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Chapter One

[image: image]
I’VE NEVER BEEN ONE TO SWOON OVER A MAN.

I’d felt attraction to gorgeous guys and had pretty good sex in my twenty-eight years on this planet. But swooning?

Nope.

In many ways, I was like the character I’d donned for the eight-year-old’s birthday party that day. My strawberry-blond hair wasn’t the right hue, so I wore a wig of tumbling, riotous bright red curls that were vivid against the teal velvet fabric of my medieval-style gown. I had a bow (fake weapon) looped over my shoulder and a brown belt slung across my hips, with a quiver holding plastic arrows attached to it.

It wasn’t too hard to guess that I was Merida from Disney Pixar’s Brave. This was a new character for me. I’d dressed up as many a Disney princess for parties, but it was the first time someone had paid me to play Merida. This character meant practicing a Scottish accent, and I didn’t think mine was too shabby. Och, ah was quite proud o’ it, so ah was.

The birthday party was hosted in the fanciest Upper West Side apartment I’d ever set foot inside, and I was feeling pretty connected to wee Merida because we were both independent women who had no intention of settling down with a man as a way of finding fulfillment in our lives. Merida would never swoon.

I was pretty damn annoyed that while I was in that moment, really feeling the character, making the kids laugh with my boisterous boasting and brogue, my gaze lifted for a second from the birthday girl and I saw him.

The sight of the stranger struck me in a way I didn’t understand. But it was like all the air fled my lungs. It felt like that time I got mugged when I was nineteen and I tried to fight the guy instead of letting him take what little money I had. He’d punched me so hard in the gut, I couldn’t breathe. It wasn’t a pleasant sensation. It was discombobulating.

“Merida!” The birthday girl, Charmaine, tugged on my dress. “You were telling us about the Loch Ness monster!”

I blinked, dazed. Thankfully, I was a great multitasker, because I launched back into my story of being sent to kill the Loch Ness monster to protect my people only to discover that he was a hilarious big softy that I needed to protect from my people, and all the while I kept throwing glances at him.

Who was he?

What was he doing at a children’s birthday party?

Whoever he was, he was a wondrous mix of male beauty and primal masculinity who just the sight of—once I got over the horrible breathless moment—made me tingle delightfully between my thighs.

Tall, very broad-shouldered, and from the thick forearms revealed by the pushed-up sleeves of his sweater, it was more than obvious he worked out. You could see the man’s biceps shaping the fabric. I’d never been into working-out types. However, he was a very fine specimen, with his tapered swimmer’s waist and long, long, long legs. What was also puzzling about my physical response to the stranger was the fact he hadn’t smiled once the entire time I surreptitiously eyed him up. I was into happy, funny guys. Not brooding, surly types. Usually, they were a hard pass. A frown marred his strong brow, and his full lips flattened into a grim line. That face. Boy, was that a face that could launch a thousand ships. All chiseled angles. I couldn’t discern his eye color from across the room, but it didn’t matter. He was just … sexier than a night in with hot chocolate and Netflix’s The Witcher.

Yeah, I said it.

While, like Merida, I might not want to play arm candy to some man intent on being “my king,” I wouldn’t mind banging a head-board with a burly warrior in a kilt.

I imagined the stranger in a kilt and what I would do to him if we were alone.

Oh my.

That imagery was a keeper.

By the look of things, I wasn’t the only person in the room affected by the gorgeous stranger. Three women currently surrounded him and he appeared rudely bored by them, while others eyed him from across the room.

“Are you hot, Merida?” Charmaine asked innocently. “Your cheeks are all red.”

Wow, I was having sexual fantasies about a stranger at a children’s birthday party dressed as a Disney character. There was nothing right about that sentence.

Forcing myself to ignore this shockingly strong physical reaction to a man I didn’t know, I focused on the kids.

A little while later, when Philippa Whitman, the mom who’d hired me, appeared to lead the kids away for snacks, she told me I could take a break. I beamed gratefully and ignored the amused stares of the attending adults before I slipped out onto the balcony. It wasn’t every day I got to visit swanky New York apartments with balconies overlooking Central Park. While I held little stock in material things, I could appreciate a superb view.

“This balcony is occupied,” a gruff and pissed-off masculine voice sounded from my left.

Glancing that way, I was delighted to discover Mr. Sexual Fantasy leaning on the railing of the narrow balcony. He glowered at me so ferociously, I wondered for a second if he’d mistaken me for someone else. Though it was pretty difficult to mistake me for anything other than a children’s entertainer.

