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A Note from Melissa


I had so much fun writing about Duncan “Raz” Raznick and Leni Steele. Neither is looking for love, much less expecting their initial fake date to turn into more. Their banter is hilarious, their chemistry is off the charts, and their stubbornness makes their happily ever after that much sweeter. Leni needed someone who wouldn’t try to change her but who could weasel his way into her heart without her realizing it, and Duncan did not disappoint. I hope you love them, the epic pranks, and their families as much as I do. All Love in Bloom stories are written to stand alone or to be enjoyed as part of the larger series, so dive right in and enjoy the funny, steamy, and deeply emotional ride.

If you’re an avid reader of the Love in Bloom series, you’ll be happy to see cameos from Abby de Messiéres (MAYBE WE WILL, Silver Harbor), Jake Braden and Fiona Steele (CRASHING INTO LOVE, The Bradens at Trusty), Mason Swift and Remi Divine (THIS IS LOVE, Harmony Pointe), and I hope you enjoy learning more about Shea Steele. Yes, she will be getting her own book!

I have many more steamy love stories coming soon. Be sure to sign up for my newsletter so you don’t miss them.

www.MelissaFoster.com/Newsletter

Free Love in Bloom Reader Goodies

If you love funny, sexy, heartfelt stories, be sure to check out the rest of the Love in Bloom big-family romance collection and download your free reader goodies, including publication schedules, series checklists, family trees, and more.

www.MelissaFoster.com/RG

Bookmark my freebies page for periodic first-in-series free ebooks and other great offers.

www.MelissaFoster.com/LIBFree

Be sure to check out my online bookstore for pre-orders, early releases, bundles, and exclusive discounts on ebooks, print, and audiobooks. Ebooks can be sent to the e-reader of your choice and audiobooks can be listened to on the free and easy-to-use BookFunnel app. Shop my store:

shop.melissafoster.com
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Playlist


“The Night We Met” by Lord Huron, Phoebe Bridgers

“Craving You” by Thomas Rhett, Maren Morris

“Consequences” by Camila Cabello

“Lottery” by Latto, LU KALA

“A Safe Place to Land” by Sara Bareilles, John Legend

“I Can’t Fall in Love Without You” by Zara Larsson

“Almost Lover” by A Fine Frenzy

“Kindly Calm Me Down” by Meghan Trainor

“Back to You” by Selena Gomez

“Just Want You to Know” by Backstreet Boys

“Love Me Like You Do” by Ellie Goulding

“Running Back” by Ashley Cooke

“Quit Playing Games (With My Heart)” by Backstreet Boys

“Never Really Over” by Katy Perry

“Hurt No More” by Chase Wright

“This Feeling” by the Chainsmokers, Kelsea Ballerini

“Vindicated” by Dashboard Confessional

“What If I Never Get Over You” by Lady A

“Die from a Broken Heart” by Maddie & Tae

“When You’re Gone” by Shawn Mendes

“Still Falling For You” by Ellie Goulding

“Run to You” by Lea Michele

“Ruin My Life” by Zara Larsson

“I Believe You” by Fletcher


Chapter One


LENI STEELE ENDED the call to her favorite Thai restaurant, musing about how the people who worked there probably thought she lived in her Manhattan office. The fact that working on a Friday night gave her more satisfaction than the last several dates she’d been on had to say something about the male species. Or did it say something about her? She’d never had much patience for bullshit and putting on airs, but she didn’t let that hinder her love for her job as a marketing and public relations manager for Steele Marketing & Media Solutions. She’d simply honed her ability to be hardnosed and to cut to the chase, and she excelled at it.

Her thoughts were interrupted as her cousin and boss, Shea Steele, walked into her office looking as sharp as ever. Her blond hair fell like spun gold over the shoulders of her fitted white blouse, a Chanel tote hung from her arm, and her cell phone was glued to her hand, as usual. Leni’s mentor had built her business on sheer determination and grace, the latter of which was not in Leni’s repertoire. Leni eyed her curiously. Her cousin’s smile told her she was excited about wherever she was going, but that could mean business or pleasure. “Where are you off to?”

“I’m meeting Hawk for a drink. Do you want to come?” Hawk Pennington was a highly-sought-after photographer who worked with many of their clients. He also happened to be a tall, tattooed, motorcycle-riding glass of champagne.

“I don’t think I’m the Steele Hawk wants coming tonight.”

“That’s a tasty thought, but you know I won’t cross that line. We’re going over details for Jules’s wedding. Come with me. Take a night off. It’ll be fun, and you never know who you’ll meet.” Jules was Leni’s youngest sister. She was getting married in December, and as a wedding gift, Shea had hired Hawk to photograph her big day.

“You and I both know what’s out there, and none of it equates to a bigger temptation than the Thai food I just ordered for delivery and the Mets game I’m going to watch while I’m working.” Leni was done with wishy-washy men who didn’t know how to handle a strong woman in or out of the bedroom or men who couldn’t hold a conversation unless it was about themselves.

“I hear you, but I’m not giving up on finding my Mr. Right,” Shea said cheerily. “If you change your mind, we’ll be at NightCaps.”

As Shea left her office, Leni went back to work. A few minutes later she heard Shea stomping back down the hall, tension rising in her voice. The life of a marketing and PR rep was riddled with urgency, and they both thrived on it.

Shea stormed in, poking at her phone. “It turns out you do need to work tonight.” She put her phone to her ear. “You need to go to the ARTS gala with Raz.”

Leni’s head snapped up. She was not going anywhere with Shea’s most difficult client, A-list actor Duncan “Raz” Raznick, who went by the stage name Duncan Raz, or simply Raz. “You can’t be serious.”

Shea held up her finger and spoke into her phone. “Yes, this is Shea Steele. I need to change the pickup for the ARTS gala tonight.” She gave them the office address.

Leni pushed to her feet, fuming as Shea ended the call. “What is going on?”

“You know how the paparazzi are all over Raz again now that Jacinda and Rafe have signed on to make another movie together and pictures of them making out are all over social media.” Raz had dated actress Jacinda Carr for several months. They broke up right before summer, after she cheated on him with her costar Rafe Jenson. “You’ve seen the stories about how Raz isn’t over her. That one photographer, Ken Singer, is always stalking him. I’m worried about the bad press he’s getting, so I set him up with an actress for the gala to give them something else to write about, but she broke her tooth and can’t go.”

