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      Wicked Nights

      (Stark World standalone novels)

      Sometimes it feels so damn good to be bad.

      Wicked Grind

      Wicked Dirty

      Wicked Torture

      Wicked Heat

      Wicked Fortune
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      Sometimes bad isn’t good enough…

      

      On the outside, Lyle Tarpin is a clean-cut Hollywood actor whose star is on the rise. Inside, he’s battling his own demons, shunning relationships and finding solace in the arms of a string of anonymous women paid very well for their discretion. 

      But when he’s photographed in a compromising position by an over-eager reporter, the only way to save his career is to say that the woman he was with is his fiancée. And now Lyle has to play a very public game with the only woman who’s ever managed to get under his skin.

      Struggling waitress Sugar Laine agrees to spend one night with Lyle—but only because she’s desperate to save her family home. She never expects that a night of passion will turn into a pretend engagement … or that the heat between them will blossom into love.

      But sometimes love has a price.

      And now the only question is—can Lyle and Sugar afford to pay it?

      

      All Wicked novels stand alone

    

  


  
    
      For Don, who was in the trenches.

      And for Laura and Natasha, who had my back.
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      It seemed like the perfect plan. Let a guy into my bed. Let him touch me. Let him fuck me.

      Why not?

      I was desperate, after all. And you know what they say about desperate times.

      Besides, it’s not as if I was going to fall for one of my clients. I’m not one of those prissy girls who loses her heart at a kind word or a soft touch.

      I’m not a woman who falls at all. Not for a man. Not for anybody.

      I’ve been screwed far too many times. And if I’m going to get screwed anyway, I might as well get something out of it.

      That’s what I thought, anyway.

      Then he opened the door, with his beautiful face and his haunted eyes. Eyes that hinted at secrets at least as painful as my own.

      He touched me—and despite all my defenses, I fell.

      And now…

      Well, now I can only hope that when I hit the ground, I won’t shatter into a million pieces. And that maybe—just maybe—he’ll be there to catch me.
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      The setting sun cast a warm glow over the Hollywood Hills as nearly naked waitresses glided through the crowd with a rainbow-like array of test tube shots. Or, for the more traditional guests, highball glasses of premium vodka and bourbon.

      The liquor flowed, the guests laughed and gossiped, the hottest new band in Los Angeles shook the roof, and entertainment reporters took photographs and videos, all of which they shared on social media.

      In other words, the lavish party at Reach, the hip, new rooftop hotspot, was a dead-on perfect publicity event.

      The purpose, of course, was to officially announce that Lyle Tarpin, one of Hollywood’s fastest rising stars, had joined the cast of M. Sterious, next year’s installment in the wildly popular Blue Zenith movie franchise.

      The script was solid, the action pulse-pounding, and Lyle still couldn’t believe that he’d been cast, much less that he was set to play the eponymous M, an emotionally wounded antihero.

      It was a role that could catapult him from the A-list to over-the-moon, transforming him into a Hollywood megastar with his choice of meaty roles and the kind of multimillion dollar paydays that had only been a glimmer of a dream when he’d started this Hollywood journey.

      In other words, this was an opportunity he didn’t intend to fuck up.

      Which was why he forced himself not to wince and turn away when Frannie caught his eye and smiled. She tossed her head, making her auburn locks bounce as she walked toward him, her sequined cocktail dress revealing a mile of toned legs ending in a pair of strappy sandals that showed off a perfect pedicure.

      One of Hollywood’s most bankable stars, Francesca Muratti was set to play Lyle’s love interest—the Blue Zenith agent who turns M from his dark ways and recruits him to the side of justice—both saving him and, hopefully, adding another long-running hero to the franchise.

      “Hello, lover,” she said, sliding her arms around his neck and pressing her body against his. Frannie had a reputation for being a wild child who made it a point to sleep with almost every one of her male co-stars, and she’d made no secret that she wanted Lyle to join that little fraternity.

      Honestly, Lyle didn’t know if she was insecure, overly horny, or simply into method acting. All he knew was that he wasn’t interested. Which, considering the damage a pissed-off Francesca could do to his career, was ten kinds of inconvenient.

      “Kiss me like you mean it,” she murmured, then leaned in, preparing to make the demand a reality, but he angled back, taking her chin in his hand and holding her steady as her eyes flashed with irritation.

