to shit like this, but I’m still wowed every now and then. I came from a home where I was lucky if I had more than a can of beans for dinner, and now I have enough cash to feed countries. And yes, I do donate a huge chunk to help kids who are growing up the way I did. It wasn’t my dad’s fault that there was no work in our small town, but the fact that he spent most of his cash on booze didn’t help us get by. I was just damn lucky I had enough brains to get a scholarship to a private school or I probably would have never made it out of that shithole. During my freshman year of college, I had to work in the dining hall to afford my books and laptop since neither of those things were covered.

      Girls may have thought I was hot with a nice face and body; but as soon as they saw me serving them lunch, I didn’t hear from them again. It sucked not having money. The idea of the dating app was supposed to help me, and other guys, find women who had the same interests and hobbies, a connection that was about something more than the superficial. Getting rich off of it was a nice bonus. But then once I started getting women thanks to the cash, I sort of missed the good old days when a girl went out with me for me, not the money.

      I’m so lost in my own head, taking in the indoor pool that I momentarily forget the tight speedo I’m wearing until all conversations stop. A moment of silence is immediately followed by raucous laughter.

      “Damn, Harrison! What the hell are you wearing?” Micah asks.

      “These were all the beach store had,” I say, angling my hands toward my package.

      “And those are better than borrowing boardshorts from us?” Donovan asks.

      “Yes. I stand by that decision firmly.”

      “Hold on, hold on!” Rogan says as he pulls himself up out of the water on the side of the pool. Dripping wet in his blue shorts that come past his knees, I know exactly what he’s going for before he grabs his cell phone from a towel on one of the lounge chairs. “I’ve got to put this on Instagram!”

      “Don’t you dare!” I warn him before I run and cannonball into the deep end of the pool, hoping I was fast enough to avoid letting him get a pic.

      As soon as I resurface, he says, “Done!”

      “Asshole!” I yell at him as I flip the front of my dripping black hair out of my eyes.

      “Don’t worry, I tagged the rest of you in it too,” Rogan tells the group before he dives in gracefully, making a splash so small an Olympic diver would be proud.

      “We’ll figure out a way to get his ass back,” Micah says when he swims over to me. “But if he didn’t post a pic, I would have.”

      “Fuck you,” I tell him as I splash water in his face as he chuckles.

      “So, it looks like you lost the bet, which means, you owe me the value of my boat in cash. I’ll accept the fifty mil in cash, check, or direct deposit,” Micah says with a grin.

      “About the bet…we didn’t discuss the specific terms.”

      He blinks at me as if I’m speaking another language. “Sure, we did. You didn’t convince a woman to come to the house with you.”

      “Nope. You didn’t say ‘with me’ in the original agreement. You said, ‘come back to the house.’ So, the way I see it, I have until the end of the day for her to show up.”

      “Uh-huh. Nope. No way,” he disagrees, shaking his head furiously.

      “Ask one of the guys as an unbiased judge if they think the end of the day is fair or not,” I urge.

      “Fine,” Micah huffs as he glances around the pool trying to decide who is more likely to side with him. I’m not at all surprised when he picks Cal since he’s the man who spends the least amount of time with women because of his gaming addiction.

      “Callihan!” he yells. “We need an impartial judge to sort out the intricacies of our bet.”

      “Happy to help,” Cal agrees, diving under water to swim over and surface between us. “Lay it on me.”

      We each give him our side. Once we both finish, Cal tilts his head back and forth as he considers it. “Since there was no set term limit, I’ll have to side with Harrison on this one. To be fair, he should have until midnight unless you both agree on a specific time.”

      “He’s out of time!” Micah argues.

      “No, I’m not! You never set a time limit!”

      “Which is why I stand by my decision,” Cal says.

      “Rogan, Van, Wes, get over here!” Micah shouts, calling for reinforcements.

      After nearly an hour of debate while simultaneously treading water, a consensus is reached, and my thighs are on fire. Micah loses the vote four to two that if the girl from the beach shop shows up at the house before midnight, I still win our bet.
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      “You will not believe what happened to me today!” I grumble as soon as I walk through the door of our apartment. Kim and her girlfriend Maria are cuddled up together on the sofa watching television, a fleece blanket covering them both. They’re so happy together it makes me want to vomit. No, I’m happy for Kim; I’m just bitter that I’ll never have what they have. “Hi, Maria,” I say belatedly.

      “Hi, Siena!” she replies sweetly.