“Can’t he go alone?” Leni knew arguing was pointless. If Raz was her client, she’d make damn sure he had a woman on his arm, but that didn’t lessen her hatred of the idea of going to a gala, much less going to one with an arrogant actor.

“That’s not going to help the media see that he’s over Jacinda.”

“You’re asking me to help the guy who royally screwed over my client for a big cologne campaign. Rugged for Men? Remember that? You were right there in the office when he told me to schedule it with his assistant, and then the week before the shoot, he claimed the timing didn’t work. And let’s not forget that he went through two other PR companies after leaving the one that repped him for years. He’s become a problem child, Shea, and you know it.”

“So what? He’s not the first difficult client we’ve worked with, and he won’t be the last.”

“But he’s the first you’re asking me to go out with. You know I hate being in the spotlight. Why don’t you go as his PR rep and make a statement?”

“I can’t. It’ll look planned and manipulative.”

Leni deadpanned. “I work for you. Isn’t that the same thing?”

“No. You guys are going on a fake date, not making a statement.”

“So now you’re pimping me out?” Leni arched a brow. “Sorry, Shea, but I can’t go. I’m working on marketing plans for the launch of Sterling Silver’s new jewelry line and for Alyssa Braden, the director of the Sweet ’n Savory Dessert Festival. I’m trying to close those deals in the next four weeks.”

“I’ll work on them while you’re with Raz if you go.”

“You’re meeting Hawk, remember? Can’t Raz just no-show? Celebs do it all the time.”

“Shit. Hawk.” She began thumbing out a text. “Raz won’t no-show. It’s a fundraiser he believes in. He goes every year, and the guest list has been out there for weeks. His presence carries weight and helps the foundation get more donations.” The ARTS foundation helped fund arts programs in New York City schools.

A cocky asshole with a heart. How unique.

“Please.” Shea’s brow knitted. “I know he’s not easy, and I hate asking you to do this, but I’m out of options. The gala starts in an hour and a half, and the media will eat him alive if he crosses that red carpet alone.”

Leni huffed out a breath. “It’s a good thing I love you, but we still have a problem. I don’t have a dress fancy enough for a gala.”

“You know I do!” Shea didn’t have an office. She had a suite, complete with a full bath and a closet loaded with outfits, from casual to black-tie, accessories, and heels.

“You are annoyingly overprepared for everything.”

“Thank God I am,” Shea said excitedly. “I owe you one.”

“You owe me a hell of a lot more than one.” Leni pushed to her feet. “Wait. What am I supposed to tell my family? They’ll see the pictures, and you know how Jules is.” Jules was a bundle of unending optimism and the unofficial spreader of good cheer on Silver Island, where Leni and her five siblings had grown up.

“Well, you can’t tell them it’s a setup. If someone slipped and word got out, it would be even worse for Raz. Just say you went on one date and decided there were no sparks.”

“I hate lying.”

“It’s not really lying. It is one date. It just happens to be a fake date, and with how difficult Raz is, if there are sparks, they’ll be of the hateful kind. Come on. We’re running out of time.” She took Leni by the wrist, pulling her down the hall toward her office. “If anyone asks, you met Raz in the office and hit it off, so he asked you to go with him. Easy peasy.”

“You mean I can’t say I’m there against my will and would rather be shot out of a cannon than walk down a red carpet?”

[image: * * *]

AN HOUR LATER Leni was sitting in the back of a limousine parked in front of Raz’s building, wearing a black Jillian Braden original gown with a sequined bodice, three-quarter sleeves, a cinched waist, and a puffy satin A-line skirt with a slit from floor to midthigh. It was a beautiful gown, and the least revealing of all the available options, although you wouldn’t know it by the wide-plunging neckline that went nearly to her belly button, showing an uncomfortable amount of cleavage. The Manolo Blahnik ankle-wrap sandals and the sliver of diamonds around her neck added another level of elegance she wasn’t used to. Thanks to one of Leni’s longtime besties, Indi Oliver, a makeup artist and skincare boutique owner who also happened to be her older brother Archer’s fiancée, Leni was able to create perfect smoky eyes and plump up her too-thin lips, which she’d always been a little self-conscious about. Shea had worked magic with a curling iron, all the while reminding her to act like she wanted to be there with Raz.

How long did it take for a guy to get ready?

She glanced at her phone, answered an email, and when she looked up, Raz was walking out of the building. She was used to handsome men, but she was thankful for the tinted windows as she drank in the square-jawed, chisel-faced actor. Tall and broad-shouldered, he wore the hell out of his tuxedo as he strode toward the limousine with an air of authority. His brown hair was short, his cheeks perfectly peppered with scruff, and damn. No wonder he’d been named People’s Sexiest Man Alive two years in a row.

Too bad he was as difficult as they came.

The driver opened the door for Raz, and he slid into the seat beside her, bringing a woodsy, spicy scent with him. Their eyes met, and his narrowed. “You’re not an actress.”

“Well, hello, Mr. Charming. Thanks for bursting my bubble. Here I thought I’d found a new career. Your other fake date broke her tooth and couldn’t make it.”

He flashed his pearly whites. “Aw, were you girls fighting over me?”

“You wish. I’m here as a favor to Shea.”

“I guess thanks are in order, but I’m not sure why she bothered lining up a date.”

“Because she cares about your image, like any good PR rep would.” Leni’s protective claws were coming out for her cousin and her industry.

He held her gaze, a challenge burning in his piercing blue eyes. “I guess it’s good someone does.”

“Don’t you care about the bad press you’re getting?”

“Not really,” he said casually. “Fuck ’em if they don’t want to watch my movies.”

And there it was. The infuriating arrogance so many celebrities possessed. It wasn’t so different from how Leni would react if people talked shit about her. But she knew better than to announce that to the world.

“Then why did you hire Shea?”

A slow smile crept across his face. “So I could get a date with her knockout marketing rep, obviously.”

“You’re a piece of work. Without good PR and marketing, you would have been just another pretty face.”

“I knew you liked my face. I felt you staring at me through the tinted windows.”