      “Anticipation, Frannie.” He bent close so that she shivered from the feel of his breath on her ear. “If we give them what they want now, why would they come to the movie?”

      “Fuck the fans,” she whispered back, her hand sliding down to grab his crotch. “This is what I want.”

      And goddamn him all to hell, he felt himself start to grow hard. Not from desire for her, but in response to a familiar, baser need. A dark room. A willing woman. Just once—hard enough and hot enough that it wore him out. Soothed his guilt and his pain. Quieted the ghosts of his past, the horror of his mistakes.

      Enough to tide him over until the next time. The next woman.

      And to maybe, if he was lucky, chip away at the wall he’d built around his heart.

      His thoughts churned wildly, and he imagined the feel of a woman’s soft skin under his fingers. A woman who wouldn’t look at him with Jennifer’s eyes. Who wouldn’t remind him of where he’d run from or what he’d done. A woman who’d give herself to him. Who wouldn’t care about his flaws as he let himself just go, hard and hot and desperate, into the wild, dark bliss of anonymity.

      “Mmm, I don’t know, Lyle,” Frannie murmured, her hand pressed firmly against his now rock-hard erection. “Here’s evidence that suggests our onscreen chemistry is real. Give me a chance and I bet we can really raise that flag.”

      “I like you fine, Frannie,” he said, taking a step back and cursing himself for giving into fantasy. “But I’m not fucking you.”

      From the glint in her eye, he was certain her famous temper was about to flare, but an editor he recognized from Variety walked up, and Frannie downshifted to charming.

      Lyle hung around long enough to greet the guy and answer a few questions about the role, then made his escape when the conversation shifted to Frannie’s new endorsement deal.

      He grabbed a bourbon from a passing waiter and sipped it as he crossed to the edge of the roof. He didn’t like heights, which was why he sought them out. Hell, it was why his apartment was on the thirtieth floor of a Century City high rise, and the reason he’d spent countless hours getting his pilot’s license. When something bothered him, he conquered it; he didn’t succumb to it.

      And that’s part of why this bullshit with Frannie irritated him so much.

      “You never struck me as the stupid type.”

      Lyle recognized the throaty, feminine voice and turned to face his agent, Evelyn Dodge. An attractive woman in her mid-fifties, Evelyn had been in the industry for ages, knew everyone worth knowing, and was as tough as nails. She also never took shit from anybody.

      Lyle studied her face, trying to get a bead on what she was thinking. No luck. His agent was a blank slate. Good when negotiating deals. Not so good when he was trying to gauge a reaction.

      “That girl’s got more power than you think,” she continued when he stayed silent. “You want the quick and dirty route to Career-in-the-Toilet Town? Because that path runs straight through your pretty co-star. You piss Frannie off and suddenly Garreth Todd will be playing M and you’ll be lucky if you can get a walk-on in a local commercial for a used car lot.”

      “Thanks for giving it to me straight,” he said dryly.

      “You think I’m exaggerating? I thought you knew your ass from a hole in the wall. Or have I been misreading you all this time?”

      “Christ, Evelyn. I’m not naive. But I’m not sleeping with Frannie just to make things nice on the set. Are you honestly saying I should?”

      “Hell no, Iowa,” she said, using his home state as a nickname. “I’m telling you that you need to be smart. As long as you’re single, she’s not going to let it drop.” She sighed. “You’ve worked damn hard to get where you are, and you’re flying high. But let me remind you in case you think that makes you invincible — the higher you are, the more painful it is when you crash back down to earth.”

      “I’m not going to screw anything up, Evelyn.”

      “You don’t know Frannie the way I do. She’s destroyed careers more established than yours—and that was before she had a hefty gold statue on her mantle.”

      Fuck. He ran his fingers through his hair.

      “How long have we worked together?” she asked, obviously not expecting an answer. “Two, three years? And never during all that time have I seen you date. A few women on your arm at a party, but you go stag more often than you go with a woman.”

      “What the hell, Evelyn?” He knew he sounded defensive, but she was coming dangerously close to pushing buttons he didn’t want pushed, and to peering into dark corners that were better left in the shadows.

      “You told me once you weren’t gay, and that’s fine. Thousands of teenage girls across the country sleep easier knowing you’re on the market.”

      “Is there a point to this?” He tried—and failed—to keep the irritation out of his voice.

