
  
    [image: The Money Shot]
  

  
    
      The Money Shot

      
        Boys On Film

        Book 1

      

    

    
      
        Ian O. Lewis

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Cruz Publishing]
        

      

    

  

  
    
      Copyright © 2024 by Ian O. Lewis

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review. This is a work of fiction. Any similarities with actual people, events, or settings is coincidental.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Ian O. Lewis

      

    

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Liam

        

      

    

    
      “You know, Murph, it’s funny—four years here, and I still can’t tell if you’re the guy who’s always got a plan, or the guy who’s always one bad day away from chaos.” Jack muttered.

      The room felt too small with all the boxes, and everything in it smelled like dust and stale carpet—a fitting last impression for a dorm I’d called home for four years. My cap sat awkwardly on my head, and I felt suffocated by the robe, as if I was wrapped in an oversized trash bag. Jack was squinting at his phone, fishing it out from the pocket of his slacks under his robe.

      “Family’s here,” he said, eyes still glued to the screen. “They’re meeting me downstairs.”

      “Same,” I said, checking the time. Any minute now, my parents would bust through the doors of the dorm like they were reclaiming their kid from a hostage situation.

      Jack shoved his phone back in his pocket. “What about you, Brad?” he asked.

      Bradley just shrugged, a casual half-smile playing on his face. “Dad’s in Paris for some important meeting or other,” he said with a roll of his eyes. “Mom should be around here somewhere, though. Probably making her grand entrance as usual.”

      I kept quiet, but I felt the same jolt of surprise I always did when I heard Bradley talk about his parents. Four years, and not once had we met his folks. Meanwhile, they traveled the world like some kind of jet-setting socialites, flitting between exotic locations as if his life was just another item on their to-do list. They took care of his tuition, made sure he wore brand names, but beyond that? It was like they were more his sponsors than his family.

      It was so different from my family. My mom would probably cry when she saw me in the cap and gown, and my dad would pull out his phone to take a hundred pictures. The Murphy clan didn’t have much, aside from the old neighborhood pub they poured their lives into back in Boston, but they cared. Too much, maybe. They’d probably tracked every class, every project I’d had in the past four years, just so they could say they knew what I was up to.

      Jack’s phone buzzed again, and he glanced at it, raising an eyebrow. “They’re getting impatient,” he said, slipping it back into his pocket. He gave us a grin, full of that boundless energy he always had, even on days like today. “C’mon, guys, it’s our last day here. Let’s rock our graduation.”

      “Right,” I said, standing up straighter and slapping a hand on Brad’s shoulder. “Can’t keep everyone waiting.”
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      “Stop staring at Jack,” Bradley grinned, nudging me. “He’s gonna think you’re in love or something.”

      His words cut through the hum of anticipation, the air thick with that electric, unspoken current that always seemed to buzz between us. I tried to brush it off, but my gaze stayed glued to my two best friends. Jack and Bradley, draped in their graduation robes, were tussling like little kids, each pretending to adjust the other’s gown but really just jostling each other. Anyone else would think it was nerves, but I knew better.

      “Knock it off, you two,” I said, trying to sound serious. “Save the wrestling match for after we’ve got our diplomas.”

      “Brad started it,” Jack drawled, his Southern accent just thick enough to make the whole ‘innocent’ act laughable.

      “Did not,” Bradley shot back. All of his high-society airs stripped away as he elbowed Jack in the ribs, which only earned him another shove.

      “Children, please,” I sighed, shaking my head. “We’re about to become esteemed college graduates. Can we at least pretend to act the part?”

      Bradley just grinned, a knowing glint in his eye. “Where’s the fun in that?”

      As the ceremony dragged on, the dean’s voice a constant background drone, my mind drifted. I thought back to our first day here, freshman orientation, when Jack—with that casual, magnetic charm of his—roped Bradley and me into a game of frisbee on the quad. That was it. That was when the three of us became inseparable.

      “Remember when Jack lost that bet and streaked across the quad sophomore year?” Bradley whispered, his grin widening at the memory.

      “How could I forget?” I chuckled, swallowing back a full-throated laugh. Jack, red-faced and committed, sprinting across the grass while everyone watched—all limbs, Southern pride, and nothing to cover it but a pair of sneakers. That was also the first time I realized how attractive he was, though I’d never act on it and risk our friendship.

      “Hey now, let’s not bring up ancient history,” Jack protested, though he looked more amused than embarrassed.

      “Or the time Liam stress-baked at 2 a.m. during finals,” Bradley threw in, nudging me. “Kept insisting sugar was the key to peak coding performance.”

      “Hey, those cookies got us through Systems Programming, didn’t they?” I said, feeling my cheeks heat. What they didn’t understand is that coding didn’t come easily to me. When I first arrived at school I was an art major. But when I confided to Jack that I didn’t want to end up working at my parents pub for the rest of my life, he steered me in a different direction. Major in something techy, and you’ll always have a job. He was right. Jack always steered me in the right direction.

      “Can’t argue with that,” Jack drawled with a smile.