“You did not.”

“See?” He arched a brow. “You were staring.”

Leni sighed. “I can see this is going to be an exhausting night.”

“I don’t know what Shea led you to believe, but just because we’re on a fake date doesn’t mean I’ll sleep with you. I’m not that guy.”

He said it so seriously, she felt the need to clarify what she meant, but before she could get a word out, his lips quirked, and he said, “But I am a runner, and I have incredible stamina, so if we were to hook up, you’d definitely need to sleep in tomorrow.”

She glowered at him. “Please stop talking.”

He held his hands up in surrender, a playful grin lingering on his lips.

“You can act. I’ll give you that,” Leni conceded. “But you had solid reps helping you find every rung of the ladder you climbed, and now the career you worked so hard to achieve is being torn down, one inflammatory article at a time. Shea is working her ass off to turn things around for you. You should be grateful she’s staying on top of your public image.”

“I am grateful, but that doesn’t mean I have to enjoy playing the game,” he said coldly. “I care about this charity, which is why I’m here instead of watching the Mets game, but I don’t give a damn if the media says I’ll never work again. They don’t hold all the cards.”

“Not all the cards, but they do carry a lot of weight, and as your public image dwindles, so will your worth. Is that why you backed out of the Rugged for Men cologne campaign? Because you didn’t give a damn?”

He shrugged. “So what if it was?”

“That’s my client you screwed over,” she fumed. “You know what? If you don’t care about your reputation, then I have better things to do, and the Thai food I ordered won’t go to waste.” She reached for the button to speak to the driver, and he snagged her hand.

“You got all dolled up. You’re not cutting out now. We’re in this together.”

“There is no we.”

“Sure there is,” he said as they pulled up in front of Lincoln Center, where the gala was being held. “You wouldn’t want to disappoint Shea, would you?”


Chapter Two


BEYOND HER REPUTATION for being a pit bull and having stopped him in his tracks the first time he’d seen her in her office, Raz knew very little about the feisty porcelain-skinned beauty sitting beside him. But he knew one thing for sure. Tonight was going to be a hell of a lot more fun with Leni than it would have been with some starry-eyed actress. He couldn’t remember the last time anyone had challenged him. Pushing her buttons was going to be fun.

Turning on the charm, he said, “Ready to show the world how much you love me?”

Those incredibly gorgeous and wicked green eyes narrowed. “I don’t fake love, but don’t worry. I’ll make you look good.”

His gaze slid from her eyes to her sexily bowed lips, down the sculpted auburn curls tumbling over her shoulders to the tempting path of flawless skin between her breasts, lingering there, feeling—and enjoying—the heat of her annoyance. Only then did he follow the curves of her body down to the slit in her skirt, admiring her long, lean legs. When he finally met her gaze, she was shooting him daggers. “In that dress, you can’t help but make me look good.”

The greeter opened his door, and through a camera-ready smile, she said, “I’d make you look good if I were wearing rags.”

Fuck yeah, you would.

He climbed out, and as cameras flashed and paparazzi shouted, he gave them what they needed to get off his ass, flashing a proud smile as he helped Leni to her feet. He put a hand on her lower back and leaned in closer, whispering, “Let’s sell the hell out of this. Try to look like a well-satisfied woman.”

With a dazzling smile in place, she put a hand on his chest, gazing adoringly up at him like a pro. “Won’t that tip them off that this is fake?”

Why did he find her snark so sexy? As they made their way up the red carpet, he said, “It seems you’ve been sorely misinformed.”

“Says the man who needed a fake date.”

Someone shouted, “Who are you wearing?”

Leni looked at him expectantly.

“They’re talking to you, beautiful.”

“Oh, right.” She beamed at the photographers. “Jillian Braden.”

Once inside, Raz played up the dog and pony show, introducing Leni to the hosts of the event and other attendees, mingling like he loved these types of events. Leni was gracious and played the part of his adoring date perfectly.

As they headed into the ballroom, she said, “I need a drink,” at the same time he said, “Let’s hit the bar.” She laughed, and it was a surprisingly sweet sound.

“Looks like we have one thing in common.” Raz kept his hand on her back as they made their way toward the bar. “I should know what you’re drinking, so I can order it for you.”

“I guess it would be inappropriate to order tequila shots before the event even starts.”

He chuckled. “Not in my book, but unfortunately, I think some of the guests might frown on that.”

“Then I’ll go with whiskey. Neat.”

“Interesting choice.”

“Why?” she asked with a hint of annoyance.

“Most women prefer wine or champagne.”

“Yeah? Well, most men don’t need fake dates, so how about you try being a little less judgy and a little more appreciative?” She straightened his bow tie, feigning a killer smile.

“Someone’s sensitive.”

“Not at all. I simply don’t enjoy having my choices questioned.”

He had a feeling there was more fueling that statement than just her annoyance at being stuck there with him for the evening. “I wasn’t questioning your choice. I said it was interesting. It sets you apart from others, and that’s never a bad thing.”

“Unless you’re a single celebrity after a breakup attending an event,” she said thoughtfully.

Her change in tone caught him off guard. He knew better than to try to figure out what game she was playing and headed up to the bar to get their drinks.
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THEY SURVIVED COCKTAIL hour, and as the night wore on, he couldn’t take his eyes off Leni, with that thick auburn hair and those cupid lips. She had dainty features—catlike eyes with impossibly long lashes, a slim, upturned nose, high cheekbones, and a slightly pointy chin. That delicate femininity contrasted with the strength she exuded with every sharp-tongued sentence. She was by far the most beautiful woman in the room, and that smart mouth of hers was proving to be a hell of a lot of fun. She appeared captivated by the presentations and chatted amiably with other guests during dinner, though Raz noticed her leg bouncing impatiently under the table. That impatience went hand in hand with the whispered snark they’d volleyed all evening. Yet another thing no one else seemed to notice. Leni Steele would have made a damn good actress.

After their plates were cleared and people began moving to the dance floor, Leni whispered, “How long do we have to stay? If I have to listen to one more story about this woman’s pet poodle, I might lose it.”

He was sick of being there, too, but he was curious about what she would rather be doing. “Do you have something better in mind?”

“Yes,” she hissed. “I’m missing the Mets game, too.”

