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      Friends, let me ask you this: What do you do when you walk into your shared Jack and Jill bathroom and come face to face with the hottest NHL player on the planet…and he’s butt ass naked?

      Well, if you’re me, you run.

      Or at least, that’s what I did. Okay, wait, that’s not entirely true. First, I gasped like a fish out of water. Then I stared. A long, hard stare. Yes hard, and I think you know exactly what I mean by that. Then I rolled my tongue back into my mouth, and sprinted back to my bed, like I was fleeing a crime scene.

      Why did I run you ask? Excellent question, because clearly, I want this man. So let me break down the reasons why I absolutely had to bolt.

      

      
        
          	
        He’s my brother’s best friend and roommate, and they’re on the same NHL team.
      

      	
        He’s a lot older than me. I’m still in college and he’s getting established in life.
      

      	
        I would never, ever want to come between my brother Kalen and Elias.
      

      	
        My brother made it clear to his teammates that I’m off limits. Thanks, bro.
      

      	
        Mr. Greek God can have any woman he wants. I’m not the woman he wants.
      

      

      

      

      So, this my friends, has been my life. But if you think that’s the worst of it, you’d be wrong. Why, you ask again? Oh, because he asked me to take a fast trip home to California with him for Thanksgiving and pretend to be his girlfriend to get his meddling mother, and his father off his back.

      Did I agree?

      Of course, I did.

      Will it be torturous?

      Of course it will.

      But what’s a girl to do? Elias comes from a powerful political family—his father happens to be the governor of California—and they want him married to the right girl, with the right pedigree.

      Am I that girl?

      (Insert hysterical laughter here!!!)

      Ahem. Sorry about that, and please forgive all the exclamation marks. I don’t usually do that, but I wanted to get the point across with actions not words, but here are my words anyway.

      No, I am so not the right girl for him.

      I’m younger, looking to have a little fun, and I come from a broken family. My mother passed away when I was eight, and during that time, my dad was having an affair with his best friend Miles. I’ve forgiven him, but none of that will go over with the Ariti family, not when Elias’s father one day wants to run for president of the United States.

      Nevertheless, Elias asked me to go, and I want to help the guy out. He’s been a bit mopey lately, keeping his head down, and I haven’t seen him with a woman in a long time. I think something happened, but the guys keep me in the dark, mostly. What I do know is that Elias’s actions reflect on his family, and I feel for the guy. I mean, sure, my brother is ridiculously overbearing, wanting to control my every move. I know it’s because he cares, but sometimes it can be too much. He’s felt responsible for me since my mom died and we moved to Connecticut to live with our grandmother, who sadly passed a little while ago.

      It's always been Kalen and me against the world.

      I love him for it, I really do, because he has my best interests at heart. I’m not sure Elias’s family has his best interests at heart. They only worry about how what he does affects them. At least, that’s my understanding.

      But back to the point of me not having the right pedigree. Elias came up with a plan to ‘sell’ me as his fake girlfriend, as a rising Hollywood star.

      I’m not.

      I will never be an Oscar-winning actress and I’m okay with that. I am, however, a theater/dance student at Boston College, and my goal is to one day open my own dance studio for children. That won’t happen, though. It’s a pipe dream, considering how many dance studios there currently are in Boston. It’s not feasible to open another and I don’t want to disappoint my brother. He brought me here because I was floundering, not knowing what to do with my life. I’m still floundering a bit despite all the opportunities he’s given me and honestly, I’m embarrassed by that.

      But now, here I am, standing in my bedroom, the Jack and Jill bathroom between Elias and me doing nothing to muffle his voice as he tells his mother he’s bringing a woman home for Thanksgiving. Judging from his tone and the answers I’m hearing from his lips, his mother is drilling down, wanting to know all the details about this mystery woman.

      This is going to be so much fun.

      Not.

      My phone pings and it’s my best friend, Sahara. We’re in a local play together and she and my brother have a thing. Which I’m totally okay with. Double standard? Hell yeah. He can date my best friend, and only friend outside of the WAGs, yet I’m off limits to his colleagues. Rude. But I think Sahara and Kalen are made for each other, and what she doesn’t know is that he’s currently on the way to her brother’s place to surprise her for Thanksgiving. Originally, we were supposed to visit Dad in New York, but Miles is sick, so now I’m headed to California and my big brother is headed to Connecticut.