      “Speaking of nerds,” Bradley continued, laughing, “remember when you rigged the dorm room door with that ridiculous alarm system, Liam?”

      “Because someone,” I said, glaring at Bradley, “kept sneaking in to steal my Pop-Tarts!”

      “Guilty as charged.” He winked, not even a little apologetic.

      “Never did figure out how you bypassed it that one time,” I mused, eyeing him suspiciously.

      “Wouldn’t have survived this place without you two,” I admitted, my voice softening as the weight of it all hit me. Jack, and to a lesser extent Bradley—had been my rock through all the ups and downs.

      “Right back at you, Murph,” Jack said, nudging my shoulder with his. The quiet sincerity in his voice surprised me.

      “Here’s to us,” Bradley added, lifting an imaginary glass.

      “Here’s to us,” I echoed, sharing a moment of silent triumph as the names continued droning on around us.

      “Murphy, Liam!” the dean’s voice rang out, snapping me back to reality.

      “Guess that’s me,” I said, standing and glancing back at my best friends. I walked toward the stage, grinning at the thought of the next chapter waiting for us in New York City.

      When I returned, Jack was up next, and the dean called his name for the Valedictorian speech we’d all been waiting for. I gave him a thumbs-up as he got to his feet.

      “Go get ’em, Jack,” I murmured, feeling a swell of pride.

      “Thanks, Murph,” he murmured. Then, with a last grin, he strode toward the stage, every inch the confident, Southern charmer who had won over everyone who crossed his path. The sunlight hit him at just the right angle, catching gold highlights in his hair. And as he started his speech, his voice rolling over the crowd with that familiar ease, it was impossible not to admire the man he’d grown into.

      “Life,” Jack said, his voice carrying over the crowd, “is about the families we’re born into—and the ones we choose along the way.” His eyes landed briefly on Brad and me, and he smiled, warm and genuine.

      It struck me then that, in some unspoken way, we’d built our own little family here.
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      When the speech ended, I clapped till my hands ached, watching as Jack made his way back to his seat. Bradley leaned over with a grin.

      “Our boy’s all grown up, giving speeches instead of frat party toasts.”

      “Terrifying, isn’t it?” I smirked, knowing we were all thinking the same thing—these were our last moments here, in this place that had shaped us.

      When the ceremony finally wound down, we found ourselves released into the sea of families and friends, navigating through hugs, photos, and cries of congratulations. Brad’s arm slung around my shoulders as he pulled me through the crowd.

      “Can you believe this?” he said, his voice tinged with disbelief.

      “Not really,” I replied, trying to shake off the weight of nostalgia. “Feels like yesterday we were running around campus like idiots.”

      “Exactly,” Jack said, appearing on my other side, his hair slightly mussed. “And now we’re headed to New York City. Can you imagine?”

      “It’s gonna be epic,” I said, grinning. “The three of us in one apartment—no more dorm-size fridges, hot plates, or Bradley raiding my Pop-Tarts.”

      Brad rolled his eyes, his grin widening. “Hey, someone had to make sure they weren’t expired.”

      Jack laughed, giving him a playful shove. But there was a quietness in his gaze when he turned back to me, his Southern charm momentarily slipping to reveal something deeper.

      “Ready to take on the city, Murph?” he asked, his voice low.

      “Ready as I’ll ever be,” I replied, my heart racing at the thought of the unknown. But I wasn’t about to let on. If Jack knew how scared I was he might think less of me.

      Brad wrapped an arm around both of us, grinning like a kid on Christmas morning. “Then let’s give New York a run for its money.”

      As we headed toward the future—my two best friends beside me—I couldn’t shake the feeling that we were all playing our parts in a movie, walking off into the sunset. And maybe we were just three kids who had no idea what the future held. But that was a worry for another day. Today, we were finally free of school and ready to begin our real lives.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      I was already fifteen minutes late when the first fat drops of rain splattered against my forehead. Perfect. Just perfect. The early summer sky had threatened all day, but naturally, it chose this exact moment to make good on that threat. I picked up my pace along Hudson Street, my leather shoes clicking against the sidewalk as I dodged around tourists and locals.

      My phone buzzed in my pocket—probably Liam or Brad wondering where the hell I was. I’d texted them earlier about the client meeting running long, but that had been almost an hour ago. The rain began falling harder now, and I broke into a run, clutching my suit jacket closer to my chest. My mother would have a fit if she saw me running in a thousand-dollar suit, but better that than showing up looking like I’d taken a swim in the Hudson.

      Steel & Steam loomed ahead, its industrial facade somehow both imposing and welcoming. The neon sign cast a bluish glow onto the wet sidewalk, and warm light spilled from the windows onto the gathering puddles. I yanked open the heavy door, and the familiar mixture of whiskey, leather, and wood polish filled my nostrils.

      The place was packed for a Thursday night. I scanned the crowd, squinting through the artfully dim lighting at the sea of young professionals unwinding after work. The exposed brick walls and copper fixtures seemed to amplify the buzz of conversation and clinking glasses.