      “What happened?” Kim asks. “Let me guess — you had a customer!”

      “I did,” I say as I go and sit down on the ottoman in front of them, so they have to lower their feet. “And he gave me this!” I hold the check up in front of their faces, apparently too close when Kim leans back and grabs my hand to push it away enough to read it. “Holy shit! That’s a million-dollar check made out to cash!”

      “Yes, it is,” I agree. “One million, thirty-two dollars, and nine cents. What a jerk, right?”

      “Is it a joke?” Maria asks, taking the piece of paper from my hand to look at it closer.

      “Yeah, and the joke is apparently on me since I had to pay for his speedos out of pocket since it’s a worthless check.”

      “Hold on,” Kim says, her brow furrowed. “Harrison E. Avery? Why does that name sound familiar?”

      “Maybe he’s known for scamming people up and down the coast,” I mutter, tugging on the end of my braid hanging over my shoulder.

      “No,” she shakes her head, and then her phone is in her hands as she types away. “I knew it was familiar! Harrison Edward Avery is one of the founders of Avery Enterprises, a major corporation, like Fortune five-hundred status!”

      “You’re joking.”

      Maria leans over to read from Kim’s phone as she scrolls. “It’s true,” Maria says.

      “That check isn’t a joke, Siena,” Kim tells me slowly. “It’s real.”

      “How do you know?” I ask when I yank it from between Maria’s fingers to look at it ironically for the millionth time today.

      “As the now sole owner and CEO of his company, Harrison Avery is worth billions!”

      “Billions?” I repeat in disbelief, unable to even imagine that kind of money. “You’re seriously telling me a billionaire came into the shitty little beach shop where I work today and bought a banana hammock from me for a million dollars?”

      “Yes,” she says with a slow nod.

      “No way!” I exclaim. “What person in their right mind would give a stranger a million dollars?”

      “One with so many billions in the bank that a million is probably like the change in the couch cushions is to us,” Maria suggests.

      “No.” I shake my head over and over again as I stare at all the zeros on the check. “Not even a billionaire would be that stupid, unless…”

      “Unless what?” Kim asks.

      “He invited me and ‘my friends’ to come over to his buddy’s beach house. Did he pay me a million dollars so I would sleep with him?”

      “Ha!” Maria laughs. “Sorry, girl, but you saw Harrison Avery up close and personal, right? Does he look like the kind of man who has to pay women to sleep with him?” Before I can answer, she says, “He dates, like, a different supermodel or actress every week, ones so beautiful most people only dream about meeting them in real life.”

      “Okay, so he doesn’t have to pay a woman, but…he must expect something, right?”

      “What else did he say?” Kim asks.

      “Mostly he was just looking for boardshorts. I lied and told him we didn’t have any because I was changing out the inventory and getting the old ready for clearance.”

      “So, you sold him a banana hammock?”

      “He was being an arrogant prick,” I say in my defense. “Now I know why.”

      “Did he say anything else?”

      I shrug as I think back to our conversation. “He was in and out in a few minutes. When I was ringing him up, he invited me to his friend’s place. I told him never in a million years and not even for a…” I stare down at the check.

      “Million dollars?” Kim finishes for me. “Girl, you picked the wrong day to swear off men.”

      “Siena swore off men?” Maria asks her girlfriend while I sit in stunned silence.

      “She sure did. Deleted all her dating apps too.”

      “Wow. What happened?” Maria asks me, and I just shake my head. This morning I would’ve talked to Kim, but I don’t want to go through the whole ordeal with her girlfriend that I barely know.

      “So, what are you going to do with the check?” Kim asks. “Take it to the bank tomorrow to see if it’s good?”

      “No,” I say without having to consider it. No matter how broke I am, I will not take handouts from a rich, entitled asshole. Standing up, I tell them, “I’m going to take it back to him tonight.”

      “What? Why?” Maria asks as she gets to her feet and Kim does the same.

      “How will you find him?”

      I turn the check around and point to the memo section. “He put his cell number and the address where he’s staying on the check. That’s how sure of himself he was!”

      “Uh, what a dick,” Kim agrees. “I’m starting to see your outrage. If a woman gave me a million dollars expecting me to come over, yeah, I’d be pissed too, Siena.”

      “Good, so I’m not going crazy?” I ask them.

      “Yes,” Maria says, but Kim elbows her in the side and says, “No, girl. You’re pissed at men, and this one picked the wrong day to fuck with you.”