      Will I have to share a room—a bed—with Elias?

      Ohmigod, sharing a bed, and not touching, tasting…that’s a special kind of torture.

      I read Sahara’s message and let her know that Elias and I are just about to head to the airport. Yes, she knows how I feel about him. She’s the only one. Although, I’m not great at hiding the sexual storm inside me and can act a bit jittery around him. Maybe that’s why I’ll never be an Oscar-winning actress. Not that I want to be. But that’s the role I’ll be playing for Elias’s parents.

      The door from Elias’s room to the bathroom opens, and I go still as heavy footsteps sound on the tile floor. Knuckles rap on my door, and I hurry and pull it open. The second I see Elias standing there, his big frame taking up all the space, my heart skips a beat.

      Honestly, I’ve lived with my brother and Elias for a few months now, since moving here and starting college. You’d think I’d be used to the sight of the man, and not turn to mush whenever he’s nearby.

      “Hey,” he says, and runs his fingers through his short, dark hair as equally dark eyes narrow in on me.

      “Hey,” I return, and try not to sound breathless. I fail miserably, but like I said, I am not that great of an actress.

      He looks over my head, an easy chore, considering the man towers over me, and at five foot eight, I’m by no means short.

      “You still want to do this?” He arches a brow, and I get it. He knows I could hear his conversation. I do love that he worries about me, in a big brother kind of way. Okay, wait. I don’t mean I like that he thinks of me as a sister, I don’t. But I do love that he’s afraid his parents will judge me and subject me to an in-depth interrogation.

      The thing is, I don’t really feel the stress. Simply because I don’t really need them to love me. Although, what’s not to love? Kidding. I just need them to buy into the act, that I’m perfect for their son and would be a great addition to the Ariti family. A star in the making that will reflect positively on their image. I assume it’ll work for a while, until Elias really does find the love of his life, someone his parents will wholeheartedly accept.

      Until then, I’m buying the man some much needed freedom. Plus, I get a trip to California out of it—we’re leaving a bit early because of his schedule—and come New Year’s, a trip to Vegas. Oh right, I forgot to mention that he’s attending his best friend’s wedding in Vegas this year, and as his loving girlfriend, I get to attend. Now that’s going to be fun.

      “Yes, I want to do this,” I respond when he looks back at me with deeply concerned eyes. I put my hand on his chest and the second I feel his strong heartbeat, I realize the mistake in my actions. The pulse in my neck jumps, and my entire body heats up. “We got this.”

      “It will be a fast trip. We’ll be back for my game on the weekend before we know it.” He puts his hand over mine, and gives it a squeeze. “I really appreciate the help, Taylor. I owe you.”

      “Yeah, you do.” That pulls a laugh from his throat. I grin. “I’ve always wanted a pony.” He laughs harder.

      “A pony for a weekend with my family.” He shakes his head. “You are not asking nearly enough.”

      “You sound like you don’t like them.”

      “I do like them. A lot. Which is why I want to make them happy, give them what they want. They’ve been good to me, Taylor. I just don’t want them to upset you. They’re going to dig, to get to know you, to see if…”

      He lets his words fall off, and I get it, there are things I don’t know. Things he and my brother have kept from me. As I think about pushing for an answer, I purse my lips and tap my chin, but when I do, and I notice the way his gaze strays, a strange kind of heat in his eyes, my heart lurches. He’s not…. interested, is he? Sahara insists he was, but I don’t know. I mostly act like a silly schoolgirl with a crush when I’m around him. He either doesn’t notice or is not going down that path, and that’s for the best. We’re both loyal to Kalen and neither of us would ever do anything to hurt him.

      I guess it’s a good thing he’s moving out soon. A girl can only keep her sanity for so long, and my battery-operated friends aren’t cutting it anymore. What was I even thinking the other day, asking if he needed a roommate when he moves into his big-ass mansion?

      Momentary loss of reasoning ability?

      Wanting to get under my overprotective brother’s skin?

      Wanting one single night alone with my brother’s best friend, even though I know I can’t go there?

      All of the above?

      Check!

      “Well, think about what else you want for helping.”