      She cast a sharp glance at his face. “I’m just saying that if you have a girlfriend tucked away in an attic somewhere, now’s the time to pull her out and dust her off. Because our girl Frannie is like a dog with a bone. A very pampered, well-groomed dog, who has one hell of a bite when she doesn’t get her own way. But she doesn’t mess with married men.”

      “So, what? I’m supposed to trot off to Vegas and make a showgirl my bride?”

      “Just be smart. And if you do have a girlfriend hidden away, then bring her to a party or two. And if you don’t, then get one.”

      “It’s bullshit,” he said mildly. “But I’ll take it under advisement.”

      “Good. Now let’s go mingle.”

      With a sigh, he glanced around the set-up. At the free-flowing alcohol and never-ending stream of finger foods offered by waitresses in outfits that were just a little too skimpy to be decent, but which covered a little too much to be obscene. At the napkins and stemware that displayed the series’ logo, and at the band in the corner that was playing a never-ending stream of music from the franchise, while on the opposite side of the roof, clips from the previous movies played in a continuous loop on a giant screen.

      It was opulent, ridiculous, and completely over the top.

      Jennifer would have loved it.

      She would have swept into Hollywood and conquered it, making Francesca Muratti look like an amateur in the process.

      Go big or go home. Wasn’t that what she’d always told him? Jennifer? With her innocent eyes and her not-so-innocent mouth?

      But she’d never gotten the chance.

      And now here he was, thirteen years to the day since that goddamned hellish night. And Jenny was dead, and he was standing in a spotlight wearing Armani and living her dream.

      How fucked up was that?

      “I lost you somewhere,” Evelyn said. “Let’s head to the bar. I think you could use another drink.”

      Damn right he could, but he shook his head. “I was just thinking.” He gestured with his hand, indicating the whole area, including the city beyond the rooftop. “This really is where dreams come true.”

      But only an unlucky few—like Lyle—knew how many nightmares hid inside those bright, shiny dreams.

      He forced a smile for Evelyn’s sake. “It’s past seven. I’ve been here for almost two hours. I’ve been effusive and charming and a team player. I’ve done everything they’ve asked. Officially, anyway,” he added, thinking of Frannie’s overtures. “That should at least earn me a cookie, don’t you think?”

      She crossed her arms, shifting her weight as she looked at him. “Depends on what kind of cookie you’re looking for.”

      “I’m leaving⁠—”

      “Dammit, Lyle.”

      “Do I ever cause you problems? Do you have to run interference for me? Do I not live up to my damned golden boy reputation?”

      She said nothing.

      “Make an excuse for me. Anything. I don’t care.” For just a moment, he let his mask down. The innocent Iowa boy who’d been discovered at seventeen, plucked out of obscurity to ride to fame on his Midwestern good looks and piercing blue eyes. He’d thrown himself into the work, scrambling up through television and indie films to where he was today. A genuinely nice guy, untarnished by Hollywood’s bullshit.

      Except that was all just a part, too. And for a flicker of a moment, he let Evelyn see the pain underneath. The loss. The darkness. And all the goddamn guilt.

      Then he was the movie star again, and she was looking at him, her brows knit with an almost maternal concern.

      “Please,” he added, his voice low and a little hoarse. “It’s not a good day. I need⁠—”

      What? A drink? A fuck? Magic powers so he could change the past?

      “—to go. I just need to go.”

      “Do you want company?”

      Hell, yes.

      He shook his head. “No. I’m fine. But thanks.”

      But he did want company. Just not the kind that Evelyn was offering. He wanted the kind of company that was raw. That was dirty and fast and anonymous. With complete discretion. And absolutely no fucking strings.

      Wanted? No, he didn’t want it. Not really.

      But he damn sure needed it.

      Needed to open the valve and release the pressure. To erase the guilt, even if only for a few glorious minutes. To escape the ghosts and the memories and all the shit that he tried so hard to keep buried. That he never let anyone see.

      That’s what he needed, because without that release, his mask really would start to crack, and the whole world would learn that the clean-cut Lyle Tarpin was nothing more than a goddamn fraud.
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      “You could pull an extra shift,” my best friend Joy says, looking up from my spiral notebook filled with columns of unpleasant, uncooperative numbers. “I mean, it would suck, but if you need the money, then you need the money.”

      And I do need the money. That sad reality is laid out right there in my notebook, in gallons of glorious red and a few small scratches of black. But unless I want to give up sleeping, I’m all out of hours in the day.

