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A KISS IS A SECRET told to the mouth instead of the ear...

I have an embarrassing secret. I’m a romance writer who’s never had sex. All the steamy scenes in my books are made up out of thin air, but my readers don’t seem to notice.

I rocketed to the top of the genre charts with my series Queen of Brooklyn. It’s the story of a mafia princess named Marianna who has to choose between two gorgeous men who are each perfect for her in their own way. The problem is, I can’t finish it because I have no clue what true love feels like.

In walks Jace, a male escort hired by my literary agent to teach me the ways of the world. She’s afraid that I won’t be able to handle all the high-powered Hollywood producers who are interested in turning my books into film. What better solution than to give me my very own arm candy? 

But though dating and sex are part of the package, true feelings are forbidden. The more time I spend with Jace, the more I feel myself falling for him. 

Am I destined for a broken heart or could the boyfriend vibes I’m getting from him be real? 

Does he have feelings for me too, or am I just another paying customer?

I have to find out before it’s too late and I end up handing my heart over to a professional.
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Brenna
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MARIANNA COSTA HUDDLED in a corner. Her wrists ached from where the handcuffs dug into her skin. She managed to slip the clasp from her bracelet loose, straightening the tiny metal rod and thrusting it into the lock. In a moment, she was free, bounding up the steps, her hair whipping across her face. There was just one room to pass through before she reached the door. The problem was that the head of every mafia family in the city sat in that room, plotting their evil takeover.

I set the book down on my agent’s desk, giving her a polite smile. It never failed. No matter how many times I read my own words, I found something I didn’t like. Who said “evil takeover”? Could I be any more obvious? I should have said something more specific that would demonstrate the stakes for my female main character without going overboard.

“Everything okay?” my agent asked, covering the bottom half of her cell phone with one hand.

“Mm-hmm,” I replied.

She was on the phone with a Hollywood producer, someone who had expressed interest in buying the rights to Marianna’s story. I never dreamed I would find myself in a high-rise New York City office, across the desk from one of the most capable literary agents in the world. But there I was.

To be honest, it was all a bit of a whirlwind. I’d started writing in high school, and I had gathered some small accolades. I’d had a story published in the student newspaper, and once, my teacher had read one of my essays in front of the class.

I didn’t think it was a career path, though. I studied French literature in college, and surprise, surprise, that wasn’t lucrative either. After graduation, I got a job as a receptionist in a veterinary clinic. I liked cats. Still do.

But there was more to the job than just making friends with animals. I hated the customer service aspect. So many pet parents were angry all the time, and I started breaking out in hives every morning before going to work.

I remember purchasing a new laptop with all the money I saved in the five years I spent cleaning up dog poop and swiping credit cards. I took it home one night and started writing, and I never looked back.

I did my research. The romance genre was a hot seller, and though I’d never actually been with a man, I had a wild imagination. I could envision all kinds of kinky scenes, and the hunky leading male role kept me warm at night.

Stephano. The well-built son of one of the mafia dons that had won Marianna’s heart. Together, they eloped for Paris, leaving behind all the violence of his family’s world. I sighed. Audibly. And Renee heard me.

“That’s just not going to do it for us,” Renee told the person she was speaking to. “No. We’re not going to budge.” She gave me a frowny face, and I had to laugh.

When I finished my first book, I didn’t know what to do with it. So I did a web search for “how to publish your book” and found a list of resources that helped me put it online. I was not expecting the reaction I got. Honestly, I thought only my mother would read it, and I was worried if she would discover there was another version, complete with the steamy sex scenes I’d deleted from the copy I gave her.

But no. Hundreds of thousands of women downloaded a copy, and my sales went through the roof. I started getting calls from literary agents who were interested in the next book in the series. I was ready to sign with one of them when Renee showed up on my doorstep with a bottle of champagne.

“Give me ten minutes, and I’ll tell you why I’m the best woman for the job,” she said.

I’d let her in reluctantly. I had deep reservations about strangers, and hardly anyone saw the inside of my apartment. Still, she seemed harmless enough, so I poured us each a glass and listened to her pitch. When she was done, I was sold, and we’d been an unstoppable pair ever since.