      “Okay, I’ll think on it.”

      Once again, his words—not to mention the fist playfully nudging my chin—remind me I’m his best friend’s kid sister, and I had to have been imagining the interest in his eyes.

      He makes a move to go. “We need to get a move on it.”

      “Wait, do you think they’ll be concerned about our age difference?”

      He shrugs. “I’m sure they’ll be concerned about a lot of things.”

      I think about pushing, to find out what happened in his past, but when he glances at the door, like we need to move, I let it go. “Let me grab my bag.”

      “I got it.” He walks around me, and I don’t even try to avert my gaze. Nope, I stare at his perfect ass, packaged in snug dress pants that hug his tight buttocks to perfection. Hockey and a strict gym regimen have done this man wonders.

      I glance down at my own attire. Dammit, I’m in yoga pants. I dressed for comfort. Elias, however, always dresses well. I guess he has to. The media are all over him, not just because he’s NHL star Elias Ariti, but because he’s the son of a prominent political figure.

      He hikes my bag over his shoulder and walks out of my bedroom door. Phone in hand, I follow behind and he grabs his bag from the front door. Outside, he heads to the Uber he ordered, and tosses our bags in the trunk as I lock up.

      Every few minutes I glance at him, and mostly find him deep in thought, scrubbing his hand over his chin. My insides tighten. Everything in me wants to unbuckle my seat belt, lean into him and help him forget his troubles for a while. But no…that would be wrong.

      “You enjoying your program at Boston College?” he asks, making small talk.

      I’d floundered for a while back in Darien, not knowing what to do, and after Grandma died, I moved here with Kalen and found my love of theater. “Yeah, I love it. Have you always wanted to be a hockey player?” I ask him. We might live in the same house and eat around the same table, but our conversations are usually light and about everyday things.

      A smile comes over his face and it warms my insides. “Dad would have liked for me to follow him into politics, but from a young age, I loved hockey. It’s a game and it’s hard, but there’s a freedom when I’m out there on the ice. I can tune everything and everyone out, and while it’s work, it doesn’t feel like work, you know?”

      “Hockey always came easy to Kalen, too. He was a natural like you. He never had to work too hard at it. He didn’t even have to work hard at school. The guy is good at everything.” Except relationships. He’s not good at those. I’m hoping that will change for him soon, though.

      As I take in Elias’s profile, I think about what he has to work at—putting on a performance for the paparazzi. What would this man be like…unleashed. I realize he’s kind and protective like my brother, and I live behind closed doors with him, but what would he really be like if he didn’t have to keep himself in check all the time.

      “You’re good at acting.”

      He casts me a fast glance and I nod. “I’m not Meryl Streep, but when I’m on stage, I get to tune everything and everyone out too, and be someone else.”

      “You don’t like who you are?” he asks with real curiosity in his voice.

      “I do, but sometimes it’s really nice to let go.”

      His brow furrows and dammit, I really want to be the girl to help him let go. I get the feeling something happened to this man, something that has made him cautious, reserved. Not that he’d tell me. He and Kalen keep me out of the loop most of the time.

      We talk a little more about hockey and acting, until we reach the airport, which is crazy busy for the holidays. The Uber pulls up to the curb. Elias tugs a ballcap low on his head and grabs our bags. We make our way inside and his hand closes around mine when I nearly get caught up in a stream of people hurrying to their gate.

      “Hey. Stay close. I don’t want to lose you in here,” he warns in a concerned voice, like I’m some accompanied minor.

      Yes, Dad….

      Ugh, he really does think of me as Kalen’s kid sister.

      Prove to him you’re not, Taylor.

      Yeah, sure, and then destroy my brother and his relationship with his best friend. Not going to happen.

      “I’m trying,” I tell him as he drags me closer, anchoring me to his body, and I try not to revel in the warmth curling around me. I guess that’s why they call him the anchor on the team.  He’s their stability, strength and reliability.

      We make our way to security, and his body stiffens when someone calls out his name. “Shit,” he mumbles, and squares his shoulders. Going into professional hockey player/son of a politician mode, he turns, a smile on his face. I’ve seen it before. His hand tightens around mine, and I’m not even sure he’s aware that he’s squeezing, but it says so much about his turmoil.