      “Over here, Jack!” Liam’s voice cut through the noise. I spotted him and Brad at our usual corner table, both nursing what looked like craft beers. Liam had loosened his tie, and Brad had rolled up his sleeves—clear signs they had been here for a while.

      I made my way over, doing my best to ignore how my wet shoes squeaked against the concrete floor. “Y’all would not believe the day I’ve had,” I said, shrugging off my pin-striped jacket and draping it over the back of an empty chair. The fabric was damp, but hopefully not ruined.

      “Let me guess,” Brad drawled, pushing a glass of bourbon toward me—my usual. “Johnson & Mills again?”

      I collapsed into the chair, grateful for both the drink and how well they knew me. “Who else? Three hours of nitpicking every single comma in the contract.” I took a long sip of the bourbon, letting the warm spice of it chase away the chill of the rain. “Sorry for being late.”

      Liam shook his head, that crooked smile of his making an appearance. “You know the rules, Jack. First round’s on the late arrival.”

      “Fair enough,” I conceded, already signaling the server. As I settled in, I couldn’t help but notice how right this felt—the three of us here, just like we’d planned during all those late-night talks senior year. Different city, different bar, but same old us.

      Liam leaned forward, his beer forgotten. “So, how’s the corporate life treating you? Missing those all-nighters in the library yet?”

      I laughed, though something tight caught in my chest. “God no. Give me project management over Professor Harrison’s exams any day.” The words came easily enough, but I thought about the quad in springtime, the way the cherry blossoms would scatter across the grass. The way everything had seemed possible then.

      “You sure about that?” Liam pressed, reading me like he always could. “No regrets about trading your freedom for that corner office?”

      “Corner cubicle,” I corrected, taking another sip of bourbon. “And no regrets. Though I will say, dealing with client expectations isn’t that different from managing group projects. Just with better pay and fewer pizza bribes.”

      Brad straightened in his chair, adjusting his already-perfect tie. “Speaking of better pay,” he said, that familiar gleam in his eye, “you’ll never guess who made associate partner this week.” He paused for effect, as if we couldn’t see this coming from a mile away. “Youngest in the firm’s history, actually.”

      “No way,” I drawled, sharing a knowing look with Liam. “You? The guy who once tried to argue his way out of a parking ticket by citing maritime law?”

      “Hey, that almost worked,” Brad protested, but he was grinning.

      I turned to Liam. “What about you? How’s life in the startup lane?”

      Liam shrugged. “Same old. We’re working on this trading algorithm at SynergyCoin. Supposed to revolutionize the market or whatever.” His voice was flat, as if he were reciting a pitch he’d heard a hundred times but didn’t believe in anymore. “It’s all about machine learning and predictive models. Pretty cutting-edge, I guess.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Sounds exciting.”

      He gave a half-hearted chuckle. “Sure. If you’re into that sort of thing.” He took a long sip of his beer. “Don’t get me wrong, it’s solid work. Just... a grind, you know? Meetings, deadlines, more meetings.” He gestured vaguely with his fork. “The usual startup stuff. Crypto millionaires, blah blah. Anyway.”

      For a moment, just a flicker, I wondered if I’d been wrong to push him toward tech. Back in college, Liam had been full of life when he talked about his art—photography, paintings, even the giant sculpture project he’d spent half a semester on. He used to light up when he described an idea. Now, he looked like someone whose battery was running on fumes.

      The thought passed quickly, replaced by my usual logic. Art wouldn’t have paid his rent, let alone landed him in an up-and-coming crypto firm with a steady paycheck. Still, for a split second, I wished I could see that version of him again—the one who couldn’t stop talking about how cool his work was.

      Before I could respond, Brad let out a startled gasp, his eyes glued to his phone. “Oh my God, look at this apartment on Long Island. It’s huge, and surprisingly affordable.”

      “That’s because it’s on Long Island,” I muttered, but I took his phone, anyway. The listing showed a sprawling three-bedroom with floor-to-ceiling windows and a terrace that looked bigger than my Airbnb. The price was... I blinked, sure I was missing a digit. “Damn, this is almost too good to be true.”

      I passed the phone to Liam, watching as his eyes widened. The rain outside had settled into a gentle patter, and the bar had filled up even more, the after-work crowd giving way to the dinner rush. Something about that apartment listing nagged at me—it was too perfect, too cheap, like one of those dreams where everything seems fine until you notice all the clocks are running backward.

      “We should check it out,” Brad said, already pulling up the realtor’s contact information. “I mean, what’s the worst that could happen?”

      I thought about responding, about pointing out all the reasons why a too-good-to-be-true apartment usually was exactly that, but I kept quiet. Maybe it was the bourbon, or maybe it was the way Liam was still staring at that listing like it was the answer to everything.

      “Maybe we should look at places in Manhattan,” I said, leaning over to scroll through Brad’s phone. “Or Brooklyn. That commute from Long Island’s gonna be brutal.”

      Brad switched to a Manhattan search, and we all winced at the results. Studios the size of walk-in closets were going for more than our combined budget. Even the sketchy-looking ones with weird stains on the walls and “cozy” in the description were out of reach.

