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      “Oh My God, they all think we’re his harem.”

      Zoe blinked at Jessica but continued stirring her drink with the straw. Jessica had been responding to Zoe’s question about why no one would speak to them. “Do you really think so?”

      “We’re attractive women…or at least attractive enough. In L.A. it was hard to stand out in a crowd.” Jessica shrugged. There seemed to be a radius around them that no man would approach. Jessica cared. Zoe didn’t.

      They were unmarried—not that it probably mattered at a black door bar—and they were dressed up. Well, Zoe was as dressed up as she could afford to be. Though her top was designer, she’d gotten it at Rack for probably less than her drink cost. Not that she even knew what her drink cost. She wasn’t paying.

      “They can’t think that.” Zoe countered as she glanced over at Noah—the ‘harem master’ in question.

      “Of course, they do.” Jessica looked at her as if she were dense, then proceeded to explain. “We came in the back door with him, dressed all nice and slutty, and he’s buying our drinks. We’re his harem.”

      “I’m not dressed slutty.” Well, maybe a little slutty for her, but Zoe didn’t hold a candle to most of the other women in the room.

      Zoe took another drink, almost depressed. She didn’t want to stop coming out with her friends, but it would be nice to get picked up and maybe have a date before she was the only one left. She didn’t want to get married or even fall in love, but a date would be nice. It would be reassuring. Then she reminded herself that she didn’t need that. Look at what it brought with it…

      Bree had always been married, Cara and Walker had been around a lot more before they took each other off the market. Tonight, it was just Noah, Jessica, and her.

      Just then a sweet, pale, cool-boy came up and slid into the booth next to her. His designer shirt hung open and his man bun was as messy as his scruffy, short facial hair. He might have been good looking, but he wasn’t her type, Zoe thought. Perfect.

      “Hey, ladies.” He grinned, wide..

      “Hi.” She smiled back.

      “Do you party?”

      Weren’t they at a party? It was a bar, but wasn’t it kind of already a party? Zoe tried not to look as confused as she felt.

      Looking over Cool-boy’s shoulder out onto the open floor, she saw Noah holding up several drinks, almost over his head. He was smiling and talking to some brunette whose boobs were about to fall out of her shirt. The way she wiggled when she talked indicated she was likely trying to get them to do exactly that. Zoe wondered if Noah was going to employ some of his mad theater skills and act surprised.

      But Cool-boy was still sitting next to her, looking at her expectantly.

      “Um, sure?” She smiled, wondering if she should give him more of a chance.

      He grinned again and reached into his pocket as a suddenly very serious Jessica put her hand flat on the table to stop him. “She doesn’t know what she’s saying. We don’t party.”

      Jessica offered up a cold grin that stopped him in his tracks. She had the kind of features that could have made her a supermodel had she been taller.

      Zoe frowned at her friend as Cool-boy uttered some “alright” and “no problem, ladies” and got up.

      “Zoe, he’s offering drugs.” Jessica looked at her.

      Fine. So, she was naive? “Do you party? That’s the slang?”

      Jessica sighed and took another drink, finishing her second pink-whatever of the night. “God, no. That phrasing is so old, it’s practically lingo. I don’t even know where he dug that up from.”

      “You should have flashed your badge!” Zoe grinned and tried again to drink the too-strong mojito. Even her drink was so ten years ago.

      Jessica shook her head as the sarcasm rolled off her. “Oh yes, I’d love to be outed as a cop in a by-invite-only bar. No way. I’d rather say I was a hooker.”

      Their voices were loud enough to be heard over the music/noise and so was Noah’s. “Hookers? Where?”

      He slid in next to Zoe, putting the drinks down on the table. Jessica grabbed for hers while Noah pushed Zoe’s forward. “You didn’t even finish the last one.”

      She shrugged.

      “I was gone for almost thirty minutes,” he pointed out. Though he’d only left their little booth and headed over to the bar and back, it really had taken him that long.

      In this place, he wasn’t the most famous face. It wasn’t a bar for A-listers, but the siblings of many a famous rocker or movie star were here. At the bar sat a one-hit-wonder that Zoe recognized. The girl had worked her ass off but hadn’t produced another hit. The guy who’d been cast as the newest superhero on a TV franchise sat next to her. Rumor was, his show was going to be the first big flop in a line of hits. And Zoe was pretty sure she’d seen the woman who’d been flirting with Noah on a Victoria’s Secret commercial.

      She was no one. By comparison, her sequined tank top was modest and her skirt—which actually covered her ass—was long.

      Noah bumped her shoulder and grinned.

      And that right there was the problem.

      She’d met him through Bree and Cara. She’d even hung a bit with Marco DeLuca—Bree’s friend—who was a bona fide A-list movie star. When they’d met, Noah had been an up and coming actor. He managed to pay his bills by acting, which was a huge accomplishment in this town. But he wasn’t recognized much beyond the occasional “don’t I know you from somewhere?” Now, he’d had a big role on a season of a popular TV show. He’d held good-sized parts in three movies and had already filmed two more that weren’t out yet. His star was about to rocket into the stratosphere.