      “Hey,” he says to the man hurrying our way, giving a nod of his head to greet him politely. The man, obviously in the media, gestures for his friend to get his camera ready and the next thing I know, I’m seeing stars, and not the good kind, you know from sex—at least the battery-operated kind that I’m accustomed to. No, these stars are from all the damn flashes.

      The journalist’s gaze slides to me, and my vision clears because I realize it’s time to pull out Taylor Turner—my stage name—and slip into character.

      “And who might you be?” the man asks, a shine in his eyes, like he’s about to win the Pulitzer Prize.

      I’m not that important, buddy.

      In a move that feels possessive—or maybe it’s just that I want it to be—Elias stands a little taller, getting into character too as he pulls me close. I suddenly can’t help but think we’re more alike than I ever realized. We’re both always performing in the limelight.

      “This is Taylor Coolidge. My girlfriend.” Strange he’s using my real name. As excited voices buzz around us, he smiles at me, and for the briefest of moments the world falls silent to my ears. Lord, this man is in the wrong profession, because he’s giving everyone an Oscar-winning performance. I stare up at him, no doubt looking like a cartoon character with its tongue spilling from its mouth and rolling across the floor. Are my eyes bulging with hearts too?

      Dramatic, I know, but speaking of tongues…

      Elias bends forward, and as his soft lips capture mine, for what I assume is just supposed to be a fast kiss to satisfy the media, I moan. He goes still for a second, and as my brain kicks in, and I berate myself for making any kind of noise, his hand slides around my back. He pulls me against him, his sweet tongue sliding between my parted lips, to tangle with mine.

      Holy Hell, everything in the way he’s devouring my mouth has me wanting to drag him to the airplane bathroom to join the mile high club.

      But this is fake, and that can’t happen for numerous reasons.

      Right?
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      Christ, I probably shouldn’t have kissed her. But I did and there’s no taking it back now. Not when hundreds of people whipped out their phones to document it. I’m sure it’s all over social media, and if my best friend sees it, I’ll have some explaining to do. Sure, Kalen knows we’re fake dating, but he doesn’t expect me to suck his sister’s face—and like it.

      I cast Taylor a fast glance as we buckle our belts on the plane, and the second I see her running her tongue over her bottom lip, like she’s enjoying the lingering taste of my lips on hers, my dick jumps in my unforgiving dress pants.

      Well, isn’t this just fucking great.

      I glance around for the flight attendant. We’re not in the air yet, but dammit, I need a drink or two. Why again did I think Roman’s idea of bringing a girl home for the holidays and pretending to be a couple was a good one? Okay, sure, maybe it is a good idea, but my fault in that logic was asking Taylor. Why did I do that? I guess some part of me thought she was safe, that she wouldn’t want anything more from me.

      Not that I now think she does. She’s young and smart and has the world at her fingertips. I overheard her saying after she graduated, she just wanted to enjoy travel and life, wanted to live a little like all women in their early twenties should. I want that for her too—even though I want her.

      What the fuck?

      Dammit, I think that’s the first time I ever admitted that to myself, which makes this charade all the more dangerous. Yes, I’m trying to dupe my folks, only because they’re determined to marry me to someone they think is the right girl. I love them, they’ve been good to me, and I don’t want to disappoint them. I just need time to find the girl right for me. Not one shoved down my throat by them. Eventually, I assume it will happen. I’m not opposed to marriage.

      Then I kissed Taylor.

      And it only confirmed what I thought it would. I really like her. Fuck me sideways.

      “You okay?” Taylor asks and that’s when I realize I just groaned out loud.

      I scrub my face, and look past her to see out the window. “Not a fan of flying,” I tell her, and it’s not a lie. I don’t love it.

      “This is my first time,” she admits, and my head rears back.

      “Are you kidding me?”

      She shakes her head, a nervous kind of excitement about her and I’m glad we’re in first class and she has the window seat. “Why didn’t I know that?”

      “It just never came up.” She tugs her belt, securing it tightly around her sweet hips as she wiggles and my goddamn mind wanders.

      No, it never came up, but something else sure the fuck is coming up.

      “My first flight was supposed to be this weekend, flying to New York with Kalen to see Dad.”