The man across the table glanced over, so Raz put his arm around her, nuzzling her neck, trying to ignore her sweet and all too tempting scent, a mix of honeysuckle and warm caramel, as he whispered, “A little late to try to get on my good side, isn’t it?”

She must have noticed their watcher, too, because she put on the charm. “You know I like all your sides. Good, bad, and especially naughty.”

She’d piqued his interest, proving it had been too damn long since he’d been with a woman. He wondered what she’d be like if this were a real date. “I need you in my arms, sweetheart.” He pushed to his feet, bringing her up beside him, and guided her to the dance floor.

“What are you doing?” she asked as he swept her into his arms.

“Getting us out of here.” He twirled her, inching toward the service door he’d spotted the waitstaff using. “There’s a hole-in-the-wall pub a few blocks away where we can catch the highlights of the game.” That earned him a smile.

“Won’t you get mobbed by paparazzi or fans at the pub?”

“With you in that dress, nobody’s going to be looking at me.” Another two twirls, and he took her hand, making a beeline through the door. She giggled, holding tight as they weaved around the kitchen staff. He nodded to the chef as they hurried past. “Exceptional dinner, thank you.”

When they reached the back door, there was a Mets cap hanging on a hook with a jacket. He snagged the hat and put it on. “They’ll be looking at you, but it won’t hurt to keep my face shielded.”

“You’re stealing it?”

“I’m not classless.” He whipped out his wallet and shoved a hundred-dollar bill into the pocket of the jacket. “Come on.” They blew through the back door and hurried down the street. “Any lingering paparazzi are out front. Hopefully they won’t catch wind of us.”

“My bag is in the limo, and isn’t that the point of me being here? So the media will see us together?”

“The driver will keep your bag safe, and the photogs already got what they needed.” He shrugged off his tuxedo jacket and untied his bow tie. “I’ve had enough of the limelight for one night.” He unbuttoned the top two buttons of his dress shirt, and her gaze followed. “Want me to keep going?”

Her eyes snapped up. “Get over yourself. I was just lost in thought.”

“About my body? It’s all natural, and yes, the nine-inch rumor is true.”

“I was not thinking about you. Believe it or not, the female world does not revolve around the male anatomy.”

“I hear what you’re saying, but those rosy cheeks say otherwise.”
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AS THEY MADE their way down the long city blocks to the pub, Leni didn’t know what was more irritating. Getting caught staring at Raz’s chest, or the fact that she’d looked in the first place. She told herself that it was simply refreshing to see chest hair because so many men waxed their entire bodies these days. But she’d had the urge to run her fingers through the dusting of hair on his chest and over the scar cutting through it. He’d been shirtless in plenty of movies, but he’d never had chest hair, and she’d never seen the scar. For some stupid reason, she couldn’t stop thinking about it.

“Still thinking about my body?” he asked as he opened the door to the pub.

“Yes, as a matter of fact. I’m trying to figure out how deep a hole I need to dig in order to hide it.” She heard him chuckling as he followed her inside. He was infuriatingly fun to toss barbs with, which bothered her because he had no regard for how important or difficult Shea’s job was—and in turn, how important and difficult her job was. Catching the game highlights would be a good distraction from that annoyance.

The pub was deep and narrow, with wood-covered walls, seventies-style stained-glass lights hanging from the ceiling, and three big-screen televisions behind the bar. Perfect. There were only a handful of people at the tables and bar. They gave Leni and Raz once-overs as they headed for the bar, but they didn’t stare or act impressed, which was a relief. She’d had her fill of pomp and circumstance.

The silver-haired bartender lifted his chin in Leni and Raz’s direction, his warm smile drawing a genuine one from Raz, noticeably different from the cocksure grins he’d been flashing all evening. “I see we have Raz with us tonight.”

“You know me better than that. It’s always Duncan around here.” He pulled out a high-backed stool for Leni. “Dave, this is my beautiful date, Leni Steele. Leni, this is my buddy, and the owner of the pub, Dave Wichard.”

“It’s nice to meet you, Dave.” Leni thrust a hand across the bar, and he shook it.

“You, too. Where did you kids get off to tonight?”

Raz hung his jacket on the back of a chair, and as they sat down, he said, “A charity function.”

“Why am I not surprised?” Dave said teasingly. “What can I get you to drink? Duncan, your regular? Fat Tire?”

“Are you a beer snob who drinks only your favorites?” Leni asked.

“You know how we celebrities are, but no beer tonight, Dave.” Raz’s gaze turned rascally, and it was a good look on him. “What do you say, Leni? Think we earned a few shots of Patrón?”

“I know I did.”

As Dave got their shots, Leni watched the game highlights. The Mets had won seven to three, but they hadn’t caught up until the eighth inning. “The eighth inning? What is wrong with them? Thank God I didn’t watch the game. I would’ve gnawed off my fingernails.”

Raz lifted her hand, arching a brow. “You wouldn’t waste your perfect manicure.”

“Of course not, but I would have cursed a blue streak.”

His lips quirked. “Good to know.”

“Do you blame me? Did you see that hit?” She pointed at the television. “It was perfect. Right over the wall and freaking spider arms caught it. That should’ve been a home run. And what the hell was wrong with Sharpe tonight? He’s the number-one pitcher in the league, and he couldn’t strike those guys out sooner?”

“Man, you are harsh,” Raz said. “Give the guy a break. He’s having an off night.”

“Then he shouldn’t be out there,” Leni said as Dave set the shot glasses in front of them. “Thank you, Dave.” She picked up a glass. “Here’s to ending on a win.”

Raz clinked glasses with her, and they downed the tequila.

“Where’d you meet this one? I like her.” Dave refilled their glasses.

“Do you want to tell him, or shall I?” Leni cocked her head, wondering if he’d admit to being on a fake date.

He put his hand on her thigh, giving it a squeeze, and kept it there, a glint of playfulness rising in his eyes. “I’ve got it, sweetheart.”

What are you up to?