      He was a fun guy to hang out with, and she liked him. He made her laugh. Teased her about being a brainiac and was an essential part of her friend group. Then the makeup artist on his latest film had studded him up. Sent him home in a new haircut, changed his black hair back to his natural dark caramel brown. She’d insisted on five-o’clock stubble.

      He’d blinked at Zoe the day she hadn’t recognized him. Then he grinned.

      That was the moment Zoe realized she was a goner.

      She’d known him for almost two years. Hung out with him on a weekly basis when he was in town. She’d partied with their friends at his pool and taught him how to wash baby puke out of his shirt the day Cara and Walker’s new baby girl had decided he was overdressed.

      But that grin, that day? It had knocked her on her ass.

      Zoe had been keeping that secret to herself. So, she smiled back at him in a way that she hoped was perfectly normal and scooted over. He pushed the new mojito at her.

      “It’s pink?” She looked down into it. Now she had two drinks she wasn’t going to finish.

      “I don’t know. Some new version. I told him to take it easy since you were a lightweight.” He bumped her shoulder again.

      “Take a drink and let’s go dance.” Jessica told her.

      Good, Zoe thought. She was succeeding at acting normal. Otherwise, Jessica would have let her sit there with her shoulder pressed against Noah’s for a little longer. So, she sucked down about a third of the newer, lighter, pinker mojito, then blinked a little as it hit her. “This is not lighter. Shove over, Noah. I gotta go work this off.”

      She pushed against him, trying not to think about the feel of his arm under her palm. His shirt was between them, so no skin on skin, but she thought about it anyway. She thought about the fact that he had a gym membership and one of his films had set him up with a personal trainer. That hadn’t helped her little crush at all either.

      Zoe reminded herself that she was poor. She was a student at UCLA. Full ride, but that didn’t leave a lot of extra room for drinks at bars and nice dinners and such. Her friends were generous, and she would pay them back one of these days. Next year, maybe.

      Letting Jessica take her by the hand and pull her along, Zoe found herself in the middle of the throng of moving bodies. At first, she was just part of the pulse and rhythm of the group. She could dance—it wasn’t her best skill, but she didn’t embarrass herself. She felt her hair sliding over her bare shoulders and was glad she left it down. Someone slid up against her and for once she didn’t mind.

      Then Noah was there, too.

      Who was at the table?

      “It’s fine. Carl’s watching it.” Noah said and she realized she must have said it out loud.

      She didn’t drink from unattended glasses. But Carl was Noah’s limo driver and often came in with them, watched purses and such. Way too extravagant for Zoe, but Noah had been showing off his dollars lately. He liked the limos, said it was cheaper and safer than calling for a ride. Whatever.

      Someone else rubbed up against her, and Zoe felt the slide of bodies on the dance floor. It was good to be relatively anonymous. If she wasn’t trying to talk to anyone, if she wasn’t there for a hook-up—and she wasn’t—then it was just a good time out dancing.

      When she turned a bit, she saw the person beside her was Noah.

      “What were you doing with that guy?” He had to lean in, his lips almost on the shell of her ear in order to be heard.

      Zoe fought a delicious shudder and something inside her told her it was time to flirt. To see what Noah was made of. “We were dancing. Jealous?”

      “That was some serious dancing,” he told her, once again coming in near enough to kiss.

      Why had she thought that? Noah was not really her type. She didn’t go for the hot actor types. There were guys at school, in her classes that were more her style if she needed a random date once in a while. She leaned closer to Noah, “Prude.”
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      Zoe Leland was calling him a prude. Noah inhaled the scent of her as she leaned closer, her caramel blond curls tickling his nose, trailing along his chin, making him think things . . . Surely that’s why he was closing his eyes.

      He told himself that he hadn’t really had a thing for Zoe all along. Sure, she’d walked into The Gem one night in blue jeans and a yellow button-down shirt, her hair twisted up haphazardly with those hair chopstick things. That had caught his attention. Instead of looking out of place, she’d looked like a badass who didn’t need anyone’s approval. He’d known she was beautiful—she looked like a sweet country girl, big brown eyes, curls, a few freckles and an innocent smile—but she was all brains and determination.

      When his car stalled, she fixed it, wiped her hands, and asked why he was looking at her funny. She sometimes smelled like the chemical lab she did her work in. She carried textbooks the size and weight of Thor’s hammer as though they weren’t half as big as she was. At the dog park, she smiled at the pit bulls. And she was anything but what he wanted. So what if she was hot? It was Los Angeles. You couldn’t turn a corner without seeing fifty hot women.

      The problem was, he wasn’t positive she hadn’t grazed her lips across his neck when she leaned in. And he wasn’t positive it hadn’t completely turned him on.

      If Zoe were willing . . .