      “Right. I guess I just assumed you’d flown before. We fly so much with the team, it just never occurred to me that this is your first.” She blinks rapidly. “Are you nervous?”

      Her shoulders tighten. “I might be a little bit.”

      I reach over and put my hand over hers, giving it a little squeeze. “It’ll be okay.”

      She laughs and it curls around me. “Says the guy afraid of flying. Maybe I should be the one reassuring you.”

      The flight attendant closes and secures the door, and I shake my head. “That’s not how it works.”

      Lifting her head an inch, the way she always does when she’s about to challenge someone, mainly her brother, I brace myself. Honestly, I love a woman who has a mind of her own, and isn’t always pacifying me. She’s going to give my parents a run for their money, that’s for sure.

      “Oh,” she begins. “You think because you’re a guy⁠—”

      “No, Taylor. I think because I’m older and your brother is my best friend, that it’s my job to take care of you.” The words are a good reminder that I need to keep my hands to myself.

      She sags a little and folds her arms across her chest. “I’m a grown woman, Elias. I can take care of myself.”

      I exhale, and while I know she’s all grown up—believe me, I do—I promised her brother I’d take care of her and that’s what I’m going to do.

      Does that mean take care of her in bed, too?

      Jesus.

      The flight attendant, who looks to be about the same age as Taylor, comes up to us, and I’m grateful for the distraction. Her smile is wide, her blue eyes full of recognition as she glances at me. “Can I get you something to drink?”

      I glance at Taylor, and she grabs the menu from the back of the seat and gives it a quick glance. She puckers her full lips, the lips I recently kissed, and says, “I’ll have red wine.”

      I clear my throat. “Rum and coke.” I resist the urge to ask for a double.

      The flight attendant puts her hand on my shoulder. “I’ll be right back with those.”

      I settle in and Taylor pulls out her e-reader, tucking it into the back of the seat in front of her, as the plane moves, and behind closed doors, the pilots go through their checklist.

      “Whoa,” Taylor says excitedly when the engines rev, and it brings a smile to her face. I kind of love that this is her first time and I actually get to experience it with her.

      What other first can you experience with her, dude?

      Jesus.

      What the fuck is wrong with me?

      I crack open the water bottle beside me and take a long pull. The flight attendant comes back with our drinks and on the screens in front of us, the safety video begins. Taylor adjusts her ear buds and watches closely, and while she’s excited, I can sense her apprehension. A glass of wine or two will do her good.

      She takes a sip of wine. “A girl could get used to this.”

      After the flight attendant delivers more drinks to the rest of the first class customers, she comes back and asks what we’d like to eat. She brushes against me when the plane turns toward its designated runway, and her hand lands on my shoulder again. This time she doesn’t pull it away.

      Taylor and I both order the salmon and I turn my attention to the screen, but Harper, according to her nametag, doesn’t step away. I lift my head, slightly uncomfortable, because I know where this is going.

      “Are you headed home for the holiday?” she asks when I focus back in on her.

      “Yeah, visiting my parents.”

      “I’ll be doing the same.” She gives an exasperated sigh. “It’s fun for the first ten minutes, but playing games and going to bed at eight every night.” She rolls her eyes playfully. “Not my idea of fun.”

      “No, I guess not,” I agree. At thirty, I’m hardly old, but damn, the idea of going to bed at eight sounds just about right. Once again that reminds me that the woman seated beside me is young and needs to get out and enjoy herself when she can. Will she be bored over the holiday? Shit, probably. The least I can do is try to make it fun for her. She is, after all, doing me a huge favor.

      Thick, dark lashes fall seductively over big blue eyes as Harper gives my shoulder a squeeze. “If you get bored, maybe we can go out, do something.”

      I wish Roman was on this flight. He’s more her type. He’s more Taylor’s type too, but he knows better than to touch that. “I’m not sure⁠—”

      Refusing to take no for an answer, she hands me a napkin with her number on it. “If you get a chance.”

      I nod, and she steps away. I shift in my seat, and steal a fast glance at Taylor, and while I expect her to be offended, upset that Harper completely ignored her, or hit on me anyway despite the fact that I’m with another woman, she’s none of those things. In fact, she looks indignant, offended on my behalf. Behind all that outrage, however, there’s a hint of sadness.