Intrigued by my outrageous and unusual attraction to him, I drifted toward him despite his less-than-welcoming comment. My bow got caught on the balcony door as it shut and I snort-laughed as I freed myself. The stranger didn’t even so much as break a smile. I badly wanted to see him turn up the corners of his mouth, so I closed the distance between us. “I just needed some air. This is some view, huh?” I gestured with a grin over the city and the park.

Before his eyes narrowed on me, I noted they were a lovely denim-blue color. “So that’s what you sound like when you’re not butchering a Scottish accent.”

My smile wavered, not sure if he was being mean or just bantering. I gave him the benefit of the doubt and responded in my awesome brogue, “Ah’ll have ye ken that ah am the daughter of a Scottish king, dinnae ye ken.”

“That sentence made little sense in English or fake Scottish.” The stranger searched my face and then dragged his gaze down my body. He was studying me like I was a bug he’d never seen before. Inwardly, I bristled, but outwardly, my smile stayed in place. I’d adopted a “kill ’em with kindness” approach to mean people since I was a teenager. Some people couldn’t help but melt under my niceness, and others got even more pissed at me. I found both reactions satisfying. “So, this is a job?” He didn’t attempt to hide his disdain. “You actually do this for a living?”

Yes, you arrogant snob. I grinned. “Yeah. Isn’t it great?”

He stared at me like I was babbling nonsense. “You think dressing up as Disney characters to entertain children is great? As a career?”

I shrugged. “I’m a costume character actor, so I dress up like lots of characters in pop culture to make other people smile on their special days. And, yeah, I think making people happy is a worthy endeavor. Don’t you?”

He glowered harder at my bubbliness. “Are you acting right now? No one is this happy.”

“Then you must surround yourself with a lot of miserable people.”

He turned more fully toward me and the breeze caught his scent. Something citrusy with a hint of spicy earthiness. He smelled delicious. And very expensive. Who was he to Philippa Whitman? He wasn’t her husband. She’d already told me her husband couldn’t make their daughter’s birthday party because he was on a business trip. “How old are you?”

His question took me aback. “Why?”

“Because you look old enough to know better than to goad a man who is clearly in a foul mood and certainly old enough to have moved on to more appropriate career paths by now. Disney princessing is for college students and failing college graduates.”

Oh wow. I felt my attraction to him wilt rapidly. Refusing to let him see that his words bothered me, I tutted. “Oh, come on, surely you’re old enough to know that we’re responsible for our own dark moods and that expecting people, least of all a stranger, to rearrange their mood to accommodate yours is the height of arrogance and self-indulgence. It’s the expectation of a toddler.”

His lips might have pressed tightly together, but his eyes flared with surprise.

Before he could speak, I continued, “And many college students find it difficult to secure a job once they graduate, so I really don’t think it’s nice to speak of them in that tone.” I grinned at him. “But since you’re in a bad mood, I won’t hold it against you. As for me, I’m genuinely happy in life. I don’t know if many people can say the same, so I feel pretty awesome about the fact that I’m standing here rocking a Merida costume and a Scottish accent. I mean, of the two of us, which of us is in a good mood?”

“A good mood?” He pushed off the balcony railing and crossed his arms over his wide chest. “This isn’t a good mood. This is passive aggressiveness. No one is in this good a mood after someone disparages their ‘career.’”

He air-quoted the word “career” and I couldn’t help it. My smile died.

Something flickered in his countenance as he studied me, but, thankfully, before I lost my grip on my usually easily accessed “kill ’em with kindness” attitude, a door opened behind us.

Philippa Whitman appeared. She took in the sight of me with the stranger and her expression grew puzzled. “Star, there you are. The children will be ready for you in five minutes. Why don’t you go back inside and grab a quick bite to eat before then?”

It wasn’t a suggestion.

Giving her a congenial nod, I turned from the stranger as Philippa stepped away from the door to let me pass.

The balcony door, however, didn’t shut all the way over and I heard the stranger say, “Pippa, leave me alone and let me hide out here, please.” He might have used the word “please,” but his tone was demanding. It was not a request.

And he called her Pippa.

Was he her brother?

“Rafe, this is your niece’s birthday party. You can’t stand out here and brood.”

So yeah, he was her brother. They looked nothing alike.

“Exactly. This is my niece’s birthday party. Not an opportunity for you and my mother to foist every eligible woman in Manhattan on me, but, frankly, it feels like more effort is being put into that than Charmaine’s party. A Disney princess, Pip? Really?”

“Your niece is eight years old and loves that movie, and Star came highly recommended.”

“Star? That can’t be her real name.”

I scowled at the almost-closed balcony door. It was so!