      No. He told himself that even if she was, he wouldn’t act on it. They ran in the same crowd. He didn’t and shouldn’t feel anything different for her than he did for Jessica, or Bree, or Cara . . .

      He was trying to dance, but Zoe had her eyes closed and she was undulating with the music. Her hands were up over her head, lifting the sequined tank top that didn’t show off anything, until now. The skin at her waist peeked at him for a moment and when she brought her hands down, she played with her hair a moment and then ran them down the side of her body in a decidedly stripper-like move. “Mmmmm.”

      This time he leaned back. “Zoe?”

      “What?”

      He’d clearly irritated her. “We should get off the dance floor. Where’s Jessica?”

      He turned to find his cop friend dancing with some guy, talking to him while they moved together. Noah caught her eye, nodded, and wrapped Zoe’s hand in his to pull her back to the table.

      It had been one thing the night she’d walked in here in her jeans and yellow shirt. Everyone had stared. Every man wanted to talk to the woman who didn’t sell herself. She’d shrugged it off—no time to change—but the confidence she’d exuded had knocked him flat. Him and every other guy.

      She hadn’t really noticed everyone asking her out other than to say, “Must be a blood moon or some other astrological something.”

      Well, she was about to have another night of everyone wanting her number and it wasn’t because of any astrological anything. It would be because of the way she was grinding that ass.

      At the table, she picked up the mojito and took another drink before sliding in on one side of the U-shaped seat. He slid in right behind her as though he might block her from getting out. Her hand reached over and sat on his thigh.

      Holy shit. “Z⁠—”

      He’d started to say her name, but as he looked over, he saw she wasn’t even looking at him. Probably didn’t even know that was his thigh her hand was on or that she was even touching a person at all.

      She set the glass down a little heavy. “God, I was thirsty. What did you want to talk about?”

      She was too close. Sure, it was loud, but she shouldn’t be that bright-eyed and that in-his-face. “Um.” He scrambled for something to distract them both. “What’s your latest project in school?”

      “Oh!” She lit up more, if that were possible. “I’m taking this biomechanical forces class and a biochemical engineering course and I’m working in the lab to design a bioluminescent liquid that is non-toxic and interacts with specific chemical signals to create an analog cellular matrix in hopes of replacing barium as an opacity source for x-rays! Wouldn’t that be cool?”

      “Yeah. That would be great.” She’d lost him at course and lab and he’d maybe—maybe?—picked it back up at barium. He understood that was used in x-rays for some medical problems. She’d said “x-rays” so that was probably what she was talking about. He wasn’t an idiot; he even had a degree, but it was in film and television. About as far from chemical engineering as one could get. Even farming courses would have prepped him a little better for a conversation with her. So he smiled and nodded.

      “How awesome would it be . . .” She was leaning in again, and he could see down the front of her shirt. Her bra was white, lace, and relatively demure. He was pretty sure about eighty percent of the women in here weren’t wearing bras at all. Still, he was looking. “—not to have to drink barium?”

      She said it in a sexy voice and he had to close his eyes. “Well, then, I guess my every day is pretty damn awesome.” He’d never had to drink barium.

      His eyes popped open as she laughed a sweet, innocent laugh. It was the one she made when Cara and Walker’s baby smiled at her. When Jessica’s tiny foster kitten tried to pop up onto the couch but wasn’t big enough. Zoe was leaning away now, drinking more from the pink mojito, as the first one had turned to water. Or—since it had been so strong—maybe it turned into something drinkable. He picked it up and downed the second half.

      When he set it down, he spotted Zoe making doe eyes at some guy across the room. Turning, he gave the guy a harsh what-the-fuck-dude? look and then looked at Zoe again to find her still smiling at the dipshit.

      Noah put his hand on his face. He’d not ever seen her this drunk. He was not going to survive this night. Her hand was still on his thigh and creeping higher. “Zoe, you need to go home.”

      “Why? I’m having fun.” She shrugged as her hand inched up to where she almost was running her pinky along his crotch. She didn’t notice.

      He did. “Zoe, you’re drunk.”

      “Nahhhhhh.” She grinned at him, leaned in, and said “I’m not drunk!” with perfect diction while she ran her lips along his neck and shook her head, almost bonking her skull into his.

      Oh yeah, she was.

      “Come on, big girl. Let’s get you home.” He slid out of the booth, away from her creeping fingers and then took her hand firmly in his. At least, he thought, he’d know where her hand was if he was holding it. He pulled her out of the booth and she almost fell forward into him. “Yup. You are definitely non-sober.”

      “I’m non-sober!” She grinned, embracing the term with a shrug and a wink.

      He sighed and tugged her along in search of Jessica.

      His other friend was on the dance floor still. This time holding a drink—not the one he’d brought—and dancing with someone different from when he and Zoe had left her a bit ago. “Hey, Jessica, we have to get Zoe here home.”

      “Go ahead, Will’s going to take me home.” She smiled.

      He was? That wasn’t like Jessica.

      “Greg,” the man she was dancing with smiled and reminded her.