      “Jesus Christ,” Liam muttered, running a hand through his hair. “I can’t keep burning money on Airbnbs. We need to find something fast.”

      A waitress appeared at our table, all bright smiles and carefully tousled hair. “Can I get you boys another round?” she asked, her gaze lingering on me a beat too long.

      “Bourbon, neat,” I said, barely glancing up from the phone. “Thanks.”

      “I’ll have the same,” Brad said, then nudged Liam. “What about you?”

      “Another beer for me,” Liam replied, his eyes darting between me and the waitress.

      I felt his stare and looked up, but he quickly shifted his attention to Brad’s phone, a slight flush creeping up his neck. Something twisted in my chest, but I pushed it aside. We had more pressing matters to deal with.

      “Wait, go back,” I said, grabbing Brad’s wrist. “That one in Long Island City.”

      The listing filled the screen: a stunning three-bedroom in one of those gleaming glass towers that had sprung up along the waterfront. Two bathrooms, three bedrooms, a doorman, and views of Manhattan that made my current fourth-floor Airbnb feel like a prison cell. The photos showed sleek hardwood floors, marble countertops, and floor-to-ceiling windows that caught the sunset. It was exactly the kind of place we’d talked about during late-night study sessions, back when New York was just a distant dream.

      “This can’t be right,” I muttered, checking the price again. It was high, sure, but split three ways? Actually doable.

      Brad whistled low. “Best place we’ve seen so far. Those views alone...”

      “The commute wouldn’t be bad either,” Liam added, perking up. “One stop into Manhattan.”

      “So why not take a shot?” Brad was already hitting the call button. “I mean, what’s the worst that could happen? We waste an afternoon looking at an amazing apartment?”

      Liam and I exchanged glances, and I saw my mix of hope and skepticism reflected in his eyes. But Brad was already speaking into his phone, his ‘lawyer voice’ in full effect.

      “Yes, hello, I’m calling about the three-bedroom unit in The Grand.” He paused, listening. “Tomorrow afternoon? Perfect. Yes, three of us.” Another pause. “Bradley Wellington. Great, we’ll see you then.”

      He hung up, grinning. “Tomorrow at two. The realtor said we’re the first to view it.”

      “First to view it?” I repeated, that nagging feeling returning. “For a place this good?”

      But Brad was already pulling up his calendar, and Liam was talking about taking an early lunch break to make the appointment. The bourbon had left a warm glow in my chest, making everything seem just a little more possible.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Just imagine,” I said, tracing a finger around the rim of my glass. “A place where I wouldn’t feel embarrassed to bring my family,” I said, tracing a finger around the rim of my glass. “Dad’s been begging to see where I live, but...” I trailed off, thinking of the cramped rental I was staying in until we could find a place together. He’d be horrified by the squalor, but it was all I could afford.

      Brad cleared his throat abruptly. “Speaking of going,” he glanced at his watch, “I should head out.” He raised his hand, catching the server’s attention. It was the same deflection I’d seen countless times over the years, that instant shift whenever family came up. Sometimes I wondered if anyone really knew Bradley, or if we only knew the carefully curated version he allowed us to see.

      The waitress appeared, still wearing that megawatt smile. “Can I get you anything else?” she asked, her eyes fixed on me, twirling a strand of hair around her finger.

      “Just the check, thanks,” I said, already reaching for my wallet.

      From the corner of my eye, I caught Liam watching me again, his expression unreadable in the dim light. When our eyes met, he glanced away, suddenly very interested in his empty glass. The waitress’s smile dimmed slightly as she dropped off the check, and I had the vague sense I’d missed something.

      We split the bill three ways and made our way outside. The rain had cleared, leaving behind that fresh, clean smell that sometimes cut through the city’s usual potpourri of hot garbage and food cart grease. The sidewalk glistened under the streetlights, and the air felt electric with possibility.

      “I’m telling you,” Brad called over his shoulder as he walked ahead, his voice carrying more than it should, “this apartment is going to change everything. We’re going to be like... real adults.”

      “As opposed to fake adults?” Liam laughed, falling into step beside me.

      Our hands brushed as we walked, and something sparked between us—literal static electricity from the lingering storm, probably, but it sent a shiver up my arm, anyway. I smiled, and for a moment, I had the overwhelming urge to reach out and take his hand. It would be easy, natural even. We were both out, both single, both...

      Liam’s fingers grazed mine again, and this time, it didn’t feel like an accident. I studied his profile in the street light—the sharp line of his jaw, the way his eyes crinkled at the corners when he laughed at something Brad was saying. How had I never thought about him this way before? We’d always just been Jack and Liam, best friends, nothing more. 

      Reality crashed back in like an icy wave. I’d seen too many friendships implode after failed relationships, watched too many friend groups fracture when couples split. What we had—this easy friendship, this trust—it was too precious to risk. Friendships lasted. Relationships burned bright and fast and left ashes in their wake.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          Liam

        

      

    

    
      The train screeched to a stop, and we spilled out onto the platform, Bradley marching ahead like he owned the place, and Liam and I trailing behind. The humidity slapped us the second we left the air-conditioned car, that late-summer New York City heat bearing down on us like a thick, sweaty blanket. I loosened my tie, shooting a glance at Liam, who was doing the same, his white dress shirt already sticking to his back.