      “You’re here now,” she replies, when I tell her as much.

      I stick out my tongue. Not the classiest retort on the planet, but it sums up my feelings nicely.

      Here is Totally Tattoo, the Venice Beach tattoo and piercing parlor where Joy works as the piercer-in-residence. Or the Needle Queen. Or whatever other title she happens to have grabbed onto that day. We met when I wandered into the shop almost five years ago, feeling lost and alone and desperate for a change. Somehow, I’d gotten into my head that if I could just change my look, then everything would be better. I’d be reborn, all the bad stuff washed away.

      And all I needed was a shiny stud on the curve of my ear.

      Unfortunately, that theory wasn’t ever put to the test, primarily because I passed out when Joy came at me with the needle.

      So instead of body art, I got a best friend.

      All in all, I figure that was a fair trade. Even if she does still tease me about the fainting.

      Now, I’m perched on the stool behind the reception counter and Joy’s standing on the other side, her fingers tap-tapping on my dastardly little numbers. It’s still an hour until closing, but the place is empty. So we’re using the counter as ground zero for the recap of my financial woes.

      “You know I was just kidding,” she says. “But honestly, Laine, I don’t have a better idea. Unless you want to rob a bank. Or, you know, win the lottery or something.”

      I thwap my temple with the heel of my hand. “You’re brilliant,” I say, slamming the notebook shut. “Problem solved.”

      Joy rolls her eyes and shakes her head, making the colored gemstones that line the curve of her left ear sparkle.

      I lean forward and prop my chin on my fist. “Honestly, you’re right. I should figure out a way to grab a few more hours. But I just don’t know how. I’m already pulling shifts at Blacklist and Maudie’s,” I say, naming off our favorite bar as well as a local diner.

      “Plus, Mrs. Donahue’s letting me come in once a week to deep clean sections of her house. And Jacob is paying me to walk Lancelot most mornings.” My neighbor, Mrs. Donahue, is perfectly capable of scouring her own house, despite having just celebrated her eighty-first birthday. But she’s a sweetheart who takes in stray pets and people, and she offered me the cleaning gig the minute she learned about my financial woes. Jacob, the UCLA business major who lives in Mrs. Donahue’s garage apartment, is less of a sweetheart, but I’m not about to turn down the extra cash.

      “Jacob just wants to get in your pants.”

      I grimace.

      “What? What’s wrong with Jacob?”

      “You mean other than the fact that ever since he learned my first name he won’t stop asking if I taste like candy?”

      Joy snorts. “Like you’ve never heard that one before.”

      My name is Sugar Laine. Which, as names go, is about as bad as it gets. Couple that with blonde hair, huge brown eyes, and tits that I consider unfortunately large, and I probably should have chucked it all years ago and signed up to be a stripper or a hooker.

      Then again, maybe I got off lucky. I mean, my last name could have been Buns.

      That’s me. Always looking on the bright side.

      Despite having saddled me with an utterly ridiculous name, I’m certain my parents loved me. Or, at least, I’m certain my mom did. And she always swore that my dad loved me, too, and that his sudden and unexpected departure when I was nine had nothing whatsoever to do with the way he felt about me or my little brother Andy, who lucked out with a completely normal name.

      Maybe Mom was right. But I’m still operating under the assumption that my father is a soulless, charmless prick who feels nothing for nobody.

      I figure if I’m wrong, he can damn well crawl out of the woodwork, track me down, and then bust his tail to prove it.

      My mom, though…

      Well, despite her unfortunate choice of names, she did love me. And when I once asked—after having been teased in fourth grade—what she could possibly have been thinking, she said that when the nurse put me in her arms, she thought I was the sweetest thing she’d ever seen. And what was sweeter than sugar?

      How could I get upset about that?

      I couldn’t. So I didn’t.

      But I did start calling myself Laine.

      An uncomfortable tightness grips my chest as I think about my mom. How we’d settle on the couch with Andy between us to read or watch TV. How she let me make Christmas cookies in July because every day should be like Christmas. How she used to listen to classic country music and cry, because she said it cleared her soul and refilled her well.

      Oh, God. I try to draw in a breath, and realize my throat is clogged with tears.

      “Hey?” Joy’s moved around the counter, so now she's pretty much nose to nose with me. She takes my hand and squeezes, the pressure bringing me back to myself. “Hey, you okay?”