      Jesus. They were both hammered. “Jessica. We need to get home.”

      Then Noah thought about it a little more and rephrased it in a way he thought would work better. “Jessica, I need your help getting Zoe home.”

      Jessica was a born helper. Probably why she was a cop. She was also sharp as a tack—not super nerdy the way Zoe was, but nothing got by Jessica. She would never normally go home with a man whose name she didn’t have correct. Hell, she usually wouldn’t go home without knowing his drivers license info and doing a background check on him. However, this Jessica seemed just as messed up as Zoe. “You’ve got her. Will and I are good. Right, Will?”

      “Greg.” The guy smiled again.

      Noah butted in again. “No, Jessica. I need your help with Zoe.”

      Signaling Carl, he motioned that he wasn’t going to be able to handle both of them on his own. By the time they got the women out the back door, he was convinced that maybe the blood moon was in retrograde or something. They were a handful.

      The limo was not nearby.

      “You can hold onto both of them for a few minutes?” Carl asked, stepping away slowly, knowing it was precarious.

      But what choice did he have? “Yup. We’ll be here.”

      Zoe draped herself on him—or she did as well as she could, being a decent bit shorter than him. Jessica was closer to his height but kept trying to step away. He grabbed her and pulled her back, keeping her close.

      Just then, a car full of guys went by, windows down in the nice night air. Whoops, hollers, and congratulations came from the car for him, as though he was going to get lucky. Noah would have flipped them off, but his hands were tied up holding onto Jessica—who continued to try and wander off—and Zoe—who wanted to slide happily down to the sidewalk.

      He did not know when that sidewalk had last been washed. Then again, if she got close enough maybe she would do a chemical analysis. He sighed again and held onto her firmly, grateful that the weather was warm, even in December. Never mind that when he held onto her, she held onto him, pressed into his side, arms around him like a needy girlfriend. “Non-sober” was not a strong enough word for what she was.

      After a micro-eternity, the limo pulled up, with Carl hopping out to grab the back door for him. Normally, that was just limo service, tonight it was because Carl was also a friend and Noah could not have done this himself.

      “Where to, man?” Carl asked, as informal as Noah was.

      “Shit.” He didn’t know. Jessica had slid into the seat upright, but Zoe had crawled. She was wearing red panties—a fact he did not need to know. “Jessica’s.”

      They both needed babysitters tonight. Zoe’s place wasn’t big enough. Her studio was only two buildings over from Jessica’s, but Noah wasn’t really comfortable leaving either of them to sleep it off alone.

      Less than five minutes later, he was in Jessica’s living room. Carl was going out the door and Noah couldn’t blame him. He’d forgotten Jessica was on the fifth floor. He also hadn’t known her elevator was out of order. Jessica had walked the flights of stairs, with much, much prodding. Zoe was hammered enough to scare the shit out of him. She’d tripped and he’d given up. Letting Carl nudge Jessica, Noah had lifted Zoe and carried her.

      He’d gotten Jessica into her own bed. Noah didn’t even try to get her under the covers. Face-up was good enough. He took her shoes off and headed into the guest room with Zoe.

      Only, it wasn’t a guest room. It was a small office. There was very little furniture. He could have put Zoe on the floor but for the desk that sat in the middle.

      He wound up with the both of them in the living room, suddenly very tired himself. Zoe had draped herself in what looked like the world’s most uncomfortable position over one end of the couch. At least she’d taken off her own shoes. The tiny orange kitten had crawled up onto her and was already snoring.

      He’d forgotten Jessica had a cat. Or a baby cat. It was a good thing he’d brought them here.

      “Shove over.” He said it even though she was clearly dead to the world. Zoe didn’t respond, though the kitten mewed a tiny, irritated sound at him. Then, pushing at Zoe’s feet a little, he claimed the other end of the couch and the one pillow she hadn’t managed to wedge under herself.

      He passed out within minutes only to open his eyes to sunlight coming in through the sliding doors of Jessica’s porch. A warm blanket had been thrown over him. He grinned to himself until he realized it was Zoe. Her arms were wrapped around him, her legs draped over his, and her head tilted at an unnatural angle.

      “Oh Zoe, we can’t be together like this! My reputation!” He did his best Scarlett O’Hara impression. Zoe was unmoved. She didn’t wake. He could get used to this, but he told himself that was wrong. Later, he crawled out from under her and checked on Jessica to find she was still out cold, too.

      He fed the tiny cat, raided the kitchen, made omelets and then ate two of them himself, leaving the third out to get cold.

      Great morning with my friends, he thought with a sigh. He was playing a game on his phone when he saw that it was eleven a.m. and both women were still dead asleep. He finally put it all together.

      Sonofabitch. They’d been drugged.
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      A week later, Zoe was still embarrassed. Apparently, she’d woken up pretending to be Noah’s blanket. Each time the scorching flames of humiliation climbed up her cheeks, she told herself that her crush was definitely over. Whatever jolt she felt around him would be gone under the weight of her memory.