      Bradley was talking—well, bragging, really—about his new job. “Associate partner,” he said for what felt like the hundredth time, his voice full of the kind of confidence that only someone who hasn’t yet started the job can muster. “They wanted someone with my experience, my connections. You know how it is.”

      “Must be nice,” I said, mostly to be polite, but also because it was Bradley, and any hint of sarcasm would just fly over his head, anyway. I glanced at Liam, catching the faintest smirk on his face. He said nothing, but I knew he was thinking the same thing I was—Bradley talked a big game, and we both knew he loved embellishing. Associate partner? I’d bet half my paycheck he was a glorified intern.

      We walked the three blocks in the heat, dodging tourists and office workers alike, until finally, we turned the corner onto Jackson Avenue and saw it. The building.

      And it was... beautiful.

      “You’re kidding,” Liam muttered, stopping in his tracks. We all did, really, taking a second to take it in. It was one of those new, modern high-rises, the kind you usually see further uptown or somewhere in Manhattan proper, not here in Long Island City. Sleek glass walls, sharp lines, and from what I could tell, it was angled just so to overlook the East River and the whole Manhattan skyline. I could already picture it—waking up to that view, coming home to it after work.

      Bradley grinned, a smug look on his face. “Told you it was a find,” he said, as if he’d somehow designed it himself. “Hell of a lot cheaper than anything in Midtown, too.”

      Liam gave him a skeptical look. “A three-bedroom this close to Manhattan, with views like that, and at this price?” He shook his head. “It’s gotta be a scam.”

      “It’s not a scam.” Bradley rolled his eyes, the irritation in his voice as thick as the heat hanging in the air. “Some of us just have an eye for opportunity.”

      I resisted the urge to laugh. Liam wasn’t wrong—everything about this felt a little too good to be true. Nevertheless, it was hard not to be at least a little excited. I’d lived in a crappy Airbnb since I first arrived in the city, and the thought of having plenty of space—an actual bedroom that didn’t double as a kitchen or a closet—was a dream I’d almost forgotten.

      We walked up to the building, and this older guy behind the desk gave us a look that clearly said we didn’t belong. He raised a single eyebrow and looked Bradley up and down, then me, then Liam.

      “Who are you here to see?” He barked in a thick Russian accent.

      Bradley opened his mouth, probably to pull some line about “business opportunities,” but Liam jumped in first. “We have an appointment to see an apartment,” he said, all professional-like, probably trying to match the guy’s tone.

      The doorman grunted, picking up a phone from the desk and dialed with slow, deliberate presses of each button. He muttered something into the receiver, his eyes never leaving us, and finally, after a moment, he hung up.

      “Vanessa will be right with you,” he said, his face giving nothing away.

      We stood there in silence, the three of us suddenly a little out of our element. It almost felt like we were kids pretending to be adults.

      I shifted from one foot to the other, trying to shake off the awkward silence and the doorman’s laser-focused stare. The guy resembled a stone carving, with his face locked in a permanent scowl that made me feel about three inches tall. Figured I’d try some small talk and break the ice.

      “So… uh, been working here long?” I asked, giving him my best friendly smile.

      The doorman’s scowl deepened, if that was even possible. He didn’t say a word. Just stared at me with these dark, unimpressed eyes like he was silently willing me to drop dead on the spot. Liam stifled a laugh behind me, and even Bradley looked like he was struggling not to roll his eyes.

      Just as I was about to back off and let the silence swallow me whole, the elevator at the far end of the lobby dinged open, and out came… well, there’s no other way to put it—out came a force of nature.

      She strutted across the marble floor like she owned the whole damn building. Cherry-red hair, bright and wavy, practically glowing under the harsh lobby lights, paired with heels that made her seem about six inches taller than she probably was. Her jacket was this wild, patchwork of colors that I couldn’t tell if I loved or hated, but it was impossible to look away from. And her smile? It was like she was on the cover of a magazine, beaming straight at us.

      “Gentlemen!” she said, voice thick with an accent I could barely understand. Bronx, maybe? New York for sure. Whatever it was, every word came out as a burst of energy, and I had to pay attention to catch it all. “I’m Vanessa Martinez, but you can call me Vanessa. Or Nessa. Or whatever else you want, honey.” She flashed an enormous smile, her gaze sweeping over each of us like she was sizing us up for a new suit. Or maybe like we were the last three men on earth, and she was picking which one she’d take home. I swear, I’d never felt more like a piece of meat in my life.

      She took Bradley’s hand first, giving it a firm shake, then did the same for Liam, her eyes twinkling as she held onto his hand for a second too long. Finally, she turned to me, her fingers warm and her nails just the right amount of sharp as they dug into my palm.

      “Well, well, look at you three,” she said, the words rolling off her tongue like honey dripping down a spoon. She turned back to the doorman. “Dimitri, you see these boys? I found the building’s newest tenants. I can just tell by looking at them.”