“It was incredibly serendipitous,” he said. “I was meeting with my PR rep, Shea, and I saw this auburn-haired knockout in black slacks that hugged her curves strutting down the hall on mile-high heels, focused on whatever she was thumbing out on her phone. I swear, Dave, it was one of those heart-stopping moments you see in movies, where the whole world stops. I saw her moving in slow motion, hair blowing over her shoulders, every sway of her hips pronounced. The whole shebang. And then she looked up from her phone, and our eyes connected.” He put his other hand over his heart. “I kid you not, a bolt of lightning shot through me. She must have felt it, too, because she stumbled, and I caught her around the waist, and when those evergreen eyes found mine, I was done. Putty in her hands. I think I fell for her right then and there.”

He turned those piercing blue eyes on Leni, and her pulse quickened. Damn him. He was so good at acting, she almost believed the story.

He tightened his hand on her leg. “Right, sweetheart?”

“That’s right. Talk about falling head over heels.” She laughed softly, playing along.

“I’ll never forget what you said as I steadied you on your feet.”

This was a guy who obviously liked to push limits, and she pushed right back. “I believe it was, A little handsy for a first meeting, don’t you think?”

A slow grin lifted his cheeks. “See, Dave? You know how I love a challenge.” His eyes never left hers. “That was the best moment of my life.”

“He’s obviously led a very boring life,” Leni teased.

“Come on, baby girl. You know that’s not true.”

She scowled, remembered she shouldn’t, and softened her expression. “What did I tell you about calling me baby girl?”

“Sorry. I forgot.” He lowered his voice. “Only in the bedroom.”

She had a feeling he’d push limits there, too, and tried not to let that idea entice her. “Careful telling all our secrets. You know I’m a private person.” She tossed back another shot and set down her glass. “Hit me again, Dave.”

“You’re driving the girl to drink, Duncan.” Dave refilled her glass.

She drank the shot, needing it to quell the interest simmering inside her. “Better than driving me into the arms of another man.” She regretted it the second it came out of her mouth.

“Ouch. Cheap shot, baby.” Raz sat back, taking his hand with him.

“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.”

“It’s okay. It’s not like it isn’t true.” He drank his shot and glanced at Dave. “You’d better leave us the bottle.”

Dave chuckled and set the bottle on the bar. As he went to help another customer, Leni said, “Seriously, Raz. I can be a little unfiltered. That was inappropriate. I know what it feels like to be cheated on, and it’s not funny. I’m sorry.”

“Well, in this case it is kind of funny.” He refilled their glasses. “I think I dodged a bullet. I don’t even know who the woman that’s out there sucking face with Rafe all over the media is, but it’s not the Jacinda I knew.” He lifted his glass. “Here’s to shitty relationships.”

“To being over shitty relationships.” They clinked glasses and drank. “I’m done with men.”

“Because of the guy who cheated on you?”

“No, because I’ve done the whole dating thing, and it’s a waste of time. Ninety-nine percent of men don’t even make it past coffee.”

“Coffee?”

“Yeah. I prescreen my dates, and don’t give me shit about it. I get enough of that from my girlfriends.”

“Prescreen?” He arched a brow. “What do you mean?”

“If a guy passes the talking stage, which usually lasts a couple of weeks, I’ll meet them for coffee. It’s quick, noncommittal, and on neutral territory. I don’t have time to spend an entire evening with someone I don’t connect with.”

“That’s actually kind of brilliant.”

“It’s called time management.” She picked up the bottle to refill their glasses.

“You’re a tiny thing. You sure you can handle more?”

“I might be petite,” she said as she poured. “But I’ve got my big panties on.”

“Really?” He laughed.

She realized her mistake, and her eyes widened. “Shit. That came out wrong. They’re not big. They’re barely there, and lacy, and…” She took a deep breath. “Why are we talking about this?”

“I don’t know, but now I’m thinking about your barely there panties.” He knocked back another shot.

And now I’m thinking about you thinking about them. Ugh! “Stop thinking about them. Don’t think about them ever again.”

He leaned closer, his leg brushing hers. “Sorry, sweetheart, but what’s done is done.”

She rolled her eyes, futilely trying not to let that thought turn her on.

“Tell me about the idiot who cheated on you.” His voice was hushed, intimate.

“Why?”

He covered her hand that was resting on her thigh with his. “Because tonight I’m your boyfriend, and I’m curious.”

“Fake boyfriend. It happened a long time ago.”

He brushed his thumb over her wrist. “In college?”

“High school.” She must be high from the tequila, because his touch was enticing, the slow strokes, mesmerizing.

“Hold on.” He got a faraway look in his eyes and bit his lower lip. “Mm-mm. Okay. I’m ready.”

“What was that?” she asked with a laugh.

“I had to picture high school Leni, but don’t worry. I reverted to high school Duncan when I did it, so it wasn’t creepy.”

“Ohmygod. What did you picture?”

“A mouthy sprite with freckles across the bridge of her nose, gloss on those pixie lips, and an attitude twice her size, who was just starting to learn how to use her skinny little body to her advantage.”

He wasn’t wrong with his assessment, but she’d been covering up those freckles for years. “What makes you think I have freckles?”

“Oh, I don’t think. I know.” He lifted her hand, brushing his fingers over the freckles on her forearm. There weren’t many, and they were so fair, she was surprised he’d noticed. Holding her gaze, he swiveled her stool, bringing her knees between his legs, so she was facing him. “And these.” He ran his index finger along the ridge of her shoulder bared by the dress. “And then there are these beauties.” His fingers trailed down her breastbone light as feathers all the way to the crest of her breast.

She moved his hand, steeling herself against the lingering prickles of heat they’d left in their wake. “What were you doing, studying me all night?”

“Admiring you. You are my date.”

She reached for the shot glass, but he covered her hand with his, stopping her. Her heart beat faster. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d reacted to a man or his simple touch this way. She tried to yank her hand away, but he held tight.

She met his steady gaze. “Excuse me.”

“Tell me I’m right.”

“About what?”

“The freckles,” he said with an arrogant grin.

How had she forgotten that so fast? “I’m not telling you all my secrets.”

“You just did.” He let go of her hand, their gazes holding for a few torturous, silent beats. “So, we’re in high school, and you’re dating…what’s his name?”

It took her a second to remember they were talking about cheating exes. “Wells.”

“Great name. Too bad he’s a douche.”

“Don’t say that. Only I’m allowed to call him that.”