“You seem awfully interested in my child’s entertainer … and it’s bad enough your brother can’t even attend his own daughter’s birthday party. I really don’t need her uncle acting like he’d rather be anywhere but here.”

Ah. He was her brother-in-law. Rafe Whitman.

Damn. That name suited him to a T.

There was a moment of silence, and then, “I’m sorry.”

My eyes widened at his quiet apology.

“I had a terrible night in surgery last night and I’m just not in the mood for you to play matchmaker. Or to listen to that awful Scottish accent.”

Moi? I pointed to myself. He needed to back off my awesome brogue.

“I think she’s rather good,” Philippa replied.

Thank you!

“But I’m sorry you had an awful night in surgery.”

Was he a doctor, then?

That made sense.

Arrogance in abundance.

Though my easily forgiving side suddenly felt bad for him. He’d had a worse night than most people ever could at their job and then he’d come here only for his family to play matchmaker all afternoon. No wonder he was in a terrible mood. No one enjoyed being cornered. Not that that entirely excused his behavior, but I reminded myself that every single one of us had off days and acted out.

How was it a surgeon could make it to his niece’s birthday party but her father couldn’t?

“I’ll try not to foist any more women on you today.”

“Will you speak to my mother too?”

“Yes, I will. But, Rafe, you’re going to have to settle down at some point. Your mother and I are just worried you’ll end up alone.”

“What does it matter if I’m happy? Happy and alone works for me.”

I could totally understand that. Society needed to back off with all the trying to make people fit into their neat little boxes. That was the cause of so much unhappiness if you asked me.

“That would be fine if I thought for a minute you were actually happy. But the permanent scowl you wear suggests otherwise. Now, please try to be a little nicer to everyone in there.”

“Including the woman who is too old to be dressed as a Disney princess?”

“Hush, Rafe. Don’t be unkind.”

I hurried away from the balcony door so they wouldn’t realize I’d been eavesdropping. I hadn’t meant to. Normally, I could not care less about anyone’s private business. It was private for a reason, right? Truthfully, I did not understand my fascination with Rafe Whitman and, considering his disdain for me (whether it was real or driven by his awful mood), I was determined to erase that fascination from my brain and all my lady parts.

It was easy enough to do because after five minutes of being in the room, women surrounded Rafe again. This time, he really did appear like a cornered animal, his eyes wide, nostrils flaring. I felt a little bad for him despite his shitty attitude earlier. But when I looked over a few minutes later, he was gone, having, I assumed, made his escape.

It was only after most of the guests had left and Philippa had paid me in cash and was walking me to the door that I saw Rafe had reappeared. I glanced casually toward the living room and was shocked to see him sitting on the floor with Charmaine, grinning as she showed him what presents she’d received. He said something that made her laugh so hard she fell into him. Her uncle wrapped his arm around her to pull her into his side as he, shocker of all shockers, laughed with her.

And he went from unfairly attractive to “I might pass out from his sexiness” attractive.

Seriously, there went all the air out of my lungs.

Holy hot damn.

He looked up at that moment and our gazes met.

Rafe’s smile died as his arm tightened around his niece, and I hurried out of the apartment before he could see my obvious reaction to him.

I’d learned long ago there was no point trying to make someone like you when they’d already decided that they didn’t. It was much better to focus that energy on the people who already cared about you. And while I might find Rafe Whitman several levels of hot, I was only physically attracted to him. Bad day or not, judgmental snobs didn’t really do it for me on an emotional level and, while I was anti-relationship, I still needed to like a guy before I’d let him into my bed.

As I took the elevator to the ground floor of that fancy Manhattan apartment, I shoved all thoughts of the man from my head and instead focused on the fact that I’d just added a character to my repertoire that had been a huge hit. Pulling my cell out of the pocket of my dress, I shot off a text to Dotty, my boss at We Bring Them to Life, the company that provided an actor to play almost any character you needed for your event.

Put Merida at the top of my specialty list. I rocked her.

And no pompous, grumpy Manhattanite would convince me otherwise.




Chapter Two
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“HOW CAN YOU DO THAT?”

I looked up from my e-reader to face three people in front of me. We were all waiting in line for the new iPhone. Even though I’d turned up pretty early, there were a lot of people already waiting. Considering my client was paying me to wait in line and every extra half hour was another ten dollars in my pocket, I didn’t care how long I stood there. “Do what?” I smiled at the threesome.

The dark-haired girl who’d asked replied, “Read in the middle of a crowded street. You’ve been totally zoned out for the last hour.”

Glancing around the busy street where the Apple store on Fifth Avenue was located, I realized it was now midday. Just as I realized that, my belly grumbled. Thankfully, I had packed a lot of snacks in my purse because the last time I waited on a new Apple product, the wait was six hours.

