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MY HEART IS ABOUT TO burst out of my chest when I step inside Hollands Sixth Boulevard. For a minute that feels like several lifetimes, I stay still, waiting for an alarm to go off or some security guard to haul me out of the department store like I’m yesterday’s trash. When I hear nothing but the pounding of my heart, I exhale. 

During daylight hours, I would never dare to go inside the fancy department store. At the sight of my raggedy-ass clothes, one of the workers would likely accuse me of trying to shoplift and call the cops on me. 

But it’s after hours, and I’m desperate for a comfortable place to sleep, away from the falling snow outside. 

A sigh escapes me. A year ago, I never thought that I would wind up homeless. Though I had no job—I’d graduated from a prestigious college with an expensive degree in Communications only to face an unforgiving job market—I believed that I could always depend on having a home with my father.

I was a naïve idiot. 

My dad loved me, and he probably still loves me. However, his new fiancee Vanessa seemed to loathe my face with every fiber of her being. Although I did most of the household chores and was doing my damnedest to find a job, she told my father that I was a lazy freeloader and that I needed to learn to “pull myself up by my bootstraps” (yes, she’s that type of person). Somehow, the shrew talked my caring father into kicking me out of my childhood home. Before I left, Dad gave me a few hundred dollars. But after a few weeks of staying at a none-too-clean motel and unsuccessful job-hunting, that money is gone.

A heavy sadness comes over me when I look at the wreaths and red ribbons around me. It’s December 23, two days before Christmas. I should be drinking hot cocoa and watching Hallmark movies with my dad right now. I shouldn’t be standing alone in a store that I broke into because my only other option was sleeping on the street. 

Fury pumps through my veins. I hate Vanessa for convincing Dad to kick me out, and I hate Dad even more for listening to her instead of dumping her ass.

I look around me, gawking at the price tags. This pair of jeans costs $500. I shake my head when I see a basic-ass white t-shirt that’s $300. With all of this absurdly overpriced merchandise, it shouldn’t have been so easy to break into Hollands.

Before I go upstairs, I stay still for another moment, waiting for a security system to sound the alarm or a cop to come charging in with handcuffs. Both relief and disbelief fill me when nothing happens. The owner of this store can invest in $500 jeans and $300 t-shirts, but not a halfway decent security system? I shrug. If it weren’t for the owner’s carelessness, I would be sleeping on a pile of snow, so I’m thankful for their lack of foresight. 

I walk up to the second floor, heading toward the beds. Joy washes over me when I find the display of memory foam mattresses. I lie on one of the beds, groaning as I sink into the plush material. So much more comfortable than the lumpy sagging mattress at the motel. 

Just as I close my eyes, I hear a deep male voice say, “Hello.”

I gasp, falling off the bed in shock. Fortunately, the stranger catches me before I can hit the floor. But then he tightens his arms around me, and I wonder if him catching me was actually not-so-fortunate.

My pulse races as I see his exquisitely tailored black suit. Shit. He definitely isn’t a fellow homeless person looking for shelter. 

“May I ask what are you doing in my store?” he asks in a low voice.

Fuck. Dread causes my blood to turn cold. I lift my head, every part of my body trembling when I see his dark brown eyes. 

I say stupidly, “Um...” I want to run away, but he has me trapped in his embrace. I curse under my breath.

“Did you just call me a motherfucker?” he asks, sounding more amused than angry.

I flush. “No, I was, uh, calling this, uh, situation a ‘motherfucker.’” I’m such a moron. I consider begging him for mercy, but frankly, I’m too tired to attempt to appeal to a rich guy’s forgiving side. “So...are you going to hand me over to the cops?”

He strokes my cheek, making a shiver climb down my spine. To be honest, the shiver isn’t entirely out of fear. He’s handsome, a partially silver fox with silky waves of brown and gray hair, dark eyes that possess panty-melting heat, and a sexy five o’clock shadow on his strong jawline.

Jesus Christ, Krystal, this guy is old enough to be your dad, a voice in my head hisses. The reminder does nothing to lessen my attraction. Then the voice reminds me that this guy is going to have me arrested, and that reminder is like a cold shower.

He murmurs, “That depends on how agreeable you are.”

I’m about to ask, What? when I become cognizant of a certain hard body part of his. I say in a flat voice, “You want to have sex with me.”

“Yes.”

I clench my teeth. “How do I know that you won’t have sex with me and call the cops anyway?”

“I’m a man of my word. If you have sex with me, I promise that I won’t report you to the police.”

I want to snort and ask, How can I trust a guy who’s willing to proposition a homeless girl? But do I have much of a choice? If I don’t sleep with him, I will certainly go to jail. If I sleep with him, I might not. Then again, if I spend the night in jail, I won’t have to sleep outside in the snow...

While I’m still thinking, he lifts me off the floor. 

I swat at his chest, but it’s like punching a concrete wall. Completely futile. “What the hell are you doing? Put me down. I’ll turn myself in to the police.”

“You’ll do no such thing.”

Fear wraps itself around my throat. Does the department store owner moonlight as a serial killer? I try hitting him again. “I’m punching you. Don’t you want me to go to jail for assault?” Christ, am I begging for this potential serial killer to call the cops on me? What has my life become?

His lips twitch. “You have a very loose definition of assault.”

When we get into his limo, I try biting him, but before my teeth can sink into his skin, he grabs my face and puts his mouth on mine. Involuntarily, I close my eyes and open my lips, letting his tongue into my mouth. He might be a serial killer, but he is definitely a good kisser.

My hormones are going to be the literal death of me. 

After he lets me up for air, I shake my head, then scowl when I notice that he still has his arms wrapped tightly around me. “Are you going to strangle me in your basement? If so, can you at least make it quick?” I mean for the words to be sarcastic, but even to my own ears, I sound afraid, like I’m on the verge of pissing my pants.

“Do you think I want to kill you?” He touches the side of my throat, eliciting another shiver out of me.

“What do you want with me then?”

“I believe the answer to that has been established.” He moves his hips, pressing his erection against the crotch of my jeans.

Heat floods my cheeks. I should be disgusted by him, but a traitorous shot of lust goes through my body. “Where are you taking me?”

In a matter of fact fashion, he says, “To my place. It’s not like you have anywhere else to go.” 

I don’t know if he means to be cruel, but his painfully accurate words hurt all the same. “Are you sure taking me to your place is a good idea? I could try to kill you in your sleep.”

A smirk appears on his face. “Based on your ineffectual punches, I’m not terribly worried about that possibility.”

Dick. 

“You need a place to stay,” he says. “I need some convenient company. Consider it a win-win.”

Convenient company—somehow, that euphemism is more insulting than if he would’ve just said, I need someone to fuck. And I would hardly consider this situation to be a win-win.

But what choice do I really have?

I curse
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