      “Sorry. Sorry. I just—I started thinking about my name, and that made me think about my mom and Andy and⁠—”

      I break off, tears threatening.

      “It’s okay. Come on, girl. Deep breaths.”

      I sniffle and manage a wobbly smile. “I don’t know what set me off,” I say when I can talk again. I swipe the edge of my forefingers under each eye, drying my tears. “It’s not like thinking about them is an unusual occurrence. Hell, I think about them every time I walk through my front door.”

      My breath hitches and tears fill my eyes again. “Dammit,” I murmur as I grab a tissue. “It’s the house. I just can’t cope with losing the house. It’s all I have left of them.”

      My mom and thirteen-year-old brother were killed when a drunk driver plowed his SUV into their car five years ago. I was finishing my first semester at UCLA, and they were on their way to pick me up so that we could celebrate by driving to Anaheim and going to Disneyland.

      They both died at the scene. The officer who found me in my dorm told me that it had been fast. That they wouldn’t have suffered. I don’t know if that’s true or not, but I believe it because I have to.

      My mother had scrambled her entire life, waitressing, working temp jobs, manning the checkout stand at grocery stores. Her only asset was the house, which my dad had paid off before he bailed. But it hadn’t been kept up well, and at the end of her life, my mom had a mountain of debt, a house in desperate need of repairs, and no money in the bank.

      Which means that I inherited the house, and pretty much nothing else. But if I don’t come up with thirty-one thousand and change in the next two weeks to pay off a short-term equity loan, the bank’s going to foreclose and I’m going to lose that last connection to my family.

      And I have no freaking idea how I can get that much money.

      “I’m so screwed,” I whisper to Joy, feeling fragile and lost and alone. I’m only twenty-three. I should have finished college instead of dropping out so that I could work to buy food and pay taxes and fix the house. Hell, I should be applying to grad schools.

      I should be bringing my laundry home and begging my mom to do it for me while I harass my little brother. I should be going out to bars with friends at night, not actually serving the drinks.

      I shouldn’t have the weight of the world on my shoulders.

      But I do. And I’ve accepted that. I’m dealing—I am. But any more pressure and I swear I’ll shatter into a million pieces.

      “I can’t lose the house.” My voice cracks, and I hate that my weakness is showing, even to my best friend. “I can’t. But they’re gonna take it anyway.”

      “The hell they are.” She taps my notebook authoritatively. She’s only three years older than me, but Joy is the maternal type. Originally, I’d thought she was the bossy type, but she’d assured me that I was wrong. “Leave this depressing pile of shit and come with me.”

      “Where?”

      “You need a drink.”

      “I can’t afford a drink.”

      “Ha ha. I’m buying. Come on. Let’s go.”

      “Joy … you’re supposed to be working.”

      “So? You need me.”

      I hear the back door snick open, and realize that Cass—the owner of the shop and one of the best tattoo artists I’ve ever met—must be back.

      “I don’t have any more appointments,” Joy continues. “My instruments area all sterilized. My area is clean. And my boss,” she adds in a much louder voice, “is not a raging bitch.”

      “I heard that!” Cass calls. "And you're wrong. I'm a stone cold bitch, and you know it."

      Joy snorts, then calls out to Cass. “You had a walk-in a few minutes ago. I told him you were gone for the day, but would be in by ten tomorrow. And I can stay if you really, really want me to, but poor Laine is having a shitty day, and she really needs a drink.”

      “Joy! Don’t you dare blame me for cutting out early.”

      “It’s Friday,” Joy says. “I’ll take whatever excuse I can get.”

      “Careful, or I will turn into a raging bitch.” Cass rounds the corner, coming toward us. She’s wearing black leather slacks and a silver tank top that shows off the plumage of the amazing bird tattoo that starts at her shoulder blade and trails down her arm. Today, her hair is coal-black with red at the tips, so she almost looks like she’s on fire. A tiny diamond stud decorates her nose—the piercing courtesy of my bestie, Joy.

      She’s stunningly beautiful and always outrageous, and she’s one of my favorite people. Now, she aims a wide smile at me. “Hey, Laine, how are you?”

      “Fine,” I say, lying.

      “Broke,” Joy says.

      I sigh. “An open book,” I tell Cass as I glare at Joy. “Apparently, I’m an open book.”