      “Yes, he did!” I say in outrage. “You two want to come with me when I give him a piece of my mind and tell him where he can stick his check?” I ask.

      “Yes,” Kim agrees. “But first.” She plucks the check from my hand and then takes a picture of it with her phone. “Proof it really happened,” she says when she hands it back.

      “Yeah, sure. Let’s go.”

      “We’re right behind you,” Kim agrees.
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      We’re all exhausted from racing each other up and down the pool to decide who is the best swimmer. No surprise, it was Wesley. He is after all a professional athlete, and apparently the pros use the pool to work out some stiffness and soreness after games.

      Anyway, we’re all tired as hell and drying off around the pool, hanging out in the lounge chairs when a loud ding sounds from Micah’s phone.

      “Is that a doorbell app notification?” Cal asks him.

      “Yep. Wonder who it could be…” he starts before he stares down at the screen and then looks up at me. “You son of a bitch! How did you pull this off?”

      “Pull what off?” I ask. I tuck my towel around my waist to cover the speedo and go look over his shoulder. At the front door, there are three women. The short one in the middle looks pissed off and very familiar.

      Grinning, I tell them, “That’s her – the girl from the beach shop.”

      “No shit?” Wesley asks as everyone comes to huddle around Micah’s chair to see the phone’s screen. “Her and her friends are hot as fuck!”

      “Well, go let them in before they leave!” Rogan urges. “You can go out the side door and walk around. Hurry!”

      “Jeez, man. I’m going,” I say when I start in that direction. “Micah, can’t you tell them I’m on the way through the camera?” I ask.

      “Hell no. If they leave before you get there, you lose the bet,” he says with a grin.

      “Shit,” I say before I take off out the door and around to the front of the giant house.

      The cool, salty air hits me like a brick wall, but I can warm up later, hopefully with the sexy shop girl in my bed. As soon as I come around the corner and have the front stoop in sight, two of the girls turn toward me but neither of them is familiar.

      “Ah, Siena,” one of them says without looking away from me.

      So, the clerk’s name is Siena. Nice.

      “What?” she asks, and her friend points in my direction.

      “Hi,” I say with a smile as I hold my towel with one hand and wave with the other. “You came, and you brought your friends!”

      She blinks at me, mouth opening and closing before she holds up the check. “What is this? I thought it was a joke until we Googled you, and then we got here, and…this is a freaking mansion on the beach!”

      “Wait until you see the inside,” I tell her with my grin widening.

      “Yes, please,” one of the other girls says.

      “No, Maria, we’re not staying,” she says before turning her attention back to me. God, she’s angry and feisty, which only makes her more beautiful. “Listen here, Harrison Edward Avery, you’re going to give me thirty-two dollars and nine cents in cash, and then I’m going to give you back this ridiculous check.”

      “No.”

      “No?” she repeats like she didn’t hear my refusal or doesn’t want to accept it.

      “The check’s good. Take it to the bank.”

      “You can’t be serious,” she huffs.

      “If you and your friends will stay, I’ll make it three million.” Micah’s boat is worth fifty million. If anything, I’m making a great business decision.

      Siena’s jaw drops as one of her friends squeal and grabs the other’s arm. “It’s really him, the guy who owns Finding HEA!”

      Even in the glow of the front porch light I can see that Siena’s face loses color as she repeats it. “You own Finding HEA?”

      “Owner and current CEO,” I answer proudly.

      For some reason, that makes her look even angrier before she turns around, storming off down the steps and to the little red hybrid parked next to my rental.

      “Siena, where are you going?” one of the other girls calls out.

      “We’re leaving!” she shouts back as she slips into the driver seat and slams the door, cranking the car like she’s not joking about leaving.

      “What? No. Let’s go inside!” one of the girls whines.

      “Come on, baby. She’s not going to change her mind,” the other tells her as she grabs her elbow to pull her down the steps.

      I’m still trying to figure out what just happened when my towel comes undone and falls. Before I can get it back around me, there’s a flash, followed by another.

      I look up and both girls are snapping pictures of me in a speedo with their phones. Great, more photos of this embarrassment out on social media.

      “Sorry. Had to,” the taller, auburn-haired girl says before she pushes her friend or girlfriend toward the car.

      I can’t believe they’re leaving. I mean, I’m almost sure that Siena was into me at least looks wise earlier at the store. Have I ever been turned down since the company went public? No, I haven’t. I think my ego is hurt. Siena is the first woman I’ve met to run away from me and my money.