I had been here for four hours so far and was growing ever closer to the enormous glass-cubed entrance to the store.

Shrugging at the group, I switched off my e-reader and popped it into my purse. “I’m just good at drowning out noise, I guess. Are you waiting for the phone for yourselves or someone else?”

It turned out two of them were waiting for themselves, but the dark-haired girl, Yvonne, was, like me, being paid to wait for someone else. As we chatted about everything and nothing to kill time, I checked my phone and noticed I had a few texts from my client asking about my progress. Though I would never understand the urgency of owning certain material goods, I definitely appreciated it because it allowed me to do a job that didn’t stress me out.

Yvonne was new to line sitting, and I was in the middle of recommending the best solo tent to buy for long waits during the winter when my attention moved over her shoulder and I spotted a familiar man.

He was so tall and broad-shouldered he was hard to miss.

And still spectacularly hot.

Rafferty “Rafe” Whitman.

Okay, so I might have googled him out of curiosity.

Rafe was the younger son of Greg Whitman, a shipping magnate. The Whitman kids could live off their trust funds and never work a day in their lives. But all of them did. The eldest, Hugo, Charmaine’s father, was the new CEO of the family company. The youngest, Georgina, was some kind of computer genius. And Rafe … well, guess what?

He wasn’t a regular surgeon. Oh no. It was much worse. Much more dangerous to my erogenous zones.

Rafe Whitman was a veterinarian.

He owned a vet clinic on the Upper West Side.

When I first read that, I had to admit I had to read it again. He did not seem like the cuddly animal-loving type at all, even with that brief glimpse of affection I’d seen between him and his niece.

What wasn’t dangerous to my libido was the fact that he and I were so completely opposite to one another we were pretty much living on different planets. Which didn’t explain my sudden urge to ruffle his snooty, wealthy feathers.

“Hey, Whitman, is that you?” I abruptly yelled, surprising my companions, who visibly startled.

The man in question was currently engaged in conversation with a shorter, older man, and he glanced predatorily toward the noise. When Rafe’s scowling gaze moved over the line, I gave him a little wave and a grin so he could see who’d called out to him.

Recognition did not flicker across his irritated expression.

He turned back to his companion, ignoring me.

“Ouch.” Yvonne chuckled. “The hottie doesn’t seem interested.”

I shrugged with a cheeky grin. “Last time he saw me, I looked a little different.”

The line moved then and the girls turned toward it. I should have pulled some snacks out of my purse and forgotten Rafe.

For some reason, I couldn’t.

I so wanted to mortify or annoy this man and I didn’t understand the impulse at all. However, I went with my impulse. Smirking in his direction, I yelled louder, “Whitman!”

His shoulders stiffened, but he didn’t turn.

I put my fingers between my lips and blew a piercing whistle at him. “We spend a beautiful afternoon together and now you’re just ignoring me?”

People in line made oohing sounds, and I snort-laughed.

I had Rafe’s attention again.

He glowered in my direction but didn’t make a move toward me.

I shrugged. “The least you can do is say hi considering you got peanut butter and jelly all over my bedsheets!”

Laughter rumbled through the line and my shoulders shook with amusement as Rafe said something to his companion and then marched toward me. Wearing that thunderous scowl.

Butterflies swooped in my belly and I tried to bite my lip to contain my nervous laughter and failed. He wore a blue shirt, a fitted leather jacket, and a pair of dark suit pants, but he might as well have been naked for what it was doing to me.

“Look, I have no idea—” Rafe came to a sharp stop before me, recognition flooding his expression as his eyes darted over me. “You,” he announced accusingly.

I grinned. “Me. What are the chances? Eight million people in this city and we run into each other twice in three days.”

Rafe’s eyes were even more attractively blue than I remembered as they wandered over my long strawberry-blond hair. “Your hair is different.”

“Yeah, this is real. No wig.”

His attention strayed down my body. I might have been feeling familiar tingles everywhere his eyes touched, but then he retorted, “Yet you’re still in costume.”

Frowning, I looked down at my maxi dress. While I dressed to suit how many hours I’d have to wait in line for something, when I knew it was just a half-day kind of deal, I dressed like me. And I liked dresses and skirts and a lot of florals. I also liked braid crowns and circlets. None of which was costumey. It was cute boho. “Uh … no.”

He raised an eyebrow. “You look like you’re auditioning to be a fairy princess.”

I beamed at the compliment. “You’re so sweet.”