      Joy holds up her hands. “Hey, I can’t lie to my boss. Who looks amazing, by the way. You went home and changed. Big plans tonight?”

      “Siobhan and I are having dinner with a few of the folks from her job,” Cass says, referring to her girlfriend. “Tomorrow is opening night for her first big exhibit since she started working at the Stark Center. So she’s nervous. I’m the designated hand-holder.”

      “Me, too,” Joy says, looking meaningfully at me.

      “I’m not nervous,” I tell her. “I’m freaking out. There’s a difference.”

      “You’re that bad off?” Genuine concern colors Cass’s expression, and I immediately regret saying anything. I hate the idea of the whole world knowing the width and breadth of my problems.

      “It’s fine,” I lie. “Really. Things are just tight right now, and I’m looking for another job to add to the mix.”

      “Hmm. Well, I can’t afford to bring anyone on full time right now, but I could hire you for a couple of weeks. Answer phones. Clean. Help me organize all the paperwork.”

      “Could you? That would be⁠—”

      “Really nice,” Joy puts in. “But probably not necessary.”

      I turn to gape at her. “Um, yeah. Necessary.”

      “You’re awesome, Cass,” she says, completely ignoring me. “But let’s put a pin in it. I just thought of something that’s a perfect fit for Laine. And the pay’s stellar, too.”

      “Yeah?” Cass looks between the two of us. “Well, if it doesn’t work out, the offer stands.”

      “What?” I demand. “What’s perfect?”

      “Let’s go get that drink, and I’ll tell you.” She aims puppy dog eyes at Cass. “Just this one time. Laine needs me.”

      Cass shakes her head in mock exasperation. “Go. I’ll close up. But you open tomorrow,” she says.

      “Deal. We’ll go to Blacklist,” she adds, turning her attention back to me. She winks. “Since you work there, maybe they’ll give us drinks for free.”

      I grimace. “I’d rather David let me pick up a shift.”

      Like my house, Totally Tattoo is located on some prime real estate. The street runs perpendicular to the beach, just a few blocks from the boardwalk. As soon as we step out the door, we turn right, so we’re walking away from the Pacific. The sun is low over the ocean behind us, and our shadows stretch out on the sidewalk, as if racing us to the bar.

      Blacklist is just a few doors down, with glass and wood exterior walls that open like an accordion, so that patrons can sit at tables that are both in the bar and also on the sidewalk. It’s a Venice Beach icon that’s been around since the Thirties, though it’s now considerably more upscale than the dive it used to be.

      A couple is just leaving, and as we snag their table, Joy waves at Nessie, who hurries over with two glasses of water.

      “Hey, Joy. Hey, Laine. You’re not working today?”

      I shake my head. “David said the schedule was full.” I make a face. “Too bad. I could use the bucks.”

      “I hear you there. I’m dying for this insane pair of Christian Louboutins I saw last week. And with tips and the allowance my dad sends me, I’ll have enough to get them. I mean, I would seriously die if I had to wait another week.”

      “I know exactly what you mean,” I say, as Joy looks at the tabletop, obviously trying not to laugh.

      I order wine for both of us, and when Nessie is gone, Joy finally looks up. “Ya gotta love her cluelessness.”

      I shrug. “Home foreclosure, fancy shoes. It’s all about perspective.” And, yeah, there are times when I wish that my perspective included a dad who bought me a convertible, set me up in a beach condo, and sent me a weekly allowance. But it is what it is, and I learned a long time ago that the only thing that matters is doing. As far as I’m concerned, wishing is for birthday candles, and that’s about it.

      “What is it you want to tell me?” I ask. “What perfect scheme are you concocting that’s going to keep the bank from ripping my house out from under me?”

      “Wait for the wine.” Her forehead scrunches up as if in thought. “Actually, we’ll wait until you’re onto the second glass of wine.”

      I lean back and cross my arms. “This isn’t some multi-level marketing thing, is it? Because, no.”

      “Oh, please. You know me better than that. No, this is solid—and lucrative. But you need an open mind.”

      I add narrowed eyes to my already crossed arms. “Is it legal?”

      “Yes, of course. Technically, it’s totally legal.”

      “Technically? What does that mean?”

      She’s saved from answering by Nessie’s return with two glasses of Cabernet.

      “David said these are on the house. It’s a bottle he got from a new distributor. Give him a thumbs-up or down and he’ll call it payment.”