      She can deny it all she wants, but I bet she cashes the check. Any other woman would.

      “Dammnnnn! That was brutal bro!” a static-filled voice says followed by laughter, reminding me of the doorbell camera where they can not only see everything that happened but hear it too.

      The nearly silent car backs up and then pulls away, almost ramming the gate before it opens all the way. How did they know the code? Well, I guess it wouldn’t be that hard to figure out.

      “What the fuck did you do to scare them off?” a voice that sounds like Rogan’s asks through the doorbell speaker.

      “I have no fucking idea,” I mutter.
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      “Please tell me you’re playing hard to get and we can go back,” Maria says, leaning up between the front seats.

      “No.”

      “Why not?” Kim asks from the passenger seat, much more reasonably than her girlfriend.

      “Because that app…it’s not a dating app! It was made by that asshole to help other assholes find one-night stands!”

      “Yes, and?” Maria says. “Everyone knows that, don’t they?”

      I shake my head and drive us back to our apartment in silence with a few tears slipping down my cheeks in the darkness of the car.

      As soon as I park in our complex, Kim turns to Maria in the backseat and gives her girlfriend her keychain. “Why don’t you go on up, and we’ll be there in a second?”

      “Okay,” she says with a sigh as she climbs out and slams the car door.

      “Now what’s really going on, Siena?” Kim asks. “Why are you so upset with the billionaire? Is this really about the guy from New Year’s?”

      I nod, and then swipe my fingers under each of my eyes to dry my cheeks. It’s pointless since more tears just take their place.

      “He didn’t just sneak out when I was sleeping. I mean, he did that, but he totally ghosted me!” I explain to her. “His profile on the app was just gone or he-he blocked me. I don’t know which, but…I hate him for what he did!”

      “I’m sorry,” she says, reaching over to give my shoulder a squeeze. “It was New Year’s. We were all drinking at the bar, having a good time. I should’ve tried and talked you out of bringing him home.”

      I shake my head again because that’s not the whole story.

      “It’s more than that?” Kim asks.

      “Yes.”

      “Tell me.”

      I take a few deep breaths until I can talk without sobbing. “You know he and I made plans to meet up at nine after talking for a few days while he was in town?”

      “Yes.”

      “And he was late.”

      “Yes, but he came, and you were so excited that he didn’t stand you up!”

      “I was, yeah. And before he got there, the bartender was all too happy to keep buying me drinks on the house to drown my broken heart.”

      “He knew you were upset.”

      “But then when Braxton got there, I was…I was so drunk, but I was happy, you know?”

      “I remember,” Kim agrees. “You wanted to have someone to kiss at midnight, and there he was, late, but he showed. Didn’t he say he had car trouble or something like that?”

      “He did. Now, though, I think he was lying.”

      “I still don’t understand why you’re so upset, Siena. Sleeping with someone on the first date isn’t a big deal. We’ve all done it.”

      “It’s a big deal to me!” I exclaim. Then I admit softly, “I think the bartender was in on it too.”

      “In on what?” she asks.

      “I think he helped get me drunk so I’d be easy…” I trail off.

      “Oh, Siena! I’m so sorry!” Kim pulls me to her and hugs me over the console. “If he did, that’s awful, but maybe you’re just being paranoid. It’s possible, right?”

      I shake my head against her shoulder. “They knew each other’s names. I didn’t realize it at the time, but…they knew each other! They got me drunk, and then Braxton took me home and we…I slept with him, and I barely remember any of it. Now my life is ruined!”

      “Your life isn’t ruined, honey. He was a mistake; one you’ll learn from and won’t make again.”

      “Can we please just go inside?” I ask.

      “Are you sure you want to give up on the billionaire so soon? I don’t even like men, but he was really hot!”

      I glare at her.

      “Right, okay. You’ve sworn off men, even potential sex gods with billions of dollars.”

      “That’s right,” I agree, not just refusing to date anyone anytime soon but knowing that I can’t. Well, I could, but it would be a complete waste of time…

      “Are you going to cash the check?” she asks.

      “God, no! I’ll pay the thirty-two dollars that I don’t have out of my own pocket before I…ugh. Did he really think he could buy me? Buy us like we’re whores for sale?”

      “Okay, so, if he hadn’t been so hot, it would’ve been pretty fucked up to give you a million dollars just to sleep with him if that was his intent.”

      “Thank you! It’s wrong. Just because he’s gorgeous doesn’t mean he should get away with treating women like property that can be bought!”