      Dimitri grunted something I couldn’t understand, though he didn’t look half as pissy as he had a second ago. His mouth even twitched—if you squinted, it could almost pass for a smile.

      Vanessa spun on her heel and shot us a look over her shoulder, crooking her finger. “Come on, gentlemen, follow me. We’re going to make sure you get the grand tour.”

      We trailed after her like ducklings, crossing the lobby under the disapproving gaze of the marble statues lining the walls. Once we were all in the elevator, she hit the button for the tenth floor, then spun around, her perfume filling the tight space in an instant. It was strong and sweet. Vanilla, perhaps? I knew little about perfumes, but this one seemed to vibrate off of her.

      She looked over at Bradley. “So, you boys work in the city?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Bradley replied with that same smug tone he always used when he was trying to sound more important than he was. “Associate partner at Bronson and Bronson Law Firm.”

      Vanessa’s eyebrows shot up, and she let out this delighted laugh that made the walls vibrate. “Ooooh, we got ourselves a lawyer, huh? You’re gonna love this place then. Got a lot of hotshots just like you living here. You’ll fit right in, honey.”

      Bradley beamed like a proud puppy, and I had to bite my tongue to keep from snickering. Vanessa turned her attention to Liam next, and her expression softened, eyes narrowing like she was trying to figure him out. “And what about you, sweetie?”

      Liam cleared his throat, looking slightly uncomfortable under her gaze. “I, uh, work for a tech startup. Crypto currency.”

      She leaned in, her gaze playful. “Crypto, huh? So you wanna be a billionaire.” She gave him a wink. “They say billionaires make the best lovers, you know.”

      Liam’s cheeks went red, and I could practically feel Bradley’s smirk from across the elevator.

      Then she turned to me, her gaze sharp as she scanned my face. “And you, handsome? What’s your story?”

      “Project manager,” I said quickly, shifting under her gaze. “Just started, actually.”

      She gave me a look that was somewhere between pity and amusement. “Oh, honey, bless your heart. That sounds boring as hell. Well, at least you’re cute.”

      Liam shot me a look, his eyebrows raised, and I grinned back at him. Vanessa was… a lot. But somehow, I already knew she was going to make life around here pretty damn interesting.

      The elevator doors slid open on the tenth floor, and Vanessa strutted out, her heels clicking against the polished tile floors with each step. She led us down a pristine hallway, lined with elegant sconces and fresh paint that looked like it was still drying. The air even smelled expensive up here, with hints of fresh flowers, and maybe… was that lavender?

      “Alright, boys, you’re in for a treat,” Vanessa said, throwing a mischievous smile over her shoulder. “Corner unit, which means you get all the perks. Including a balcony. You’ll be able to watch the sunrise over the city with a cup of coffee… or whatever else you like to start your day.” She winked, her cherry-red hair catching the hallway lights as she turned back to the door.

      We followed her like moths to a flame, our eyes locked on the brass 10B plaque on the door she was unlocking. She threw it open with a flourish, stepping inside and swinging her arms wide. “Welcome to your new home, boys!” Her voice echoed through the empty apartment, bouncing off sleek hardwood floors and high, pristine ceilings.

      We stepped in, and my mouth dropped open. The place was massive, with an open floor plan that let you see straight from the entryway to the floor-to-ceiling windows at the far end of the living room. The view was insane—Manhattan skyline stretching out like a postcard in the late summer sun.

      Vanessa walked ahead of us, her heels tapping against the hardwood as she started the grand tour. “So, we’ve got three bedrooms, all with a view, two full bathrooms with marble counters, and a kitchen that’s going to make you boys feel like five-star chefs. Granite countertops, stainless steel appliances, wine fridge—you name it, it’s got it.”

      Liam let out a low whistle, shaking his head in disbelief. “This place looks like something out of a movie.”

      “Good eye, sweetie,” Vanessa said, patting his arm as she sauntered past him. “We get a lot of high-profile folks in here. Models, actors, the occasional social media influencer. Everyone loves the vibes.”

      I trailed behind, my eyes darting from the stunning views to the recessed lighting that made the whole place glow. The kitchen caught my attention right away, gleaming under a row of pendant lights. There was an island big enough to host a dinner party and a gas range that looked like it had never been touched.

      “Jack, honey, don’t tell me you’re the cook of the bunch,” Vanessa teased, following my gaze. She leaned in close, her perfume filling the surrounding air. “I could just see you whipping up something delicious in here. Maybe you’ll invite me over sometime?”

      My face burned, and I stammered something unintelligible, which only made her laugh as she brushed past me to show off the rest of the apartment.

      We moved to the living room, where Bradley was practically glued to the windows, his eyes wide as he took in the view. “Look at this, guys,” he said, as if we hadn’t noticed. “We’d have the best view of the entire city right here.”

      “You boys deserve the best,” Vanessa said, sidling up to Bradley with a sly smile. “Imagine having a glass of wine out here in the evening, city lights twinkling, maybe a few friends over…” She turned to the window, her hands on her hips, like she was imagining herself in the scene. “A view like this changes everything.”