      “What?” I ask. Her eyes are way prettier. Where the hell did that thought come from?

      She glares at Harper’s back, shooting daggers. “It’s crazy that you guys can’t go anywhere without getting hit on. My God, we’re on a plane and the flight attendant gave you her damn number.” I relax a bit. She’s been around us hockey players enough to know what it’s like. “You never know who likes you for you, or who just wants you because you play hockey.”

      I snort out a humorless laugh. “Toss in important parents, and that really complicates things. Some people want to get close to me just to get close to my father.”

      Her hand touches mine, genuine concern in her eyes as they rake over my face. “I’m really sorry, Elias. That’s tough.”

      “It’s okay,” I respond, her touch fucking me over. I grab my rum and take a big mouthful.

      “Are you going to call her?”

      I nearly choke on my drink. I set it down, wipe my mouth, and catch Taylor’s cocky grin. “No, I’m not calling her.” I nudge her with my shoulder. “It’s you and me this weekend, remember?”

      “I remember.” Her voice is soft, her lids falling slightly, and I can’t help but wonder if she’d whisper to me in bed, if her lashes would shade her pretty blue eyes as I put my cock into her. “I like this…” she shakes her head. “I mean, I like that…well, that my first time is with you.” Her eyes go wide. “I mean my first flight.” She throws one hand up. “I’m sure Kalen wouldn’t want me having a drink and would be checking my seat belt.” She shakes her head. “I love him, but it’s nice to be out from under his thumb.” As soon as the words ‘under his thumb’ leaves her mouth, pink crawls into her cheeks.

      What the heck is that all about?

      It was just the other day she joked about being my roommate, but then said she didn’t want to be under my thumb. Does she want to be under my thumb, or rather…under me? I gulp, and quickly dispel that image.

      The plane picks up speed as we race down the runway, and Taylor turns from me. I’m not sure if it’s to hide her blush or watch our ascent. Her fingers dig into the armrest. I peel her fingers off, and she gives me a fast glance as I take her hand in mine, offering security and comfort.

      I gesture toward the window and she turns. Leaning in, I catch the scent of her hair. I know exactly what kind of shampoo she uses, considering we share a bathroom. That comes with its own torture. It wasn’t long ago she’d walked in on me. I had just rubbed one out in the shower, and my cock was still hard when her door flung open. She stood there in complete shock, as I scrambled to cover myself up. What must she have thought? When she finally came to her senses, she bolted, and we never talked about it.

      I’m always careful. The last thing I want to do is walk in on her naked. I snort. Okay, that’s not entirely true. I want that, but it’s not in my best interest. I do not want to close my eyes at night and have that visual dancing around inside my brain. At least at my parents’ house, there are plenty of bathrooms and bedrooms. Since they have old fashioned values, no way will I be sharing a room with Taylor, and for that I’m grateful.

      As the plane takes off, the roar of the engines fade into the background, leaving only the occasional hum of the cabin. She turns back to me, her wide eyes betraying a mixture of awe and nerves. “What was that sound?”

      I smile, leaning closer to reassure her. “That’s just the landing gear retracting. Completely normal.”

      She exhales, her tense shoulders dropping slightly. “Okay. Normal. Got it.”

      Moments later, the plane banks hard to adjust its course, and gravity tips me toward her. The ground below flashes past, a dizzying mix of clouds and cityscape, and she lets out a startled “Ohmigod!” Her voice trembles, but there’s something endearing about the way she inches closer, seeking comfort. The warmth of her leaning against me stirs something deep inside, and for a moment, I can’t focus on anything else.

      “We take off into the wind. We’re just adjusting for that,” I explain, trying to keep my voice steady even as my pulse spikes. “Nothing to worry about.”

      The plane steadies, and she relaxes, her head tipping slightly as a smile teases the corners of her lips. “I think…that was kind of fun,” she says, her voice laced with surprise.

      “Kind of fun?” I tease, chuckling.

      “Well, once I knew we weren’t, you know.” She flattens her palm and flips it dramatically.  “Flipping over, it was…exhilarating.”

      I laugh, shaking my head. “Trust me, nothing is flipping over.”

      “Good.” She grins, the tension melting into excitement as the flight smooths out.