Renee sold my second book to one of the leading publishing houses. From there, my sales only grew. I was a world-wide phenomenon before my twenty-seventh birthday. It was a little bit overwhelming, but there were good aspects of the deal. For example, I was able to quit my receptionist job and devote all my pet-love to my Maine coon cat Dexter.

Writing suited me just fine as a vocation. I spent all my time indoors at a lovely little desk I set up near the window. I ordered coffee on delivery and only left the apartment once per day to go for a jog. With my earbuds in, I didn’t have to interact with anyone, and the exercise got my blood pumping to carry me through the day.

Sometimes I was lonely. I had to admit, my life wasn’t perfect. But anytime I felt sorry for myself, all I had to do was go to Goodreads and scroll through all the positive comments that my fans left.

“Great,” Renee said, wrapping up her phone call. “We look forward to it.” She put down the phone and stabbed me with one of her patented all-too-knowing stares. “They’re sending over another contract for us to look at.”

“Great,” I echoed unenthusiastically.

Renee reached across the desk, wrapping both of her hands around mine. “Smile. You’ve earned this. This time next year, production will be underway on The Queen of Brooklyn, the movie. If you think you have fans now, just wait.”

“Great,” I repeated myself.

Success was a double-edged sword. I appreciated the ability to put a downpayment on a house, to move out of my apartment and devote myself full time to writing. And I loved my fans, but I hated the haters. There were so many of them, and every vicious little comment felt like a slash straight to my heart.

This is so unrealistic, someone wrote.

Lane Luxe is the worst writer in the world, someone else declared.

Lane was my pen name, and thank goodness for that. I would be mortified if anyone in my real life knew who I was. While they were all married churchgoers, I was making a killing writing smut. Tasteful, exciting smut, but smut nonetheless. It made luncheons with my mom and her friends even more stressful than usual. 

“So what are you going to do to celebrate?” Renee asked.

“I was thinking of going back to my hotel to write,” I said, knowing it sounded boring but not giving a fig. I actually liked writing. I might even pour myself a glass of wine and make a party out of it.

Renee blew a raspberry, waving her hand at me in disgust. “Get out. See the town. There’s a great show tonight in this off-Broadway theater my friend runs. Louis and the Old Man, I think it’s called.”

I pinched up my nose.

“Trust me, it’s hilarious,” Renee continued. “If you want, I’ll make a call.” She put her hand on her phone.

“No,” I said quickly. “I’m just not up for off-Broadway.”

“Well, then you could go see some music, or go to a bar and hook up, for Pete’s sake. I would play tour guide, but I’m swamped.” She spoke a mile a minute, just as I was realizing every true New Yorker did.

“I guess it’s good research for my novel,” I muttered.

“That’s right,” Renee said, smiling widely. “Marianna’s from Brooklyn. You should get out there, drink in the nightlife.”

“I will,” I promised, having no real plans to leave the hotel. 

My laptop and a glass of red was all I needed. I could do research by watching old movies and make things up as I went. My reading public would be astonished to know I was a virgin. What would it matter if I never set foot in Brooklyn?

Renee wasn’t fooled. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

“Yeah, I’m fine,” I responded, standing up.

I knew Renee was busy, and I didn’t want to monopolize her time. I wasn’t her only client, and it would be selfish of me to plant my butt in her seat for much longer. Renee stood up to walk me to the door.

“You know, this reclusive writer schtick is cute, but you’re going to have to come out of your shell,” she said.

“Why do I feel like you’re my high school guidance counselor?” I complained.

“Maybe I am,” Renee said brightly. “That’s the joy of being an agent. I get to wear a lot of different hats.”

“I appreciate you,” I said.

“Do you?” she asked. “Because one of my hats is promotion, and I have got to get you on board with promoting yourself.”

“No one knows who I am,” I reminded her. “Lane Luxe isn’t going to do any book signings.”

“And the brand suffers for it,” Renee said.

I hated it when she talked about brand identity. It seemed so cold and unnecessary. Why couldn’t I just live my own life out of the spotlight and produce content that people enjoyed? Sylvia Plath didn’t have to deal with any notoriety when she was producing.

“I know what you’re thinking,” Renee chided me, wagging her finger. “And Sylvia Plath killed herself, so she’s not a good role model.”

“That’s not what I was thinking,” I lied.