“Ah, do we have leftover feelings for Wellsy?”

“No.” Geez, this guy.

“Okay, sorry. I thought I picked up on something. So you and Wells. Give me a visual. What did he look like back then?”

“Are you always this nosy?”

His brow furrowed. “No, actually. But what the hell. I’m going with it, so paint the picture.”

She knew he wouldn’t let it go until she did. “He’s always been good-looking—you know, tall, dark, and cocky, and he was funny and popular.”

“As I’m sure you were, too. Popular, I mean.”

She shrugged. “I guess. Anyway, I have very protective older brothers, and I grew up in a close-knit community. All the kids, the families really, were protective of each other, and Wells was kind of a player in high school, but we were friends. Until the night he kissed me, when we turned into more. But because of his reputation, he thought we should keep it between us. We secretly dated, and at his suggestion, I made the mistake of not even telling my best friend, Abby. After a few months of sneaking around, I was so happy with him, I couldn’t hold it in any longer. I told her I’d been seeing him, and she burst into tears. It turned out that he’d been secretly seeing her for two weeks and had convinced her not to tell anyone, either.”

“Oh man. What about you? Did you get your teenage heart crushed, too?”

“No. I was pissed. He made my best friend cry. He was lucky he didn’t sleep with her, or he wouldn’t be alive today and I’d probably still be locked up.”

He chuckled. “So I guess he wasn’t your first love?”

“Nope. I never had one of those.” It wasn’t exactly true, but she knew better than to bare her soul to anyone other than her twin, Levi.

“That’s surprising,” he said thoughtfully.

“Why? Not everyone exists to fall in love. Some of us aren’t cut out for it.” She wasn’t one of those people who didn’t believe in love. But she knew how it felt to be hurt by someone she loved, and that was enough to keep that particular emotion off her to-do list.

“I’m not sure I’m buying that. Did he at least apologize?”

“I wasn’t about to let him soothe his sorry soul with an apology. I didn’t want to hear his rationalizations.”

“Damn. You are tough. What happened with you and Abby?”

“We ditched his cheating ass and made a chicks-before-dicks pact.”

He laughed. “I love it. Are you still friends?”

“It would take a lot more than a guy to break our bond. She’s one of my closest friends. She’s getting married in November, and I’m going to be in the wedding.”

“That’s great. What about Wells? What’s he up to now?”

“He’s still single and lives in our hometown. He owns a restaurant there and does well for himself.”

“I actually meant, is he still that thing I’m not allowed to call him?”

“Oh.” She wondered why he was so curious about the one guy she didn’t want to talk about. “I don’t follow his personal life, but he’s a good guy.”

“Do you ever see him?”

“Every time I go home. Our families are still close.”

His brows knit again. “What’s that like for you?”

“I don’t know. He’s just Wells. Can we not talk about him?”

“Interesting.”

“You use that word a lot.”

“It’s not that often I meet a smart woman who can talk baseball and has sworn off an entire gender.”

She scoffed. “I’m sure there are plenty of us out there. Now it’s your turn. I know what the media says happened between you and Jacinda, but I want to know what really happened.”

“There’s not much to tell,” he said tightly. “We were seeing each other, and I thought things were going okay. We weren’t soul mates, but we were having a good enough time, and then she started shooting that movie. The next thing I knew, there were pictures of her and Rafe all over social media.”

“That’s how you found out? You didn’t have a fight or see it coming?”

“Nope.”

Leni felt bad for him, but she was also feeling the effects of the tequila—warm, tipsy, and a little looser lipped than usual. “Well, speaking as a girl with three brothers, I can tell you on good authority that guys can be clueless about such matters. So maybe you were on the outs, and you didn’t realize it.”

He waggled his finger at her. “You might be onto something. Or maybe that’s just Hollywood for ya.”

“It’s not just Hollywood. It’s people everywhere. I’m sorry you went through that. That must have hurt.”

“It didn’t feel great, and I’m not going to lie. My ego took a beating at first, and like you, when she wanted to explain, I didn’t want to hear it. But like I said, I dodged a bullet. She obviously wasn’t the person she pretended to be with me.”

“Why do people do that? Is it so hard to be authentic?”

“I don’t know why or how, but I’m so over all the shit that went down and the media being up my ass. I’m done with dating drama. In fact, maybe I’ll take a page from your script and give up women altogether.”

“That’s what I’m talking about. Who needs the headaches?”

“Not me. But let me ask you something.”

“As if you haven’t been asking me things all evening?” she teased.

“Like I said, you’re interesting, and I’m curious. How long has it been since you’ve gone out on a real date? I mean beyond coffee?”

“Several months.”

He leaned in so close, she saw starbursts in his irises. “What about sex?” His voice was low and seductive. “Don’t you get lonely? It’s been several months for me, too, and I’m starting to miss human touch.”

“Human touch? What’s that?”

They both laughed.

He began rolling up his sleeves, exposing thick, muscular forearms. She felt a tug low in her belly. Why did she have to have a thing for forearms? And why were his so damn perfect?

He cleared his throat, and her eyes snapped up, catching his smirk.

“Lost in thought again?”

She lifted her chin. “I happen to have a very busy brain.”

“I bet you do,” he said coyly. “Seriously, though, you haven’t swiped right or left or whatever it is to scratch that itch?”

“Nope. When I get tempted, I just remember how disappointed I’d be during and after.”

“Well, there is that. But you might be missing out on the one guy who can blow your mind.”

“Trust me, I’m not.”

He grabbed his glass, sliding the other closer to her, and lowered his voice. “Here’s to fake dates, where we can just be ourselves because we don’t give a damn what the other person thinks.”

“Now you’re talking my language.” They clinked glasses a little too hard, and tequila splashed over the rim of her shot glass. They laughed, and she licked the liquid off her fingers, enjoying every second of his heated stare.


Chapter Three


WHEN THEY FINALLY left the bar, they were buzzed and cracking up as they tried to one-up each other with their bad-date stories. “He asked if he could suck your toes while you were having coffee?” Raz barely got the words out past his laughter.

“Yes. In the first five minutes after I met him.” Leni hadn’t had this much fun in so long, she wasn’t ready for the night to end, but she had to get out of her heels. “Come here.” She tugged him over by his sleeve and leaned on his shoulder as she took off her heels. “That’s so much better.”