      She did, however, agree with his assessment that they’d been drugged. She never slept for twelve hours, and she’d never felt so hungover in her life. That Jessica had done the same thing on the same night? And that Zoe hadn’t even drunk the whole mojito? Still, the drugs didn’t excuse her from crawling all over her just-a-friend.

      Carl had been watching the table while they danced. Noah even said he’d drunk the end of the first mojito, and he didn’t have any problems. Which meant the bartender had drugged the second round of drinks.

      Zoe was still reeling from it. Realistically, Noah could have been the one who did it. But she knew him better than that. Also, it didn’t make any sense to roofie them and then take them home. No one had taken advantage of her as far as she could tell. Not even Noah when she apparently tried to take advantage of him. Her bra hooked in the front and was in place when she woke up. Jessica—in full cop mode—even pulled security footage from the front of her building.

      So in case Zoe hadn’t been mortified enough, she got to watch herself as she basked at Noah’s feet, pushed her face into his neck—was she licking him?—and then passed out so he had to carry her up the stairs.

      To top it off, by the time Noah figured it out, it was too late for blood tests. Jessica hadn’t even let them go to the hospital. Just agreed she’d file a report so that if anyone in the future had a problem, there was at least some evidence it was ongoing.

      Zoe was dually frustrated that they couldn’t even do anything about it.

      Her embarrassment followed her almost everywhere. Even now. She was neck deep in a textbook and some calculations for homework when her phone rang.

      It was Noah’s picture that popped up, and that lightheaded buzz at the base of her neck told her she was an idiot. The crush hadn’t gone away. Nope, she was embarrassed and infatuated. Great. Still, she had to answer it.

      “Noah!” Zoe smiled into the phone even though she hadn’t answered with camera. She hoped he could hear the grin.

      “Zoe, how are you doing? You feel okay?”

      “It’s been a week. I’m doing just fine. There are no lingering effects.” He was worried about them. It was sweet.

      “What are you up to?”

      “Stoichiometry.” She almost smacked her head as soon as the word came out of her mouth. “Calculations on formulas.”

      “Russian formulas?”

      “Hmmm. Hadn’t thought of that. The word might be Russian in origin, but nope. Calculations on chemical formulas. Determining the likely quantity produced from given reactant measurements and alternate pathways. I have to determine if waste products are toxic.”

      There was a pause that she filled in with Shut up, Zoe, in her head.

      But Noah laughed. “I cannot tell you what a good time that sounds like. Literally. I can’t. But I’m having a cookout tomorrow. You’ll come?”

      Her heart flipped over. It wouldn’t be a date. That would be dumb, and she’d say no if he did ask her out. “Of course. The gang’s all coming?”

      “I’m calling them next. Other people, too. A real party.”

      “What can I bring?” It came out of her mouth even though she already knew the answer.

      He sighed. “Nothing. It’s covered.”

      But she went twenty rounds with him until he relented and told her to bring a “Wilder Watermelon.” That, she could do.

      She adored Noah—obviously—but it was hard being the friend without money. Right now, she was the friend with almost zero money. Walker used to commiserate on being broke, but his artwork was picking up steam. Since he and Cara had become a real thing, he didn’t live broke. They had a daughter, but they were more strapped for time than cash. Noah understood her predicament. It was only a few years ago that he was sharing an apartment and saving his quarters in case he didn’t make any money at all the next month. At least she had her teaching assistantship at UCLA. It wasn’t a career, but it was something.

      After this she had only two more quarters. Then she’d be out. She could get a real job. Just the thought of actual, steady income that did more than just cover the basic bills had her salivating. She’d never had it.

      Her mother sometimes flitted from one job to another. Mostly she leapt from one man to another. How that man might feel about feeding and sheltering Tiffani Leland’s two daughters wasn’t brought up. Most of them made it clear that it wasn’t on their Christmas wish list. Then she’d watched her older sister get involved with bad boyfriend after bad boyfriend. Zoe had been young enough that the teachings stuck.

      As a result of watching all this, she’d learned a few key things. One—depend only on yourself. Two—any man who promises to take care of you is lying. Three—get your shit together and make it better, because no one else will do that for you.

      So far, she’d done exactly that. Zoe made straight A’s in their dinky public school. Being salutatorian was enough to get her into UCLA with some serious scholarship money. She had some student loans, but it didn’t cost her much in sleep. She’d been ready to graduate a year and a half ago, get out in the world and make some money, but her professor had talked her into the master’s program. He’d told her she had the brains for it. He’d found her a full ride this time, and in two years she would come out at double the starting salary.

      Zoe calculated standard raises, two years lost wages, and what she’d be able to do—more of what she loved—and signed up. It was worth it. Her mother thought she was batshit. Why didn’t she just find a man? Zoe was done taking advice from her mother. Tiffani had found man after man after man and look where she still was. Her older sister Shay at least had her back. Now that Shay had gotten herself together and hitched to a bona fide music star, they even gave her plane tickets and cool gifts.