Rafe’s lips pinched together for a second before he sighed heavily and glanced along the line toward the Apple building. “Is there a reason you catcalled ridiculous nonsense at me, or was it just boredom while you wait for a nonsensical gadget that’s ruined the state of humanity?”

“Ooh, wow, there is a lot to unpack in that sentence, but to answer your question, no. I just felt like yelling at you.” I shrugged. “And I’m not waiting for me. I’m a professional line sitter.”

“You’re a what?”

“A line sitter. I work for All on the Line. We’re a group of line sitters. People pay us to wait in line for the things they want but don’t have time to wait for. Phones, sneakers, theater tickets, gourmet coffee. I’m booked all this week to wait for all of those things.”

He considered this. “People pay you to wait for stuff?”

“That’s right. The company I work for created this app and people can post the jobs to it and if we want to do the job, we book it. The app takes care of the financials.”

“And that’s your job? Along with the Disney princess stuff? This”—he gestured along the line—“is what you do for a living?”

Okay, so maybe he wasn’t just in a bad mood at his niece’s party. Maybe he was just an asshole. “I’m not a Disney princess actor. I’m a costume character actor and a line sitter. Those are my jobs.”

Silence fell between us as Rafe stared at me.

The longer he gazed into my eyes, the more I noticed his. His lashes weren’t long, but they were unfairly dark and thick, making his eyes seem bluer. There were little silver striations in his irises that fascinated me. Refusing to break his stare because I knew I’d only linger over his gorgeous face (thus alerting him to the fact that I was attracted to his condescending ass), I remained still and quiet.

Then, true to form, Rafe pivoted and rudely departed without another word.

The mischievous teasing I’d felt earlier vanished, and I no longer experienced the urge to needle him with more catcalling. I stared after him but rather than feel insulted by his lack of interest in my life and seeming contempt for it, I felt sorry for him. He was clearly contained by the box that he’d grown up in and wouldn’t know what an open mind was if it bit him on the behind.

I felt pity for anyone who was narrow-minded. It closed off so much of the beauty of the world to them.

Disappointed he’d turned out to be a cliché, I was looking away when movement caught my eye. I was shocked to find Rafe striding determinedly in my direction again. His broody face was more brooding than usual, so I braced myself.

Rafe Whitman drew to a stop before me and blurted out, “You’ll literally do anything for money?”

Anger flared in an instant from the tips of my toes to the ends of my hair, so I didn’t hear the tone in which the question was asked. I threw back my shoulders. Taller than average height at five-seven, I was still a good seven or eight inches shorter than this arrogant Manhattanite, but I was prepared to take him. Anyone who knew me knew I was a patient, laid-back kind of person … but Rafferty Whitman had crossed the line!

“What the hell does that mean?” I seethed. “Are you suggesting I charge money for sex?”

Rafe’s blue eyes flashed with indignation. “No, I am not,” he hissed at me, eyes darting around. “And lower your voice.”

“I will not lower my voice.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “I like most people, but you sure do make it difficult, Whitman. It’s like you get off on being as insulting as possible.”

He mirrored me, crossing his arms over his chest. “I’m not insulting you. If you’d paid attention, you’d realize the question was not meant to be untoward.”

“Untoward?” I grimaced. “What, are you from the nineteenth century? Is that why you hate phones? Because if the technology is difficult for you to grasp, I can teach you how to use a phone.” I was being a little shit now, but he brought it out in a person.

Rafe sneered. “How much will that cost me?”

Argghhh! I narrowed my eyes but smiled. “Oh, for you … twice as much as I’d charge anyone else.”

“I see. Well.” Rafe uncrossed his arms to reach into his back pocket. He removed his wallet and then a business card from that. Holding it out to me, he continued, “I guess you stand to make a lot of money for doing very little. If you’re interested, call me.”

Flummoxed, I took the card. “Um … doing what?”

But he was already walking away.

“Doing what, Whitman?” I yelled after him.

He didn’t answer, just casually strolled off. His suit pants molded perfectly to his sculpted ass. So unfairly physically perfect.

“Are you going to call him?”

I looked up from the business card that read WHITMAN VETERINARY CLINIC, DR. RAFFERTY WHITMAN.

His vet clinic was on the busy, tree-lined Columbus Avenue. Nice location, Dr. Rafe.

There was his phone number right beneath the address.

Yvonne grinned at me, and I answered her question. “Nah.”

Her eyes bugged out of her head as her friends gaped at me in shock. “Uh, Clark Kent just asked you to call him, Star. You don’t turn down Clark Kent.”

“You do if he’s an asshole. Life lesson, girls: an attractive face should not sway you if a pompous, arrogant, insulting, offensive turd lurks behind it.”