He gazed down at her, looking bigger and broader now that she was barefoot. “I didn’t think it was possible for you to get cuter than you were when you were all riled up, but all that fierceness in such a petite package? You’re a hell of a mighty sprite, Leni Steele.”

“Shut up, or I’ll get some woman to say she wants to suck your toes.”

“You little temptress.” He waggled his brows, making them both laugh again.

She shivered against the cold air.

He took off his jacket. “Here, put this on.”

“It’s okay. I’m fine.”

“Leni, put the damn jacket on.” He helped her put it on. “I’ll call the limo driver.”

“Ugh. Boring. Wouldn’t you rather walk?”

“Yes, but I figured you wouldn’t.”

“Why? I love walking. I walk all over this city. I could outwalk you.”

She started walking, and he grabbed her wrist, pulling her back. He looked at the heels dangling from her fingers. “Are you going to put those back on? Because I’m not letting you walk these sidewalks barefoot.”

“Heck no.”

“All right, then you leave me no choice.” He took off his baseball cap and put it on her. “Well, damn, that’s even more adorable.”

“I’m a grown woman. I’m not adorable.”

He scoffed. “Fucking adorable.” He turned around and crouched. “Hop on.”

“I’m not getting on your back.”

He looked over his shoulder, flashing that devastating grin. “If you want us to walk back to Lincoln Center, you’ll hop on. Otherwise I’m calling the limo or putting your ass in a cab.”

“Raz.”

He backed up and tried to grab her legs.

She squealed, swatting at his hands. “Stop. What are you doing?”

“Move all that fabric so I can get to you.” He scooted backward, grabbing at her legs.

“Ohmygod.” She swatted at his hands again, laughing. “Stop twerking! I’ll do it.”

That playful glimmer shone in his eyes. “Good girl.”

She glowered at him.

“Oh, sorry. Is that only to be said in the bedroom, too? Got it.”

She crossed her arms, stifling a laugh. “You have one second to look straight ahead and shut your mouth.” He looked straight ahead, laughing, and she tried to gather her skirt in her arms. “There’s too much skirt.”

“I prefer you without a skirt, too.”

She dropped the skirt, loving his playfulness, and grabbed his shoulders. “You’re too big.”

He eyed her over his shoulder. “I hear that a lot.”

She tried to deadpan, and burst out laughing, high from the tequila. “Get lower and shut up.” She grabbed his shoulders, bracing herself to jump onto his back. “I can’t believe I’m doing this.”

“Plenty of women would pay good money to climb all over me.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah.” She hoisted herself up, and he reached back, grabbing her ass and lifting her as he rose to his full height. A gasp of surprise escaped, and she hung on for all she was worth. His muscles flexed against her chest and thighs as he carried her down the sidewalk, and even through her gown she could feel his big hands clutching her ass. “You can let go of my butt now.”

“I’ve been thinking about those lace panties all night. If you think I’m going to let go, you’re crazy.”

“Is that why you insisted I climb onto your back?”

“No. It’s just an added bonus.”

Oh yeah? Well, two can play that game. She slid her hand into his open shirt.

“Hey now, I’m not here for your cheap thrills,” he said teasingly.

“Fair’s fair.” She ran her fingers through his chest hair and over the smooth scar that tugged at her thoughts.

“I knew you were still thinking about my body.”

“Don’t get too excited. It’s a side effect of sex deprivation.”

“Damn, woman. You won’t even let me enjoy a simple ego stroke, will you?”

“Your hands are on my ass and my body is plastered to your back. Take that as a win. You beat out most of my coffee dates.”

“I hope you don’t expect me to suck on your toes.”

“You’re ridiculous.” Leni laughed, and watched their reflection in the windows as they passed. He was smiling, and hell if she wasn’t, too. She didn’t recognize herself. Jules was the carefree type to ride on someone’s back, not her. Leni had always been firmly grounded and an expert at keeping men at arm’s length. But she couldn’t try to pick it apart right then, because it would only piss her off, and she was having too much fun. “If you ever stop acting, you can always become a professional piggyback giver.”

“Nah. I save the cheap thrills for my fake dates.”

“Smart. You don’t want to water down your brand.”

“Four shots and you’re still talking shop?”

“I talk shop in my sleep.”

“Someone’s not keeping your mouth busy enough.”

She giggled, feeling high, and rested her cheek on his head. His hair was soft and thick and smelled like him. “Why do you have to smell so good?”

“Why do you have to feel so good?”

“It’s a curse.”

The walk back to Lincoln Center was a mix of quiet contentment and fun banter. When she slid off his back, she stumbled, and he wrapped an arm around her, drawing her against him.

“Is the paparazzi still here?” She looked around for photographers.

“Not that I can see, but that was the most action I’ve gotten in a long time, and I’m a snuggler, so…” He embraced her.

“I’m not a snuggler.”

He tightened his grip. “You owe me, Steele. Just go with it.”

She laughed softly. She’d met few men who could keep up with her, and as much as she loved it, she reminded herself he was an actor who could probably pull off anything. But that didn’t stop her from nestling against his broad chest. She breathed him in, letting her hands roam up his back, feeling his muscles flexing and his heart beating steadily against her cheek. She’d forgotten how good it felt to be held and reveled in the feel of his strong arms around her, his big hands splayed across her back. He tightened his hold on her, one hand pushing beneath her hair, his fingers threading through it. She closed her eyes, desire clawing at her. God, she’d missed the luxurious sensation of wanting a man. A low growl left his lips. She knew she should pull away, but she wanted to climb him like a tree and feel those hot hands all over her body.

He fisted his hand in her hair, tugging her head back, sending shocks of painful pleasure flaming through her. His eyes blazed into hers, fierce and hungry. His jaw clenched, and he gritted out, “Fucking fake date,” and he released her, taking a step back and digging his phone out of his pocket.

Leni could do little more than stare at the man who had left her reeling after only a single embrace.