“Mm-hmm,” Renee muttered, unconvinced. “There are going to be red carpet events, movie premiers, talk shows, the works. You have got to get on board.”

“I will,” I promised.

“Soon,” she said.

“Okay,” I agreed.

“You could practice by taking yourself out for a drink,” she suggested.

I rolled my eyes before I could stop myself. I knew that being a Hollywood writer would be an adjustment, but I hadn’t even finished the Queen of Brooklyn series, for goodness’ sake. Why wasn’t it equally important for me to write the final chapters? Afterward, I could worry about branding.

“I worry about you,” Renee said, gathering me in for a hug.

“Don’t,” I told her. “I’ll be fine. I know what’s coming, and I’ll be ready for it.”

“I want to see a selfie of you out having a good time,” she warned me.

“What’s that?” I asked, pretending to hear something in the hallway. “Oh my gosh, I think someone just threw up outside your office.”

“What?” Renee gasped, yanking the door open to check outside.

The hallway was empty. She turned back to glare at me, but I was already past her, hurrying away toward the elevator. She knew better than to argue, and so she just shut her door and went back to work.

My heart was beating in my throat as I waited for the elevator car to arrive. It was almost as if I’d done something criminal, but that was preposterous. What business was it of anyone what I did with my evening? I wasn’t going to send Renee or anyone else a selfie. I was going to get inside, lock my door, and go to sleep. Maybe I would watch some trashy television or work on the novel if I saw fit.

I hailed a cab, feeling like a boss. That was something new. Up in Portland, Maine, we didn’t have many cabs unless you went to the airport. Other than that, there was Uber, and most people had their own cars.

I wondered what Dexter was doing. He was a handful, and he had probably scratched something or peed on something he wasn’t supposed to. He was the perfect foil to my sweet nature. We were peanut butter and chocolate, and I didn’t need anyone else in my life.

That night, I put on some trashy television and got way too drunk off a single glass of sweet wine. I couldn’t even finish the whole thing, which was strange. Back home, I sometimes had two glasses before bed, but the New York wine did something extra to my brain.

I woke up at three in the morning above the covers, the television stuck on old episodes of Law & Order. I smirked, dragging myself to the bathroom. Who needed the real New York City when I had plenty of fictional material to go through?

The next morning, I had an early lunch scheduled with Renee before my plane departed at two. I packed up my suitcase and brushed my hair, feeling like a million bucks. Who said I had to go out on the town to experience life in the Big Apple? Just being in the city lent me a sophisticated energy that made me feel like I was breaking new ground.

“I got the new contract first thing this morning,” Renee announced, offering me a seat.

I pulled out my laptop and set it up on the table. The waitress came by, and I ordered a bottled water without looking at the price. You only live once.

I found the email with the attached Docusign. “You’ve read this?” I asked. The thing was at least twenty pages, full of legalese.

“I have,” Renee said, giving me the rundown of all the changes and her opinion on the deal.

I hesitated. Signing it would be a big deal. I wanted the movie to be made, but I didn’t want everything that would go along with it. The thought of trotting myself out in front of the paparazzi was terrifying. I held my breath, affixed my digital signature, and hit the “send” button.

“Congratulations!” Renee declared, raising her water in salute.

We talked about the next steps until I had to run. It was a little bit overwhelming, but as I walked through the airport, I began to feel better and better about the whole thing. I was going to be the creator of a major Hollywood movie franchise. I would be among the legendary greats like Stan Lee and Stephen King. Maybe not quite that famous. I dialed my aspirations back a few steps. But the fact that the studio wanted to take a chance on my little series was remarkable.

I settled into my seat without even worrying about the turbulence. The sooner I could get home, the sooner I could get back to writing.
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Brenna

––––––––
[image: ]


I DROPPED MY PURSE the moment I walked in the door, flopping into my favorite armchair. I loved my little cottage, and the fact that I purchased it with revenue from my writing was even better. It was small, with just two bedrooms and one bath. I used the primary bedroom as the office, since it had the best light and the biggest square footage. The second bedroom was where I slept, since I didn’t need anything special in that department.