      Finally, she took us down the hallway to the bedrooms. Each one was spacious, with enormous windows that let in all the natural light you could want. The master even had its own bathroom with a rainfall shower and a double sink. Liam looked like he was mentally moving in already, his fingers brushing over the marble counter as if he couldn’t quite believe it was real.

      We reconvened in the living room, where Vanessa stood, hands on her hips, looking at us with that bright, expectant smile. “So, boys,” she said, tilting her head. “What do you think? Because I think you’d be perfect neighbors. You look like the type that knows how to keep things… lively.”

      We all eyed each other, like we couldn’t believe this was actually happening. This place was perfect. More than perfect. And somehow, it was actually affordable. Liam’s eyes were practically sparkling, Bradley was nodding so hard I thought his head might fall off, and as for me? I could already see myself cooking in that kitchen, watching the city lights blink on at night.

      “Yeah,” I said, the word coming out before I could even think. “We want it. Absolutely.”

      Bradley and Liam echoed my response, and Vanessa’s smile grew even wider. She clapped her hands together, a victorious gleam in her eye.

      “Fabulous!” she crowed. “I’ll have the paperwork sent over this afternoon, and you boys will be moved in before you know it. Trust me, you’re going to love it here.”
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      Moving day was finally here, and I’d somehow talked my parents into helping me lug all my stuff from home. They were already skeptical about me leaving Boston in the first place—hell, they’d probably put up a bigger fight if they hadn’t been so convinced I’d come running back to the family pub in a few months. That, or they just didn’t think I’d last long in New York. Either way, their disapproval was pretty much a given at this point.

      As I unlocked the door to the new apartment and swung it open, the silence that fell over them was almost worth the entire headache of the move. My dad stopped in his tracks, his mouth slightly open as he took in the gleaming hardwood floors, the massive windows, and the panoramic city view. My mom’s lips pressed together in a straight line, but I could tell she was impressed, too, her eyes darting around the place like she was trying to spot the first thing to criticize.

      “Well,” she said finally, her voice a little less sharp than usual. “You really are making a go of it here, aren’t you, Liam?”

      I shrugged, trying to play it cool. “It’s not bad, right? Close to the office, decent commute…”

      My dad just shook his head in wonder, letting out a low whistle. “Your old man wouldn’t mind living in a place like this,” he said, slapping me on the back. “You must be doin’ alright if you can afford a place like this in New York.”

      “Yeah, well… it’s a steal,” I blurted. No need to mention how I was stretching my paycheck thin to cover it. “And I’m splitting it with Jack and Bradley, so it’s not all on me.”

      Just then, the front door swung open, and Jack walked in with his dad, Mr. Barrett. They each had a stack of boxes balanced in their arms, and Jack gave me a quick grin before glancing over at my parents. His dad, who’d driven all the way up from Richmond in a U-Haul packed to the brim, set down the boxes and wiped his brow, his eyes twinkling as he looked around the apartment.

      “This is the kind of place you see in magazines,” he said, nodding approvingly. “You boys done good.”

      Jack’s face lit up with pride, and it was kind of nice to see that look on him. I’d only met his dad a few times, but it was clear the guy couldn’t be prouder of his son. Meanwhile, Bradley’s bedroom door creaked open, and he strolled out, already in a crisp button-down and slacks, as if he were just waiting for the next big moment. He glanced around at all of us, gave my parents and Mr. Barrett a quick nod, and muttered something about an important appointment.

      “Good to meet everyone,” he said, though his eyes didn’t linger on anyone for too long. “But I’ve gotta run. Don’t do anything too crazy while I’m gone.” And with that, he slipped out the door, practically evaporating like he’d never been there.

      My dad rolled his eyes. “What’s his deal?”

      “Oh, he’s just… Bradley,” I said, shrugging. “He’s…”

      Just as I was about to change the subject, the door swung open again, and in walked Vanessa, larger than life, with a bottle of wine cradled in her arms and a grin on her face. “Housewarming gift!” she announced, holding up the bottle of Chablis like she’d won the lottery. “Figured you boys could use a little celebratory drink for your fancy new digs.”

      “Hey, Vanessa,” I said, grinning as she sauntered over. But then she caught sight of Jack’s dad, and her expression shifted to something… well, let’s just say “hungry” might be the best word.

      Mr. Barrett, a classic Virginia gentleman, went completely rigid, his eyes widening as Vanessa strolled right up to him, her eyes glinting with interest.

      “Well, hello there,” she purred, offering him her hand with a sly smile. “And who might you be?”

      Jack, standing behind his dad, looked like he was trying not to laugh, while Mr. Barrett’s face turned the color of a ripe tomato. He cleared his throat, fumbling to take her hand. “Uh, David Barrett, ma’am. Jack’s father.”

      “Well, Mr. Barrett,” she said, her voice like velvet. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. If you’re ever in the neighborhood, you’ll have to let me know. I’d be more than happy to… show you around.” She batted her eyelashes, and I was pretty sure poor Mr. Barrett was going to combust on the spot.

