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MAMA PINCHES MY STOMACH, shaking her head. “Someone ate a little too much last night.”

I grit my teeth. Last night, I had a thin slice of pizza and a small Caesar salad for dinner, which most people would consider a normal meal. But when you’re a reluctant model whose parents depend on your career as their sole source of income, carbs are the enemy, albeit a delicious one.

“I was hungry,” I say. I’m always freaking hungry. I eat enough to not faint on the runway but not a single calorie more than that. “And you can’t really tell that I ate a big meal last night, can you?”

Mama pinches my stomach again. I scowl at her French manicure. Guess who paid for those nails?

“You have to be careful, Huiying,” she tells me for what must be the thousandth time. “This industry is so competitive, and if you don’t meet the standards, what will happen to your baba and me?”

I don’t know, maybe Baba and you will have to get an actual job instead of mooching off your perpetually hangry daughter.

But I don’t say the words. I never say the words. If I say them, my parents would melodramatically clutch their chests and despair over their “ungrateful daughter.” They would remind me not for the first time about the sacrifices they made moving to America and the struggles they faced as Chinese immigrants. And then I would have to apologize and thank them once again for their sacrifices.

Don’t get me wrong. My parents have struggled and sacrificed a lot. As a kid, I often saw people treat my parents with disdain because of their imperfect, thickly accented English, and I know they worked long hours at shitty jobs to keep me clothed and fed. And when I was still in school, they would always save the biggest pieces of meat and the sweetest pieces of fruit for me because they wanted me to grow up healthy and strong. I appreciate everything that they have done for me.

I just wish that they would appreciate my sacrifices more.

Mama touches my cheek. “You’re so beautiful.”

I am very conventionally attractive. Would I be a successful model if I weren’t? Porcelain skin that has rarely seen a blemish and has been featured as the “after” picture in skincare ads, long shiny black hair that has been in several shampoo commercials, and a thin tall body that snooty fashion designers love to dress.

But my beauty doesn’t come effortlessly. When I’m not modeling, I’m working to ensure that my looks stay runway-worthy.

“You’re going on a lemon and cayenne pepper cleanse,” she says.

I groan. “Again?”

“You have to remain beautiful, sweetheart.”

I imagine taking off this ludicrously expensive taffeta gown and putting on the sweats that my mom loathes. Then I would run away from here and go to some random diner where I would stuff my face with pancakes drenched in maple syrup and hash browns swimming in grease.

“Are you listening to me, Huiying?” Mama asks, snapping me out of my daydream.

“Yeah, yeah, I’d go on the cleanse.”

Her face softens. “You know Baba and I love you.”

I feel myself soften with her. “Yeah, I know. I love you too.”

She looks at her watch, a Rolex that I bought for her 45th birthday. “I have to go. Your baba and I have a meeting with the Louis Vuitton guy. But you call me if you need anything.”

After she kisses me on the cheek, I’m alone in the dressing room.

I scowl at my reflection, wishing that I could rip this taffeta gown off my body. The fashion designer must have been a sadist who time-traveled from the Victorian era because this corset feels like it’s doing some serious damage to my ribcage.

When I hear a knock on the door, I say, “Come in.”

I expect to see Jane, the nice but stressed out assistant who cringed whenever Mom touched my gown, which was often.

Instead, a bald guy wearing sunglasses walks into the room.

He nods. “Miss Hu.”

“Is the photographer ready?” I ask. “Should I come out?”

He shakes his head. “I was told to give you this.”

My eyes bulge out of my head when he places a plate of golden French fries on the table. I wipe my mouth, checking to see if any drool is coming out of it. Thankfully, the answer is no.

It takes an unbelievable amount of willpower for me to tell him, “Oh, thank you, but I shouldn’t. I ate a big lunch.” Actually, I had a Caprese salad minus the mozzarella, which was basically just tomatoes and basil leaves drizzled with balsamic vinegar and olive oil.

“Mr. Ashton insisted.”

Mr. Ashton...was that the photographer’s name? I could have sworn his last name was Cohen. Then again, Mom was tightening the laces on my corset when he was introducing himself, and I was feeling a little lightheaded after eating only a Caprese salad minus the mozzarella, so my memory perhaps isn’t the most reliable right now.