      “What did I tell you?” Joy says, clinking our glasses even though mine’s still on the table. “Here’s to good friends and free drinks.”

      “He also said that Carla can’t come in tomorrow. If you ask him, maybe he’ll let you⁠—”

      “On it.” I’m out of my seat before she even gets to the end of the sentence, and I wave to the regulars as I hurry toward the back.

      The inside of the bar is jam-packed with an eclectic mix of bikers, cops, locals, and buttoned-up business types. Venice Beach is colorful, and Blacklist is pretty much a mirror of the community.

      David’s not behind the bar like he usually is on a Friday night, but Jerry, the bartender, tells me that he went to his office to take a call. I don’t want to interrupt, but I also don’t want to blow this chance, so I push through the swinging doors into the kitchen, then hover in the doorway of David’s cramped office.

      He looks up, sees me, and gestures to the black metal folding chair that sits across from his battered wooden desk.

      I plunk myself down, and although I don’t want to eavesdrop, I can’t help but tune in when he starts talking about plumbing and wood rot. Those two are the main culprits in my current loan fiasco. About four years ago, not long after I met Joy, I had to deal with some serious repairs on the house or risk the city condemning it. Now I have to pay back the loan I took out to pay for the repairs to save my house … or risk the bank foreclosing on it.

      “Bad news?” I ask when David hangs up. He’s a former cop who looks like he stepped out of Central Casting. A burly, bear of a man with a shaved head and the kind of eyes that belie his take-no-prisoners attitude.

      “Damn restroom is a shit hole, no pun intended.” He shakes his head. “I love this place, but it’s held together with spit, Band-Aids, and chewing gum.”

      He leans back in his chair, then kicks his feet up on his desk. “But you’re not here to listen to me gripe. I’m guessing Nessie told you about Carla?”

      “I was hoping I could pick up her shift. I need it. The Band-Aids and chewing gum that are holding my place together were expensive.”

      “I am sorry for that, Lainey. Damn banks. And yeah. She’s only on the schedule from ten to two, but if you want it, you got it.”

      I stand, relieved. “You are absolutely the best.”

      He shakes his head. “Saturday night, and me short one waitress? Trust me, you’re doing me a favor, too.”

      “Either way, I owe you one.” I almost put my arms around him—David acts gruff, but he’s all Teddy bear—but I fight the urge. Instead, I say thank you about a half dozen more times, then practically skip back to Joy.

      “He said yes,” she guesses.

      “Four hours on the clock on a Saturday night. That’s prime tip time. It won’t get me there—but it’s something.”

      “Won’t get you there? It won’t even get you close.”

      “Thanks so much for the reminder.” I scowl at her. “You know, if you’re going to pop my happy bubble, at least tell me your idea. That’s why you dragged me here, right?”

      Her eyes dip to my wine, and I sigh, then swallow the rest in two big gulps.

      “There,” I say. “And I don’t want a second glass, so tell me now.”

      She hesitates, but then speaks. “Okay, you remember the foot guy?”

      “That blind date from a couple of weekends ago? The one your cousin hooked you up with?”

      “Right.” She leans forward, lowering her voice. “Well, it wasn’t exactly a blind date.”

      “What was it?”

      “An easy grand, actually.”

      “Okay, you’re going to have to run that by me again, because you can’t mean what I think you mean.” Except, maybe she can. Because right now, she’s looking more than a little abashed, and Joy’s not the kind of girl who gets embarrassed about, well, anything.

      I do a mental rewind and regroup. “You’re telling me you got paid a thousand dollars for him to do … stuff to your feet?”

      “Pretty much.”

      “How—I mean, well, I’m not sure what I mean.” I try again. “How did you meet him?”

      “My cousin. I told you.”

      “Did she know when she introduced you that⁠—”

      She lays her hand over mine. “You, my friend, are way too innocent. Marjorie arranged it, just like I said.” She leans in closer, then whispers. “She runs an escort service.”

      I gape at her. “Seriously?”

      Joy nods. “But keep it to yourself, okay. It’s high end, and very discrete.”

      “Yeah. Sure. But what’s this got to do with me?”

      And that’s when it hits me. Honestly, I can’t believe it took me so long. I blame the wine. And the fact that never in a million years would I think that my best friend is trying to whore me out through an escort service.

      “Are you crazy?” I blurt.

      “Oh, come on. It’s just sex.”

      Just sex.