Yvonne chuckled. “You did yell at him and try to embarrass him with the peanut butter and jelly stuff. That’s not true, is it?”

I rolled my eyes. “No, it’s not true.” But she was right. I had antagonized him.

“You should make it true. I’d roll in a bathtub of jelly with that man.”

Slipping the card into my purse, I shrugged. “Impossible. His ego would take up the whole tub. No room for jelly. Or me—I mean you.”

“You’re not the least bit curious to find out what he wants to pay you to do?”

“Considering how that sounds, nope. Not at all. Ooh, look, the line is moving. Yay.”

But as the girls turned to move with the line, I knew I was lying.

I was so curious, my heart still raced from my encounter with Rafe.




Chapter Three
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RIVER’S BAR, IN MY NEIGHBORHOOD ON STATEN ISLAND, HAD an energy my friends and I enjoyed. Vibrant but laid-back. Industrial meets boho. There was Edison bulb lighting, wrought-iron barstools and bistro sets, comfortable sofa seating in mismatched fabrics with wooden coffee tables. Every Friday night there was live music and on Saturdays they played an eclectic mix of music that didn’t grate on the ears and was good to dance to.

I’d lived in the St. George area for the last few years, choosing to rent a tiny studio apartment because it was what I could afford. It wasn’t in the best locale, but my neighborhood was what they called “up-and-coming.” It was heading in what I hoped was a cool, artsy direction. There was already a great food scene. The major theater for Staten Island was in St. George, and there was a heavy metal scene in the neighborhood too.

My friends Roger, Kendall, and Jude had convinced me to move to Staten Island. I met my three closest friends when I worked as a bartender at a drag show and Roger’s friend Adam had his bachelor party there.

Roger, a music producer who worked with Adam at the same studio, had attended and been completely enamored with me on a purely platonic level. And I with him. We shared the same sunny, optimistic outlook on life but with that contradictory dry, sarcastic wit, a combination that confused most people. He was kind of like my big brother.

With Roger came Kendall, an independent graphic designer and artist, and Jude, a full-time book editor and part-time writer for an online lifestyle magazine.

The three of them were in a long-term polyamorous relationship that made them happier than any three people I’d ever met in my life. Although sometimes it was hard to tell Jude was happy, but I knew him well enough to know that the big softy adored Roger and Kendall.

“Ooh, I’m likin’ River’s new signature cocktail.” Kendall did a little shimmy in her seat, her short, dark curls bouncing with the movement.

I sipped at my beer as Jude slid his arm around the back of Kendall’s chair, a fond smile on his face. “Let me try.”

“You hate vodka,” she reminded him.

“But you make it look so good.”

I turned to Roger to see his reaction and found him studying me.

I tensed. “What? Do I have something on my face?”

My best friend nodded slowly. “A secret.”

“A secret?”

“Yeah. Why else would you be so quiet this evening? You’ve barely said a word.”

“We’ve been here all of ten minutes.”

“And by now, you’ve usually regaled us with something funny that happened at work.” His dark eyes searched mine. “Did something not funny happen at work?”

Roger was one of those extremely observant people who noticed everything and genuinely cared too. I often pondered the fact that this facet of his personality helped keep the harmony between him, Jude, and Kendall. If one of them was unhappy about something, Roger could usually tell and sought to fix it.

I didn’t think Roger could fix my problem.

Rafe Whitman.

Unfortunately, I hadn’t been able to get the vet off my mind since we’d run into each other yesterday. His card was burning a hole in my purse.

I launched into my tale about the birthday party and yesterday outside the Apple store.

While there was some laughter, Jude scowled when I told them about Rafe’s attitude toward my jobs.

“Forget about him,” Jude advised, once I’d finished. “Don’t call him.”

Roger’s ginger brows furrowed. “Why?”

“Because Star doesn’t need some rich asshole filling her head with his toxic attitude.”

I looked at Kendall. She wore an uncertain smile on her pretty face as she shrugged. “I’m on the fence.”

Jude sighed. “What is it about bad boys that turns intelligent people into hormone-driven fools?”

She shoved him playfully. “Hey, you were a bad boy.”

“Exactly. I’m speaking from experience. I was once that asshole that walked all over people and they let me. Don’t call him, Star.”

“I’m not sure he’s a bad boy.” I really wasn’t. While Rafe was unpleasant, I didn’t think that translated to bad boy.

Roger smirked at his boyfriend. “I took a chance on you even though I knew you were an asshole back then, and look how that turned out.”

Jude frowned, but there was humor in his beautiful dark brown eyes. “I’m an anomaly. Reformed bad boys don’t happen often.”