My stomach growls. God, the fries smell fucking delicious. I am already going on a cleanse tonight, and since Mama isn’t here to yell at me...

“Well, I wouldn’t want to offend Mr. Ashton, so I suppose I could have one fry...” Or two. Or three.

I take a particularly long and thick fry off the plate, nearly salivating at the golden stick of deliciousness. When I bite into the fry, I can’t help letting out a moan. It’s salty, crispy, fattening—fucking perfect.

I say, “Oh, I don’t think I ever caught your name. It’s nice to...”

The fry falls out of my hand. Why do I suddenly feel so woozy?

I say, “Hey, I’m not feeling so...”

I faint before I can finish my sentence.
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WHEN I OPEN MY EYES, I'm confused as hell. I'm lying in a huge white bed that I've never seen before in my life, my body covered by a pillow-like comforter. When I look under the comforter, I yelp. What the fuck? I'm buck ass naked.

Am I dreaming? I pinch my stomach, wincing as I realize belatedly that my fingertips are gripping the same place where Mama pinched me.

“Are you hurt?”

I jump at the masculine voice. My jaw drops when I see who spoke. Who is this man in a dark purple suit?

This extremely handsome man, the horny devil on my shoulder adds. If you put a cowboy hat over his salt and pepper locks and dress him up in denim and flannel, he could be a model on the cover of one of the Western romance books I sneak into my suitcase when my parents aren’t looking.

I tell the horny devil to shut up. I shouldn’t be noticing the guy’s good looks when I'm lying nude on a bed with no memory of how I got there.

“Who are you?” I ask, hating how polite and soft my voice sounds. I should be screaming, Who the fuck are you and what have you done to me?

Instead of answering, the stranger sits on the bed and, to my utter horror, pulls the comforter off me.

Every inch of my skin flushes red. Dropping the polite and soft tone, I shout, “What the fuck are you doing?” A little late, I remember to cross my arms and legs to cover my most sensitive bits.

My blood pounds through my veins as he pulls me onto his lap. I push his chest, but it’s like trying to move a fucking mountain.

When he touches my thigh, I yelp. Shit, is he going to...?

A frown appears on his face. “Does that hurt? I told Mickey to handle you gently...”

“Um, what?” Who the fuck is Mickey? I mirror his frown. “Is Mickey that bald guy with the fries?” I want to slap myself. Were the fries drugged? Christ, why was I stupid enough to eat food from a stranger? Yeah, I was hungry, but that’s no excuse. As a kid, I wasn’t allowed to go trick-or-treating because my parents had heard one too many stories about children consuming poisoned candy.

He nods.

Before I can ask him more questions, he touches my thigh again, making me freeze.

“Does that hurt, Huiying?” he asks.

He knows my name? My stomach plummets. Is he an obsessed stalker? As an attractive woman of some fame, I get a lot of adoration, harassment, adoration-bordering-on-harassment, and harassment-bordering-on-twisted-adoration from guys. My parents try to shield me from the worst of it, but I still see a lot of unsettling shit.

“Huiying?”

Making my voice soft and polite again, I say, “That doesn’t hurt.” I dislike being so meek toward this creep, but I don’t want to risk provoking him, especially since he’s significantly taller and stronger than me.

“Good, I would’ve fired Mickey if he was rough with you.”

This man might be handsome, but he’s a fucking psycho. “Um, who are you?” I ask.

“I’m Tristan Ashton.”

I pale, instantly recognizing the name. My dad subscribes to a lot of business magazines, and they would often mention Tristan Ashton, the 50-something billionaire recluse who made his enormous fortune from developing a few medical devices. All kinds of rumors have swirled around him, including many unsavory ones.

What does he want with me? 

The AC hits my skin, making me shiver. “Uh, may I have some clothes?”

A look of displeasure comes over his features. I shiver again and wonder if he’s going to lash out at me for committing the crime of making a simple request.

Without a word, he gets up and walks into an adjoining room. After a minute, he comes out with a pink lace Victorian nightgown. Still not saying a word, he pulls me back onto his lap and dresses me as if I were a child.

“You’re probably wondering why you’re here,” he says, circling an arm around my waist.

“I am,” I say slowly, cautiously.

“When I saw your face in a magazine, I knew I had to have you.”

My stomach plummets to the center of the Earth. So, he 
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