      She checked her bank account to see that she was at least in a position to bring something to the party.

      Watermelon it was. Even that recipe had been a gift from her sister. Something Shay and her friend Mariliz had dreamed up one summer day. Now she needed champagne, vodka, and, of course, watermelon. Putting down the calculator and carefully closing her notes into her book, she dialed Jessica.

      Jessica had barely said hello when Zoe jumped in.

      “Cookout at Noah’s tomorrow.”

      “He sure loves that house.” Jessica said it as though that was a wonder.

      “Of course, he does. It’s beautiful.” It was gorgeous. Not big but nestled up in the canyon overlooking Hollywood. It had a pool and a patio and a piece of yard that bordered some uninhabitable canyon space—which was almost like being rich enough to not have neighbors. “And he earned it himself with acting money. He’s proud and he has a right to be.”

      Oh, shut up, Zoe, she told herself, before Jessica catches on.

      “All fair points. Did you volunteer us to bring something?”

      “Wilder Watermelon.” Zoe felt the grin in her voice.

      “Then we need to start today.” A few noises in the background indicated Jessica was still at work. The precinct behind her buzzed and clicked. “I should be able to get out of here in about thirty minutes. Is that good? I’ll swing by and pick you up.”

      Zoe said a quick yes and got ready. She’d been working in her pajamas, her hair still hanging in the twists she’d made after showering last night and sleeping with her hair up in a t-shirt like her styling told her to. The upside of Hollywood? Professional help. There was a Vidal Sassoon Academy in Santa Monica and a Paul Mitchell School in Sherman Oaks. Seriously professional L.A. haircuts and advice on the cheap. It took three hours to get a haircut, because it was by students and the professors were always coming around and commenting, teaching. But for the first time in her life someone had taught her she didn’t have to gel her curls until they crunched or cut her hair so that it frizzed like Brillo.

      The downside of Hollywood? Though the occasional teenage girl went to the store in her pajama pants, most people dressed like they were waiting to be discovered. She had to at least look decent.

      By the time Jessica buzzed up from the front door, Zoe was dressed, her curls hanging loose, and her face was done as much as she was willing to concede to the LA lifestyle. To her, that also meant a bunch of sunscreen and not so much other crap. She’d also finished that stoichiometry homework and had checked her kitchen.

      “Oh shit,” Jessica lowered her sunglasses and raised her eyebrows in mock concern. “You brought a list. This watermelon has three ingredients.”

      “Yeah, but we have to go to the grocery store, so I figured out what I needed.” No point in getting dressed up twice, right?

      “Bring it.” Jessica hopped back into her old Ford Falcon, not even opening the door.

      “God, I love riding in this car with you, Jess.” Though the convertible was going to kill those meticulous curls, she really couldn’t care.

      “Glove box,” Was all her friend said as she started the engine. Inside, Zoe found a clutch of scarves.

      “Oh, my god. This is super smart.”

      “Yup. Give me one.” Jessica expertly tied up her hair. She kept it long, longer than Zoe’s, but had to wear it tightly up when she was in uniform. Jessica let her hair down whenever she could. Zoe tried to mimic the movements but gave up.

      Jessica smiled. “Youtube videos. Here.”

      In a moment, they truly looked like movie stars from the Golden Era, as they went to the grocery store to buy liquor to make a cheap, southern watermelon bomb for a movie star’s pool party. Zoe grinned. There wasn’t much that was more L.A. than that.

      People admired Jessica’s car as they sat at traffic lights and then in the parking lot at the grocery store. One guy even came up and ran his hand along the edging as they walked away. Zoe headed back to the car.

      “Oh, is this your car?”

      “Noooo.” She drew the sound out as though she was so sorry. “It’s hers, and she’s a cop. You might wanna . . .” Zoe waved her hand at him in a shooing manner.

      “Oh!” He jumped back, waved at Jessica and called out, “It’s a beauty!”

      “Thanks.” Jessica smiled and grabbed Zoe by the arm, effectively corralling her into the store. “You’ve got to stop randomly telling people I’m a cop.”

      “But it’s so fun,” Zoe pouted before relenting. “Fine. Let’s get some liquor.”

      This was another L.A. thing that Zoe hadn’t quite gotten used to: wine and liquor in the grocery stores. They picked a vodka that cost more than what Zoe would have liked to have paid. She would have bought something cheaper, since it was going into a watermelon and would probably be consumed by already-drunk party guests who couldn’t tell the difference. But it was Noah’s party and some of the guests would drive cars that cost more than the high-end annual salary she hoped to make upon graduation. She put the bottle in the cart.

      They grabbed champagne, two watermelons, French bread, cheese, eggs, a good, thin-sliced roast beef and some broccoli.

      “Help me prep? I’ll make dinner.” Zoe waved her hand over the cart as though it was a prize. “Baked sandwiches.”