“Again, I’m not sure Rafe Whitman is a bad boy. He’s just a snob.”

“A snob who turns you on?” Roger teased.

“Only when he doesn’t open his mouth.”

Kendall snorted into her drink.

“I say call him,” Roger announced, reaching for my purse.

“Surprise, surprise,” Jude murmured.

“What? Everyone deserves a second chance.”

“Technically, this would be his third.” I took another swig of my beer.

“Oh, just call him. Aren’t you curious to know what he wants to hire you to do?”

“I swear, if it’s for sex, I’ll kill him,” Jude practically snarled.

“It’s not for sex,” I assured him. “I’m not exactly his type.”

Jude looked affronted. “You’re everyone’s type. If I weren’t taken, I’d have tried to seduce you a million times already.”

Kendall nodded in agreement, and I glowed at the compliment. My friends sure knew how to boost a lady’s confidence.

“Call him,” Roger insisted.

I wanted to. That was the problem.

“He could offer you a lot of money to do very little work. Maybe it would help with the road trip fund.”

Ooh, he had me there. I’d fantasized about road tripping across the country since I read Kerouac’s On the Road as a teenager. Not a likely choice, I know, but it inspired a love for road trip movies and books. Then, over the last few months, I’d grown restless and become attached to the idea that traveling would solve the problem. There was something about living life on the move, truly free of ties and commitments, that spoke to my bohemian soul.

“Don’t call him,” Jude cautioned.

Roger shook his head as he slid a hand over Jude’s thigh and squeezed it, as if in apology, before turning to me. “Call him.”

Staring into my friend’s eyes, hearing Jude’s wearied sigh, I contemplated it.

“You’re just going to obsess over it until you do,” Kendall threw in.

And she was absolutely right.

“Okay.” I grabbed my purse. “Order me another beer, will you? I’ll be right back.”

“We want to hear all the juicy details!” Roger yelled over the music.

I threw a hand over my shoulder to let him know I’d heard him and then slipped out through the crowded bar and onto the street. The bar was on the corner of a busy cross section, so I wandered away from it to hear better. It was around nine o’clock, so I hoped it wasn’t too late in the evening for Mr. Posh Vet. Pulling his card out of my purse, along with my cell, I quickly dialed his number.

He picked up on the third ring. “No, I do not want to buy what you’re selling.”

“Is that how you answer all of your calls?”

There was hesitation. Then he said, “Star?”

“You remembered,” I teased gaily.

I could practically hear him rolling his eyes. “Your number came up as unknown on my phone. Of course, I thought you were selling something. And you are, are you not?”

The overly correct way he talked should have annoyed me.

It did. But it also didn’t. Because it was kind of hot.

Damn him.

“That depends on your proposition. Warning, I will hang up if you insult me.”

“That depends. Does ten thousand dollars a month sound insulting?”

Ten. Thousand. Dollars. A. Month.

My mouth went dry.

I forced myself to be cool. “That depends. What will I be required to do for that significant amount of money?”

“I require a fake girlfriend for an indefinite period. The amount of money reflects the fact that I’d need you to be flexible with your time for a few months. I might require you for anything up to six months.”

A possible sixty thousand dollars? To be his fake girlfriend. But wait—

“Before you ask, I am not soliciting you for sex. For the last year, my mother and sister-in-law have become obsessed with finding me a wife. They’ve been throwing women at me and manipulating me into dates, and I am so beyond fucking exhausted by their attempts that I just need a break. If they think I’m seeing someone, it will get them off my back.”

Wow. And I’d thought being paid to wait in line for a cronut was ridiculous. “Seriously? It’s that bad?”

“You saw them at my niece’s party. That was just the tip of the iceberg. I’ve been set up on more dates I didn’t know I was walking into than I care to count. They have also sent women and their pets into my clinic with fake symptoms. They have encouraged women to buy a damn pet just to have an excuse to come to my clinic.”

Laughter bubbled on my lips.

“It’s not funny. It’s harassment.”

My laughter died at his tone and I felt a twinge of sympathy I didn’t want to feel for him. “Can’t you just tell them to back off?”

“They swallowed the ‘marriage makes everything better’ Kool-Aid a long time ago. There’s no convincing them otherwise, despite—” He cut off abruptly. “Look, are you interested or not?”

“Ten thousand dollars a month to pretend to be your girlfriend?”

“What? You want more?”

“No! I just …” The whole proposal baffled me.

“Are you interested or not?” he repeated. “I have an early surgery in the morning and need to go to bed soon.”

My lips twitched with laughter again. I so wanted to ruffle his uptight feathers.

Which was probably why agreeing to this was a bad idea. Moreover, what sane person offered someone ten thousand dollars a month to fake-date them?