      “So, you do think he’s gorgeous?”

      “Focus, please!”

      “Sorry, sorry. He’s a gigantic pig. And the worst part is that no one will ever believe you if you tell them Harrison Avery paid you a million dollars to spend the night with him. I barely believe it, and I’ve seen and held the check!”

      An awful yet amazing idea suddenly comes to me. The sweetest revenge ever.

      “Kim, how would you like to write up an article about him?”

      “And do what with it? Publish it in the Tribune so all fifty retirees who live here in the off-season can read it?”

      “If it’s online and shared on social media, you could go viral,” I point out.

      She stares straight ahead at nothing. “Holy shit. You’re right. But are you sure about this Siena? I’d need to use your name to add legitimacy to the story.”

      “That’s fine. No one can make me feel worse than I already do about myself, right?”

      “This too shall pass,” she says.

      “Yeah. And making him regret that check will help it pass faster,” I tell her.

      “Then let’s get to work, girl!”
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      I slept hard last night thanks to tons of alcohol, late-night video games, and catching up with the guys. Then I fell asleep and dreamed of a tiny, angry woman, making me want her even more every time she turns me down.

      It was nice as hell to get to sleep in for once instead of getting up at six a.m. to work out and run before getting into the office by eight, staying until eight at night, if I were lucky.

      This week I don’t want to worry about lifting, running, eating healthy, or anything that doesn’t make me happy.

      I’m going to chill around the pool with my friends, drink, and have a good time, starting with a carb-loaded breakfast.

      “Morning,” I say when I walk into the kitchen.

      Everyone but Wes is eating nearby or sitting around the long wooden table drinking coffee and looking at their phones. The pro football player probably has the same idea as I did and is still sleeping in. I wish I was too when Rogan exclaims, “Dude, you pissed off the wrong girl this time!”

      “Huh? What do you mean?” I ask as I start making a cup of coffee to wake up.

      “You haven’t seen the article yet?”

      “What article?” I glance over at all of their wincing faces and start to worry. Rogan gets up and comes over to hand me his phone. It’s already pulled up to a story with an image of me in the speedo at the top. I read the entire fucking thing three times in disbelief. “Is this a hoax? A spoof article?” I ask them.

      “No, man,” Micah says from his seat at the head of the table. “It came out early this morning from the local newspaper, and that shit has already been shared, like, a million times over social media.”

      “Which is ironic since you offered her a million dollars to fuck you,” Callihan says with a chuckle.

      “I didn’t offer her…I wasn’t paying for sex!”

      “That’s what it sounds like, and all the women online are pissed on her behalf,” Micah explains. “There are already photos of you with a pig snout photoshopped over your nose on Twitter.” He finds that exact photo and shows me the phone screen. It’s close enough that I can see the pink nose superimposed on my face.

      “Son of a bitch!” I exclaim. Handing Rogan his phone back, I go to the guest bedroom I’ve been sleeping in to grab my own phone off the charger. There are about a thousand notifications from various social media platforms.

      “You’ve got to talk to your PR person and do some damage control ASAP,” Rogan remarks when he and the other guys gather just inside the bedroom door.

      “I didn’t do anything wrong!” All four of them just stare at me with sympathy on their faces. “I didn’t!”

      “Maybe you had good intentions, but now it’s backfired,” Micah says.

      “I can’t believe this.”

      The phone in my hand buzzes with an incoming call. It’s my assistant Jim. I already know what it’s about. It’s probably not the first time he called, but I must have slept through the others.

      “What the hell were you thinking?” he asks as soon as I answer.

      “Ah, slow down, man. Did you forget you work for me?” I snap at him.

      “Sorry, Harrison, it’s just, the Board is ready to vote you out, and if you go, I go!”

      “Wait, what?” I ask, certain I misheard him. “The Board wants to get rid of me because of one silly story?”

      “They’ve been unhappy for a while and most didn’t want the merger with Morgan. If they remove you, then they don’t have to buy them out.”

      “Fuck,” I mutter.

      “Exactly,” Jim agrees. “Did you really offer a retail cashier a million to sleep with you?”

      “No! I don’t have to pay women to sleep with me! It’s all a huge misunderstanding. I meant it as like a big tip.”

      “Then you better get on the phone with your lawyers and Diana in PR to spin this before it gets out of control. It’s not just the million-dollar bribe that’s hurting the company. Did you read the rest of the article?”

      “No. Just the blurb on social media,” I answer.

      “Well, they
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