      “Done. But you have to watch the shark movie with me. I can’t watch it myself.”
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      Noah watched as three of the other actors on his last film fought each other for the un-credited title of “Best Dive.” The day was warm enough—they happened even in December—for swimming. So here he was with a pool full of party people.

      His diving board was maybe three feet above the water, and none of the divers had any talent for it. He would have expected Jason Warshaw to do a better job, he was a trained dancer. But apparently with no floor came no skills. Noah grinned.

      Noah had played sidekick to the last actor to take the board—Brad Kendle. He was now racking up some big offers and had already made bank on this film whether it tanked or not. Jason Warshaw was no one, not yet anyway. Noah hovered somewhere in the middle. He never lied to himself about his Hollywood stock.

      Three women hovered by the pool table in what had been the dining room for the last people who lived here. He didn’t remember his guests’ names, but two of them were laid out across the table, asses in the air, trying to take a shot. He was pretty certain they were after his balls more than solids or stripes since two of them were shooting at the same time.

      Behind them, two guys he didn’t know where letting the penguins out of his fridge as they made drawn out decisions about what to drink. They were no better than the women—shirts off, board shorts, five o’clock shadow at 1pm. Their tattoos were strategically placed so they could be easily covered by makeup, and they could play clean roles. One of them ran his hand through his hair as though he were in a shampoo commercial. He’d probably done the gesture so much, he didn’t even realize he was doing it now.

      Julie Lister sauntered up to the fridge, said, “excuse me, gentlemen,” and reached through them to grab two drinks. It took about zero-point-two seconds for them to realize who she was and hit on her.

      She grinned at them. “I think y’all were born after I could legally drink.”

      That wasn’t true and Noah knew it. He laughed and turned back to look at the pool. He wore a tank top that had seen better days but was softer than baby bunnies. He had swim trunks and not a speedo like the one guy. But L.A. seemed to allow for everything and anything. The sun hit his arms and he frowned.

      He headed into his bedroom—glad to find it hadn’t been hit by revelers yet—and put sunscreen on his face, neck, and arms. He knew Zoe was going to ask him and he didn’t want to argue. When he finished, he headed back out to eat something. Grabbing a beer from the fridge the model-boys had finally vacated, Noah popped the top and wandered barefoot out on deck.

      Jessica and Zoe had arrived while he wasn’t looking and they were already at one of the tables, pushing things around. Trying to make room for their neat slices of watermelon.

      He grabbed a napkin in one hand and held out the other. “Hand me one.”

      Grinning, Zoe picked up a piece and placed it in his hand, rind first. He was about to take a bite when Julie Lister sauntered up. “Watermelon! Is it spiked? Please say it’s spiked.”

      “Oh, yes.” He handed her the piece and watched as she took a bite. Zoe put another piece in his hand before he could even ask. As Julie’s eyebrows went up, Noah filled her in. “It’s this Wilder Watermelon Zoe makes. It’s spiked with champagne.”

      “And vodka,” Zoe added with a smile.

      “I’m Julie.” The siren stuck her hand out for a shake as though she needed any kind of introduction. She probably needed to state her name herself slightly less often than Julia Roberts did.

      “Zoe.” Zoe put her own hand out with a grin and acted as though the name of the biggest, brightest star in Hollywood was news to her. “And this is Jessica.”

      Jessica waved from behind her slice of watermelon and Julie thanked them and headed off to rejoin the partiers on the other side of the pool.

      “I just shook hands with Julie Lister. That’s so Hollywood.” Zoe grinned up at him and he was glad she didn’t act star-struck.

      She was taking bites of her watermelon and scanning the party when she asked him, “Who are the model-boys on the lounge chairs?”

      Laughing, Noah told her, “That’s exactly what I called them. And I have no idea. Someone brought them as arm candy I guess.”

      “Did you sunscreen the tops of your feet?” she asked him.

      “No, Zoe. I didn’t have time.” He sighed. He knew she cared but . . .

      “You’re not invincible, Noah.” But she let it go at that.

      He looked out at the pool, at all the people playing. Julie Lister was at his house. He’d bought the house with acting money. Good money. Though the house was small, it wasn’t cheap. People recognized him on the streets and his next movie was supposed to be a big hit—not that that was possible to guarantee—but he felt as close to invincible as he ever had.

      He looked back at Zoe to see she was surveying the party-goers, too. Something passed over her features, but he didn’t get a chance to ask. Bob Bahwardi appeared at his side and asked if he could borrow him for a minute.

      “I’d rather not talk business.” Noah was shaking his head. Damn that watermelon was strong.

      “Nope, just come say hello to some people. If you ever want to get into Cannes, this is someone who is a good friend to have.”

      Bob introduced them even as Noah thought, he’s come to a party at my home. Are we not friends enough? But Noah found himself shaking hands with a midlist actor known for meaty roles and constant nominations for awards. He wasn’t rolling in the millions like the guys who starred in the summer blockbusters, but he had the respect of everyone in the field.