      Before long, our meals arrive. It’s a long journey, so after we eat, I settle in. I’m half-watching a movie while she busies herself with her e-reader. She pauses, rummaging through her bag, and pulls out a tube of lip balm. Her motions are slow, deliberate, and far too distracting as she applies it, her lips glistening in the cabin's soft light.

      “It’s so dry in here,” she murmurs, rubbing her lips together.

      I nod, clearing my throat. “I’ll grab some water when the attendant comes by. Or another wine?”

      She flashes a playful grin. “Both. Definitely both.”

      Soon after, she starts to shift in her seat, glancing around nervously. “You okay?” I ask, watching her unbuckle her seatbelt.

      “Yeah, I just need to use the little girls room.” She stands, and I quickly move aside to let her pass.

      First-class means she only has a short walk to the lavatory, so I stay in the aisle, stretching my legs. The plane jolts slightly, and I grab my seat for balance. A few minutes pass. Then a few more. A knot of worry tightens in my stomach. Could the turbulence have startled her? This is her first time flying. What if she’s unsteady or overwhelmed?

      I glance at my watch. Dammit, shouldn’t she be back by now?

      I head to the lavatory, finding the Occupied sign glowing red. I knock softly on the door. “Taylor? You okay in there?”

      Her muffled voice carries through the door. “I… ugh.”

      Before I can ask, the door unlocks and swings open. She’s standing there, her face a mix of frustration and embarrassment. “What’s wrong?” I ask.

      “I dropped my lip balm,” she mutters, gesturing inside. “It’s on the floor, but every time I try to grab it, it rolls.”

      I bite back a laugh, stepping closer. “Step out, and I’ll get it for you.”

      She moves toward me, but as she does, the plane gives an unexpected jolt. She turns, stumbles back, her hand reaching for the sink to steady herself, only for me to lose my balance and stumble in after her. With the tight quarters working against us, the door snaps shut behind us, sealing us in the small space.

      “Shit,” I mutter, trying to regain my footing. But there’s no room to maneuver, and I’m pressed against her back, my chest to her shoulders, my hips against hers.

      She freezes, her breath hitching. “Um… I think we’re stuck,” she whispers, her voice barely audible over the hum of the engines.

      “Stop moving,” I growl, my voice rougher than I intend as the heat of her body sinks into mine. Her squirming is doing things to me—dangerous things.

      To my cock.

      “Um, did you find my lip balm?” she asks innocently, her tone laced with awkward humor.

      Is she seriously asking me that right now?

      “No,” I grind out, my voice thick with tension. “That’s not—” I bite back the rest, knowing I’m not about to explain what’s going on in my pants. “We need to get out of here.”

      She glances at me in the mirror, her eyes locking with mine, wide and uncertain. The tension between us crackles like a live wire, her curves pressed against me in a way that sends my pulse into overdrive.

      “I think…” My voice drops further as my hands find her hips, gripping instinctively. “You need to…flip over.”

      Her lips part, her breath catching, and for a moment, neither of us moves. Has her brain gone in the same direction as mine? I don’t know, but the space suddenly feels impossibly smaller, the air ridiculously thicker, as if the plane itself is conspiring to trap us in this dangerous, electric moment.

      Then she smirks, breaking the tension with a laugh. “All this for a lip balm?”

      I groan, shaking my head as I try to steady my breathing. “I’ll buy you a million tubes when we land. Just…ugh, just hold still,” I mutter, knowing full well this moment is about to become a story neither of us would forget anytime soon—especially if the media got a hold of it. But I can’t let that happen. In fact, when it comes to Taylor and me, I can’t let anything happen. But that doesn’t mean this encounter isn’t going to plague my dreams all weekend.

      Things are really looking up, dude.

      As that sarcastic inner voice mocks me, I glance down at my crotch. Yeah, things are really looking up, in more ways than one.
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      Flip over.

      Good God. Here we are, sitting in the back seat of an Uber, on the way to his parents’ place in Sacramento, and those two words are still banging around in my head.

      Don’t think about banging.

      But I am. I am thinking about banging, and my body is warming in all the wrong places, or rather, all the right places. God, what was I thinking? I’m not going to make it through this weekend alive.