      Is there such a thing?

      That, of course, is a rhetorical question.

      Because no, there isn’t any such beast. There are always strings. Always consequences.

      My first time, sex was like a weapon, and even though I’d been the one wielding it, I was also the one who got hurt. And the scars ran deep enough that I’ve avoided a repeat performance for almost five years now.

      Not that I’ve been a pure little flower during that time. I’ve dated. I’ve fooled around. There’ve been fingers and tongues and a couple of really nice orgasms. But I drew a line after that first, horrible night, and I haven’t let anybody cross it since.

      And maybe that’s silly, but it’s important to me.

      So, no.

      Sex isn’t just sex. It’s big and it’s confusing and it’s messy and it’s complicated.

      And I can’t.

      “Yes, you can,” Joy says firmly when I tell her as much. “It’s not like you’re dating anyone.”

      “That’s your main consideration?”

      She rolls her eyes. “Actually, my main consideration is the ten grand you’re about to give up.”

      I freeze. “What did you say?”

      “You heard me.” She puts a five on the table as a tip for Nessie before getting out of her chair on the sidewalk side. That’s when I notice the double-parked Fiat with a ride share placard in the side window.

      “Is that for us?”

      “I called Marjorie while you were talking to David,” Joy admits.

      “What?”

      “I figured she’d be able get you a gig or two, but it’s even better than I expected. She’s scrambling to find someone last minute for tonight—and this guy pays a premium even without the rush job.”

      “But—”

      She holds up a hand. “You know what? I don’t even want to hear it. For days you’ve been telling me that you’re desperate to keep your house. And I’ve seen the numbers, Laine. You should be desperate, because unless you know different math rules than I do, you could work shifts at Blacklist twenty-four seven for a full month and still not earn enough to pay off that note.”

      She heads for the car, tossing her words back over her shoulder. “Make up your mind, okay?”

      Ten grand. Ten. Freaking. Grand.

      Ten thousand dollars of debt knocked out in one fell swoop. Maybe even more.

      I stand beside my chair, my hand clutched tight on the backrest as I think about it. That, plus what I’ve saved so far, plus another two in cash advances from my credit cards will get me kissing close to fifteen thousand.

      That leaves sixteen thousand to earn in two weeks.

      And even though that’s still a scary number, it’s ten thousand less scary than it would be without this job.

      I think about my house and all the weekends I spent refinishing the wood floors and kitchen cabinets. I think about the claw-foot tub I spent weeks searching for. And the pipes that better not burst again in my lifetime, considering the time and money it cost to fix them.

      I think about my mother and the hours she spent landscaping the backyard. The way we laughed the day we painted the shutters.

      I think about everything I’ve lost over the last few years, and I know that there is no way I’ll survive losing the house, too.

      And that’s when I know that I have to do this thing.

      Just sex.

      Once again, Joy’s words fill my head. And once again, I know that she’s wrong. So very wrong.

      Sex is a tool, and it can either build or destroy.

      My first time, it was a wrecking ball that broke me into a million pieces.

      But this time…

      This time sex is a lever.

      This time, it’s going to save me.
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      “Wow,” I say as we step off the private elevator and into the foyer of Marjorie’s high-rise condo. It’s all marble and shine, sparkle and polish. “I mean, seriously, wow.”

      “I’m glad you like it.”

      The speaker’s voice is low and melodious, and is accompanied by the click of high heels. I turn toward the sound and find myself staring at one of the most elegant women I’ve ever seen. Tall and model-thin with platinum blonde hair upswept into a chignon, perfectly lined red lips, and wide gray eyes with just a hint of gold.

      “I’m Marjorie.” She extends her hand, her smile revealing brilliant white teeth that must have cost a fortune. “And you must be Sugar.”

      “Laine,” I correct as we shake hands, her grip firm and confident. “Please.”

      She laughs. The slight crinkle at the corners of her eyes makes her seem more approachable, and I relax just a little. “You’re right,” she says to Joy. “She’s charming. And as for your name,” she continues, her focus returning to me, “all things considered, I think we’ll call you Sugar.”

      All things considered.

      “Right,” I say, forcing a smile. “Of course.”

      I’ve often thought my mom saddled me with a hooker’s name. Considering the job I’m about to take, I guess I wasn’t far off the mark.

      “Joy’s explained to you what I do, I’m sure,” Marjorie says as I follow her out
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