      Actors were an odd lot. They came from big money backgrounds and trailer parks. Big cities and tiny towns and right here in Hollywood. Some had a foot in the door, and some came here like Noah, knowing no one. They were the ones who clawed their way into the business, and they respected talent, except for a few douchebags who thought they were God’s gift. Noah made sure he wasn’t perceived that way. So he said hello and chatted for a while and made friends. Not because Bob Bahwardi had told him to, but because he was the host at this party.

      He found himself passing from one group to another as the sun set beyond the canyons. He flipped on the outside lights and checked in with the maid. She assured him, in very broken English, that everything was fine, and he headed back out into the lights, finally peeling down to his own suit and jumping in the water.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Zoe assured Jessica that everything was fine and sent Jessica on her way. Her friend had a great time, but hadn’t been drinking much since she knew it was possible she might get called to a case. Being a detective in Los Angeles could be round the clock work. Zoe knew this.

      Still, now that Jessica had been called in, Zoe had to figure out how to get home. It honestly wasn’t more than a couple of miles. But the canyon roads were twisty, it was dark, and it seemed L.A. space was at such a premium there weren’t even shoulders on the pavement. In some places, if she walked down the side of the canyon road, she would practically walk up onto someone’s porch just to keep from walking into the street.

      She headed to the front of the house and pulled out her phone.

      “What are you doing?” Noah’s voice tickled the back of her neck.

      Then she jerked at the odd sensation that turned out to be a drop of water rolling down her back. “Noah!”

      She jumped and squirmed and looked at him, standing, dripping in his own living room. “You’re wet.”

      “That tends to happen in the pool.” He raised an eyebrow. “Why haven’t you come in?” He pointed at her neck, no doubt motioning to the string ties on her suit. Not that she’d even taken her shirt off.

      “Jessica and I chatted with people and it didn’t happen. Now it’s getting late.”

      “It’s eleven. The night has barely started.” He held his hands out to his sides as though he were a god and his home his kingdom.

      “I have a test on Monday.” She tipped her head at him. He was adorable, but there was no way she was going to stay out late and not be ready for Monday morning. “I’m calling a ride.”

      “I’ll drive you home.” He shrugged it off. “Give me a bit and I’ll get you back.”

      As tempting as it sounded, and as wonderful as free always was, she shook her head. “I can’t wait for the party to wrap up. As you said, the night has barely started.”

      “Nah, let me dry off and I’ll take you back, then I’ll come back here. It’s super fast.”

      “Noah, this is your party. You can’t leave.” The whole idea was ridiculous. Especially over a ride that wasn’t going to break her bank.

      He looked around him, as did Zoe. There were people clustered on the sofa, drinking and talking. Another several groups still stood out by the pool under the lights. It looked like another round of the ridiculous diving contest was getting underway.

      “No one is going to notice I’m missing,” he assured her.

      In return, Zoe pointed out by the pool. “That may be true, but I don’t think those guys are sober. What if something happens while you’re gone?”

      “Rosa’s here. Carl is here.” He shrugged.

      But Zoe just looked at him as if he were nuts. “You can’t leave Rosa here with drunk people. Some of whom you don’t even know. And how late is she supposed to work anyway?”

      “It’s overtime for the party, Zoe!” He was getting exasperated with her, but she was confused. It might be L.A. and he might be a bigwig—or at least a bigger wig than her—but she didn’t understand leaving your own party. She wasn’t going to be part of that.

      “I’m not taking you out of your own party.” She flipped on the app on her phone and started typing.

      Noah put his hand over her phone. “What if I don’t see you again until after Christmas?”

      In the end, she relented and let him send her home with Carl driving. She sat up in the seat right behind the driver and put the window down. “Thanks for bringing me home, Carl. I’m sorry you had to leave the party.”

      He grinned at her in the rearview, seeming to understand as she did that a limo was a little bit of overkill for the ride home. “No problem. This is what I do. That I get to go to some of the best parties while I do it is a bonus.”

      “But don’t you miss being at home in the evenings?”

      He shrugged. “My wife and I are divorced. I work evenings that I don’t have my kids. Sometimes I have to get a sitter, but I work for Mr. Noah anyway because he’s really good to me. I try not to turn him down. Don’t want to get replaced.”

      Zoe nodded at him. Noah did request Carl and he did get disappointed sometimes if Carl couldn’t make it. What bothered Zoe was the tone in Carl’s voice that he might be taking the work because he was afraid he would lose the job entirely.

      They were at her apartment in no time—she really could have walked it if she hadn’t thought she might get stopped by the police just for being weird. She told Carl to have a good night and realized he’d probably wind up doing a series of runs, taking drunk partiers home in the wee hours. Not bad work for what it paid.

      For a few minutes, she puttered around her tiny studio apartment trying to decide if she could get any studying done. When she realized it was futile, she headed to bed and promptly passed out. Dead to the world, she dreamed of Noah sending her off for the night, only this time, in her dreams, he didn’t hesitate. He kissed her.
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