      Then her gaze shifted to my parents, and the sparkle in her eye dimmed when she noticed my mom. She’d stepped right in front of my dad, arms crossed over her chest, with a look on her face that could’ve melted steel. She’d seen Vanessa’s type before and wasn’t buying a word of it.

      Vanessa, undeterred, gave my mom a quick, sweet smile and a wave of her manicured fingers. “Oh, you must be Liam’s parents. Lovely to meet you both. I’m Vanessa, the building manager. We’re just so excited to have your son and his friends moving in here.”

      My mom just raised an eyebrow. “Are you now?”

      Vanessa’s smile faltered a little, but she recovered quickly, blowing a dramatic kiss at all of us boys. “Alright, I’ll leave you all to it, then. I’ve got an entire building to run, but don’t you hesitate to call if you need anything.” She gave one last wink to Mr. Barrett, who looked like he’d forgotten how to breathe, and then turned on her heel and strutted out of the apartment, hips swaying, perfume lingering long after she’d gone.

      The moment the door shut, Jack let out a laugh, shaking his head. “Dad, I’ve never seen you look that flustered.”

      Mr. Barrett, still red, scratched the back of his head. “I, uh… wasn’t expecting to meet a woman like that today.”

      My mom snorted, muttering under her breath as she started unpacking the boxes. “She’d better keep her hands to herself if she knows what’s good for her.”
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      After the parents left, our place felt both bigger and somehow emptier. Jack and I were in the living room, knee-deep in boxes of books. The built-in shelves near the window had this whole “private library” vibe, and I was eager to fill it up, though Jack’s collection of sci-fi novels was threatening to take over.

      “Fantasy on this shelf, sci-fi on that one,” Jack instructed, tossing a hardcover in my direction. I caught it just before it hit the floor.

      “Starting to regret bunking up with a control freak,” I muttered, but I was grinning.

      He just rolled his eyes, busying himself with lining up a row of Asimov novels. We were getting into a pleasant rhythm, the apartment quiet except for the sound of shuffling books and the occasional clink of an empty box hitting the wall. Then suddenly, this loud, buzzing sound echoed through the room, jolting both of us.

      Jack froze, looking around like he was trying to place it. “What the hell was that?”

      Before I could answer, it buzzed again. “Oh,” Jack said, a lightbulb going off. “It must be the doorman.”

      He got up, brushing off his hands, and walked over to this little intercom box on the wall near the front door. He pressed a yellow button, and a second later, Dimitri’s deep voice crackled through, sounding as unimpressed as ever. “There is a woman here for Mr. Wellington. Should I send her up?”

      I heard footsteps behind me, and Bradley stepped out of his bedroom, looking annoyed. He gave Jack a single nod.

      “Uh… yeah, send her up,” Jack said, letting go of the button.

      A minute passed in silence. We went back to unpacking, and just when I’d almost forgotten about it, there was a sharp knock at the door.

      I got up and opened it, and for a second, I just stood there blinking. The person standing in front of me was… well, stunning. Tall, impossibly well-dressed, with sleek black hair that looked like it belonged in some kind of magazine ad. She had this cool, detached expression, like she walked through luxury apartment doors every day and didn’t expect to be fazed by anything.

      She barely glanced at me before her gaze locked onto Bradley, who was standing next to me with his arms crossed, looking less than thrilled. Without a word, she reached into her pocket and pulled out a wad of cash—yes, an actual wad of bills—and held it up.

      Bradley’s jaw tightened. “Let’s go,” he said, his voice flat. He jerked his head toward his bedroom, and the woman followed without a word.

      I glanced over at Jack, eyebrows raised, but he just shrugged, looking as bewildered as I felt. A minute or two passed, and then the woman came back out, her expression just as blank as before. She didn’t say anything—just walked right past us, opened the door, and disappeared down the hallway like it was any other Tuesday.

      Once she was gone, Jack looked over at me, his lips quirking up into a half-smile. “So… that’s not weird or anything.”

      I let out a low whistle, shaking my head. “Guess Bradley’s full of surprises.”

      Jack laughed. “Yeah, or secrets.”

      Bradley came back out a moment later, his face set in that same, unreadable expression he always wore when he was trying to pretend he was above everything. He didn’t even look at us as he walked across the living room, heading straight for the front door like he had somewhere urgent to be.

      Just as he wrapped his hand around the knob, I couldn’t help myself. “Hey, Bradley—who was the ice queen?”

      He paused, his back to us. For a second, I thought he might actually turn around and explain, give us some kind of story, maybe even a laugh. Instead, he muttered something under his breath that sounded vaguely like, “She’s a friend.”

      And then, just like that, he slipped out the door without another word.

      I looked over at Jack, and he looked back at me, his eyebrows halfway up his forehead. We stared at each other for a long beat, both of us too stunned to speak. The sounds of the city drifted up from the open window, cars honking, voices echoing off the surrounding buildings. Inside, though, it was dead quiet.

      Finally, I cleared my throat and gave Jack a half-smile, trying to break the tension. “So… how well do we really know Bradley?”
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