[image: * * *]

LENI WAS GLAD she’d given Raz back his jacket before getting into the limo, because the ride to her place was riddled with heart-pounding tension, the rising temperature threatening spontaneous combustion. He clutched his jacket in one fist like his life depended on it. His other hand rested on the seat between them, their pinkies grazing with every bump in the road. She was wound too tight, hyperaware of how close they were sitting, the silence pulsing between them, and the rigid set of his jaw. Was he fighting whatever devilish temptation this was, too?

When they finally pulled up in front of her building, she reached for her bag, and he turned to her, eyes dark as midnight, his tight smile making it hard for her to breathe. “I’ll walk you up.”

She should nip this in the bud, douse the wildfire they’d started. She opened her mouth to tell him she was perfectly capable of walking herself up, but “Great,” came out. What the hell?

He helped her out of the limo and went to talk to the driver. A minute later his hand took up residence on her lower back again, stoking those flames as they headed inside and across the marble lobby to the elevator. “Classy building, close to your office. Very you.”

“Why do you say that?” They stepped into the elevator, and she pushed the button for her floor. Her heart hammered against her ribs as the doors closed, and he stepped closer.

He ran his index finger along the diamond necklace she wore. “Classy needs no explanation.” His voice was low and seductive. “You could have picked a building with a view, but you went for location because time is always of the essence for the woman who barely has time for coffee.”

She swallowed against her mounting desire, trying to diffuse the ache growing inside her. “So you were listening.” The elevator doors opened on her floor, and she fished out her keys, focusing on that instead of the heat wafting off him as they walked down the hall.

“I was having a good time. I listened to every snarky word that came out of that sexy mouth of yours.”

“What is it with you and my mouth?” Shit. She hadn’t meant to say that out loud. She unlocked her door and pushed it open, dropping her bag and heels just inside before turning around. He was right there, big, broad, and so alluring, her loneliest parts pleaded for his touch.

“Don’t play me, Steele.” He leaned in so close, his breath warmed her lips. “You know exactly how tempting your mouth is.”

She didn’t know, but he made her want to believe him. He made her want to use it. “My mouth has been called a lot of things but never tempting.”

His eyes held her captive as he cupped her cheek and brushed his thumb over her lower lip. “Then you’ve been dating the wrong guys, because I’ve spent the entire evening fantasizing about all the dirty things I want to do to your mouth after I use mine to make you forget those other assholes.”

Her entire body clenched in anticipation. “That’s awfully big talk for a fake date.”

He slid his hand to the nape of her neck, dipping his face so close, she thought he was going to kiss her, and she desperately wanted him to.

“One night with me, and you won’t be faking a damn thing.”

His voice was low and gruff, and her restraint snapped. “One night. Don’t make me regret this.”

She grabbed him by the collar, tugging him through the door as his lips came down over hers, rough and demanding. Their kisses were fierce and urgent, both of them groping greedily. He unzipped her dress and shoved it to the floor, leaving her in only her panties. She had a fleeting thought about the fact that he was Shea’s client, but she was too far gone, too in need of everything he was willing to give to care. She stepped out of her dress and fumbled with the buttons on his shirt. He grabbed her by the wrists, backing her up against the wall, and pinned her hands above her head, holding them there with one of his hands. This was what she needed, what she craved. One night with a man who knew what he was doing to satiate that dull ache she tried so hard to deny.

His eyes bored into her as his free hand skimmed down her chest, fondling her breast. He raked his gaze down the length of her. “You’re so fucking beautiful.”

As much as she craved his taking what he wanted, she felt unexpectedly vulnerable, and that was something she wasn’t used to. Trying to reclaim the upper hand, she demanded, “Kiss me.”

A wicked glimmer shone in his eyes. “I’ll kiss you when I’m damn good and ready.”

His hungry eyes followed his hand as he took her nipple between his finger and thumb, squeezing hard enough for her to feel it between her legs. She bowed off the wall with a moan. He growled and dipped his head to slick his tongue over her taut nipple. She inhaled sharply, aching for more. He dragged his fingers along the waist of her panties, and she rocked her hips, craning to capture his lips, but he was just out of reach. “I said when I’m ready,” he gritted out, and cupped her through her panties, rubbing his fingers and palm in slow circles as he brushed his lips over hers. “I fucking love lace.”

“That makes two of us.”

He rubbed her faster through her panties, and she moaned.

“So wet for me.” He reclaimed her mouth, kissing her hard and deep, and pushed his hand into her panties, both of them moaning as his thick fingers slid through her wetness. “Fuck.” He tore his mouth away, and a whimper escaped her lungs as he dragged his tongue around the shell of her ear, his fingers moving forward and back through her arousal, without entering her, driving her out of her freaking mind. “I’m going to ruin you for all other men,” he growled huskily into her ear.

As thrilling as his words were, she wouldn’t give him that power. “One night. That’s all this is,” she panted out.

“That’s all I need.” He bit her earlobe and pushed his fingers inside her. She cried out at the agonizing pleasure searing through her. “That’s what I like to hear.” He fucked her with his fingers, just rough enough to let her know he was in control, stroking over that hidden spot with perfection. “But next time say my name.” Before she could respond, his thumb pressed down on her clit, and she shot up on her toes, biting back a cry of pleasure, unwilling to give him the satisfaction. “Is that how you want to play this, sweetheart?”

He withdrew his fingers, and she gasped. She narrowed her eyes. “If you’re going to stop there, you might as well leave.”

“Who said anything about stopping? I’m just not playing by your rules.” His eyes remained trained on hers as he teased her clit. He quickened his efforts, and she struggled to maintain control. “You’re going to come on my hand, and you’re going to say my name.” He pushed his fingers inside her again, using his thumb on those oversensitive nerves. Lust coiled low in her belly, tight as a viper ready to strike, stealing her ability to speak. “Then you’re going to come on my mouth, and you’re going to say my name again.” His dirty promises heightened her desire. “Then you’re going to wrap those pretty little lips around my cock, and if you’re as good as I think you’re going to be, you’ll get to hear me say your name.” He pressed harder with his thumb, pumping his fingers faster. She was trembling, her every muscle taut, need pulsing through her veins. She closed her eyes, gritting her teeth.

“Come on, sweetheart,” he urged. “Say Duncan.”

She opened her eyes at the unfamiliar name and saw he wanted—needed?—to hear it as much as she needed what he was giving her. He sealed his mouth over her neck, biting
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