      “Almost there,” Elias confirms, pulling my thoughts back and I turn to him and plaster on my best smile, all while my brain is picturing him saying those words to me in the bedroom. Honestly, I’m not at all experienced. It’s embarrassing, really. What guy would touch me with my looming brother ready to pounce? I’ve hit ‘bases’ before—although that asshole from my senior year was quick to point out I sucked at oral sex—but I’ve never gone all the way. Sure, I might act like I do, like I have tons of sexual knowledge, but when it comes right down to it, what do I really know about ‘flipping over’? Only what I’ve read in the romance novels tucked into my nightstand.

      I’ve wanted to join the WAGs book club, but with my studies and plays I can’t read fast enough. That doesn’t mean I don’t read romance novels at my leisure though, or that I don’t want to try out all the things on the pages.

      “I’m okay,” I croak out.

      He zeroes in on me, and for a second, I think he can read my dirty thoughts until he asks, “Nervous?”

      I give an easy shrug of my shoulder. “No, not really. But at least Taylor Turner, aspiring Hollywood actress, has a better chance than Taylor Coolidge, right?”

      He shakes his head. “This is crazy.”

      Okay, so he’s not disagreeing with me. I don’t know why that hits like a punch to the gut. I’m here to play a role. I am not his real girlfriend. It’s insane that I have to keep reminding myself of that. “Yeah, it is crazy.” I blow out a breath. “Yet, here we are.”

      He arches a brow. “Can we blame it on Roman?”

      “We’d be crazy if we didn’t.”

      He laughs. “I thought we already established that we were crazy.”

      “We established that this situation is crazy. You and me…” I wave my hand back and forth. “We’re putting the comedy in romantic comedy, and we’re totally…certifiable.”

      He chuckles, but it dies quickly. “Maybe a big gathering with acquaintances would have been easier. But when I told Mom you were coming, she opted for a quiet family dinner instead.”

      “Acquaintances…” I arch a brow. “Many who are suitable for marriage, yes?”

      “Something like that.” He groans. “Is it too late to turn back?” he asks, as the driver flicks on his signal and pulls off the main road. I glance around, admire the gorgeous flowers and trees, and manicured grass edging the long driveway as we close in on the big house.

      “I don’t think so.” As I admire the Governor’s mansion, I take a deep breath to bolster my confidence. “We’ve got this, Elias.” I point back and forth between us again. “We can do it, and it’ll buy you time until you find the right girl.”

      “Yeah,” he murmurs under his breath. What I felt earlier in the airplane lavatory made me momentarily believe I could be that girl—for a little while, anyway. Like I said before, I’m still young and have a lot of living to do before settling down. But the two of us together, intimately, that’s silly. The man was erect because I was bent over a sink, my ass in the air. I’m not saying my ass is to die for or anything, but I think it’s all right and any man in his prime—especially one not getting it on a regular basis—would react to that, right?

      The driver stops, kills the ignition and makes eye contact with Elias before he exits the car. Elias nods and glances at the house and it’s in moments like this, when I see the vulnerability in his eyes, it gets me…right in the center of my chest. This man doesn’t like to deceive anyone, and that’s admirable. It might be easy for me to say tell your parents to back the heck off. But who am I to say that? Since Mom died, my main ‘parent’ was my brother, and I’d never do anything to hurt him.

      Then maybe you should stop fantasizing about his best friend, Taylor.

      Hey…as long as I don’t do anything about it.

      Okay, now I’m arguing with my inner voice. Maybe I really am certifiable.

      “Ready?” Elias asks.

      Exuding more confidence than I feel, I lift my chin and nod. “I was born ready.”

      That brings a smile to his face as we climb from the car. He helps the driver get our bags from the back, and I wipe my brow as the late day sun shines down on me.

      “It’s warm.”

      “We’re not in Boston anymore.”

      “No, we’re not.” Back home it’s getting cold, but here the temperatures are still in the double digits.

      “We can take a swim later if you like.”

      “There’s a pool?” I ask. Maybe this trip won’t be so bad. I’d been trying to convince my brother to put in a pool but it hasn’t happened yet. The new house Elias is buying has a big one—um, yeah, I mean pool—and next summer, I plan to sneak in whenever I can.

      “Out back. We can jump in later.”

      “Nice. Oh wait, I didn
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