I actually had a queen-size bed, although I would have been fine with a twin. I didn’t want to discount the possibility of a romance, even though there was nothing on the horizon. How embarrassing would it be to bring a man home and have to admit I only had room for one? Of course, a queen mattress gave me more space to spread out, but I still viewed it as an extravagance.

Most of my money was still in savings. I had a financial advisor, something that Renee had insisted on. He suggested I move some money into stocks and bonds, so I followed his advice. But I wasn’t living high on the horse by any means. While some people who made it big might have bought a mansion or a yacht, I preferred to save my fortune for a rainy day.

I made a sizeable donation to the local animal rescue and another one to the veterinary clinic where I used to work. It made me feel good to think about all the deserving cats and dogs who would have a warm place to live and food to eat as a result of my generosity. Other than that, I didn’t touch my savings.

I still drove my car from college, even though it was twelve years old. I didn’t trust it to go on any long trips, but for getting to the grocery store and back, it was fine. I didn’t need anything else, and it seemed extravagant to buy something I didn’t need.

The trip to New York had been exhausting. Not so much physically, since I didn’t get out into the city to go for my normal walk. I was too worried about seeing flashers or drug dealers. You never knew what might happen in the big city.

But it was emotionally exhausting. Renee’s words about having to get ready for parties and networking terrified me. Again, I wondered why I couldn’t be left in peace. Was it really necessary for me to get all dressed up to impress people? My fans just wanted to read the final installment of Marianna Costa’s story. They didn’t care about me, did they?

I kicked my feet up onto the ottoman and put my head back. The stillness in the air was a healing compress, gently massaging away the stress of travel. I sat for a long time before finally getting to my feet and unpacking. Stuffing my clothes into the washing machine and setting all my toiletries back into their rightful place was only more proof that I was finally home.

I was about to open my laptop when Amy called. Amy was a friend from college who lived in the neighborhood. She was my single lifeline to the outside world most days.

“Hey, girl,” Amy said. “You’re back.”

“I’m back,” I confirmed.

“I want to hear all about it,” Amy declared. “Are you free for dinner?”

I glanced down at my laptop and thought about my characters. I was working under deadline to get the fourth book finished, but I supposed another couple hours wouldn’t hurt. It wouldn’t actually be a big deal if I didn’t write at all that day. I had been on an airplane and rightfully needed some time to recover.

“Sure,” I agreed. “The usual?”

“Meet you there in thirty,” Amy chirped, hanging up.

I changed into something more comfortable and locked up the house. Getting in my old, crappy car, I drove into town to the diner Amy and I preferred. It was a small place with gorgeous windows and a view of the movie theater across the street. I found Amy already seated at a booth.

Nodding to the waitress, I sat down, accepting the menu with a smile. I didn’t need it. I only ever got the same thing, a buffalo chicken salad with a Diet Coke.

“So?” Amy said, her eyes sparkling.

“So?” I countered, not sure what she wanted.

“How was it?”

“It was fine,” I said.

“Did you get your movie deal?” Amy asked.

“Renee said they’re sending over a new contract,” I reported, unfolding my napkin and placing it on my lap.

“Any idea who’s going to play Marianna?” Amy continued, bubbling over with excitement. Bless her heart, she was one of my biggest fans.

“We haven’t gotten that far,” I admitted.

“What do you think about Sophia Vergara? Or Jennifer Lopez?” Amy asked, sipping on her drink.

“Marianna is Italian,” I reminded her.

“I just can’t believe it’s happening,” Amy rushed on, ignoring me. “You’re so lucky.”

“Thanks,” I responded.

Our food came, and I managed to steer the conversation away from myself for a few minutes. But Amy grew tired of talking about her work and started in on me once again.

“Did you meet any hotties in New York?” she asked, waving a French fry at me.

I blushed, busying myself with a bite of salad so I didn’t have to answer.

“Well?” she demanded, not letting me off the hook.

“No,” I said.

“Guys don’t bite,” Amy observed.

“It’s not that,” I responded. “I just feel more comfortable at home. I wouldn’t know the first thing about how to act in a New York bar.”

Amy shrugged. “Order a drink and smile. What’s to think about?”

I shook my head. Renee and Amy were right about one thing: I needed to grow a spine. But knowing that about myself didn’t make it any easier to step outside my comfort zone. I was finishing up my meal when my phone rang. Checking the caller ID, I saw that it was Renee.