As if he heard the thought he grumbled, “Look, I know it sounds erratic to pay someone thousands of dollars to pretend to date them, but the money is … an inheritance that I can’t … well … anyway, I just like the idea of spending it on something that seems wasteful but will actually benefit me and get them off my back.”

“Sounds like you all need family therapy.”

“We’re fine. We love each other. But we also drive each other mad. Like most families.”

That was very true.

But ten thousand dollars a month? While I’d never needed much in life, that would allow me to go on my road trip. I could make that money last and have the time of my life. Free as a bird. Moreover, I’d witnessed the intense matchmaking at his niece’s birthday party. I remembered thinking how trapped I’d have felt in that situation too. Despite his grumpiness, I experienced a twinge of sympathy again.

Plus, ten thousand dollars.

“I’m interested.”

“Fine. Come to my clinic tomorrow at noon.”

Bossy! “I’m line sitting tomorrow and have no idea how long I’ll be there.”

“If you take this job, it will have priority over your others. Are we clear?”

Bristling, I huffed, “Well, I haven’t accepted the job yet, so tomorrow I’m line sitting, and if I’m done at noon, I’ll be there. If I’m not going to be done at noon, I’ll text you and we’ll arrange a meeting time. Okay? Bye-bye.” I hung up before he could say anything that would absolutely change my mind about entertaining his proposal.

As I strode toward the bar, adrenaline surging through my body, excited to tell my friends about the proposition, my cell vibrated in my hand.

It was a text from the number I’d just dialed.

Don’t you know it’s rude to hang up on a person?

I saved Rafe’s number to my contacts and replied,

I would’ve thought having a woman hang up on you was a refreshing change of pace.

My phone buzzed in my hand again just as I neared my friends’ table.

I’ll pay you extra if you lose the smartass attitude.

Laughing, I quickly texted back.

You couldn’t afford it.

“She’s grinning like the cat that got the cream.” Roger hooted as I took my seat next to him.

“Well, tell us.” Kendall leaned across the table. “What did he want?”

I stared at all three of them, still reeling from Rafe’s proposal. “To change my life.”




Chapter Four
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THE VETERINARY CLINIC ON COLUMBUS AVENUE WASN’T AT all what I’d had in mind. I was certain I’d step into a cold modern space and instead I found myself in a clinic that, while modern, was warm and inviting.

A massive paw print was etched into the frosted front window, along with the words WHITMAN VETERINARY CLINIC. Inside the middling-sized reception area was curved bench seating along the window with a walnut base and a thick, padded blue cushioned top. The base of the bench matched the curved walnut reception desk opposite it, where a young man sitting behind the desk wore light blue scrubs. The flooring was a light-colored parquet, the wall behind the reception desk a stone tile, the reception desk counter a shiny quartz.

It was a fun twist on sophisticated yet inviting and … not what I expected.

One woman and her tiny Chihuahua waited on the bench.

“May I help you?” the baby-faced man in scrubs queried with a smile.

I stepped toward the desk, my heeled boots clicking loudly against the parquet flooring. “Yeah, I have an appointment with Dr. Whitman at noon. Star Meadows.”

His eyes lit with recognition. “Yes, Dr. Whitman told me to expect you. An emergency appointment has come in”—he glanced at the woman and her Chihuahua—“but he’ll be with you as soon as he can.”

Nodding, I sat down at the opposite end of the bench.

The place didn’t smell of animals, which meant Whitman’s cleaning staff was good.

Pulling out my phone, I saw I had a text from Roger asking me if I was there yet. My friends were intrigued to see what else Rafe had to say for himself. I couldn’t deny I was curious too at the thought of doing practically nothing and earning more than enough money to travel.

The young man got up and disappeared behind a door I hadn’t even noticed. A brief glimpse inside revealed what appeared to be a small pharmacy. He stayed in there a few minutes. Though I had a reading app on my phone, I preferred my e-reader and pulled it out of my purse. I was a big fan of books and I’d read anything. Thriller, romance, mystery, historical fiction, nonfiction. One benefit of my job was being able to inhale books during my working week.

The sound of Rafe’s resonant voice filtering down the hallway brought my head up, and my heart started beating alarmingly fast. The downside of this proposition was, of course, the way he made me feel.

When Rafe appeared in the reception, I felt hyperalert; every inch of me felt sensitive and awake. Goodness, he was tall. I kept forgetting how tall and broad-shouldered he was. His white coat almost strained across those shoulders. He wore a light blue button-down shirt underneath and he’d left one button open at his throat. My fingers itched to undo the next one.
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