“Hello,” I said as I picked up, glancing over at Amy.

She was trying not to eavesdrop, scrolling through her own phone but keeping an eye on me as she did. I wasn’t sure if I appreciated being such an object of interest. I wondered if my relationship with Amy was going to change and hoped it wouldn’t. It was one thing for her to get all excited about the developments in my life but another to set herself up as an expert in all things Lane Luxe.

“Hello, Brenna,” Renee said. “Are you at your computer?”

“No,” I admitted.

“Did you take my advice?” Renee gasped, impressed that I had a life outside my writing career.

“I’m having dinner with a friend,” I clarified. “A female friend.”

“Oh.” Renee sounded disappointed. “Well, I forwarded you an email. The studio wrote a press release announcing that the first movie is underway. There was an immediate spike in your book sales.”

“Already?” I shouted.

“What?” Amy demanded.

“The studio put out a press release and my book sales shot up,” I repeated, too dumbfounded to brag. It wasn’t tooting my own horn; these were honest facts I was delivering. I was surprised that it happened so fast and wondered what that meant in the long run. 

Amy responded by switching over to her web browser and searching for the press release. She squealed when she found it, distracting me from Renee’s phone call.

“People want to meet you, Brenna. Big people, I’m talking Hollywood stars and directors vying for a spot in production,” Renee rushed on, not giving me a moment to breathe. “You’re going to have to come to LA in about a month for a—”

“Why do I need to go to LA?” I grimaced. 

“Casting, of course. Talking to the actors about your books. Making sure the director and production team understands your vision. You know, the works.” Renee delivered the news as if it was something that happened every day. Maybe in her world, it did. She wasn’t forthcoming about her other clients, and for all I knew, I wasn’t the only one she’d shepherded from an unknown to a household name.

“Okay,” I agreed, my voice wobbly.

“Production starts in three months, girl.” Her voice softened, as if she finally realized that this was a bit much. “Look, I have a plan, okay? Everything is going to be all right. This is exciting!”

“A plan for what?” I asked suspiciously.

“A plan for helping you prepare for everything coming your way. Just trust me, okay?” Renee said with her patented New York bravado. I did trust her, and I knew she had my best interests at heart. With Renee, it was more than a job, and I was more than a client. She was a mentor and a girlfriend and a whole bunch of other things.

“Okay,” I allowed, not able to say anything else.

“I always take care of you, right? I’m not going to leave you hanging. I found someone who can help you... overcome some of the stuff you’re working with. All right? Listen, you got this. I gotta go. Love you!” Renee hung up, and I let out a breath. 

I couldn’t tell what she was talking about overcoming some stuff. I knew she expected me to suck it up and go out there to market my work. I knew she wanted me to go to LA and to get comfortable with talking to strangers at parties. But what did she mean about helping me?

Amy held out her phone to show me the press release. I accepted the device from her and read it carefully. “Renee is a piece of work!” she declared.

“Well, she’s my piece of work,” I said with a laugh. If Renee had a plan, it was probably a good one. I would just have to wait and see.
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Jace
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THEY CALLED MY OFFICE/boarding house “The Castle,” and in a lot of ways, it was. A towering mansion in LA overlooking the city below, it had once time been the scene of many outrageous Hollywood parties. Rumor had it that Marilyn Monroe attended an event there and that she might have had a dalliance in one of the bedrooms. Of course, that was unsubstantiated, but it lent the place an air of mystery and royalty that furthered the castle motif.

I walked inside and dropped my suitcase. I’d been in Europe for six weeks with Debbie and Barbara, twin heiresses in their late seventies that hired me to travel with them sometimes. I was paid well for my services, which included attending social events and escorting them around the country. Debbie and Barbara were living their best lives. They stayed in the finest hotels and visited the most exclusive museums and shows.

I had several glimpses into the lifestyles of the rich and famous through my job as a professional escort, but they were at the top of the social ladder. Sometimes minor celebrities hired me to take photos with them. I was expensive arm candy and an occasional roll in the sheets. But with Debbie and Barbara, all I had to do was show up and smile, and I got paid for it.

I’d been on safari with them in Kenya, and I’d been to London to meet the queen back when she was alive
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