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        This one’s for every girl out there who’s still waiting for her Prince Charming to show up.

        

        (Maybe he just got lost and is too stubborn to ask for directions)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      “You call yourself a free spirit, a wild thing, and you’re terrified somebody’s gonna stick you in a cage. Well baby, you’re already in that cage. You built it yourself.”

      

      Breakfast at Tiffany’s
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      The dial tone buzzes in my ear, mocking me — just as it’s done the last two times I called the studio.

      Damn.

      I don’t even know why I bother. I never win this kind of thing. Whether it’s scratch tickets, lottery numbers, or radio call-in prizes, I’ve got worse luck than a black cat breaking a mirror on Friday the 13th, because I’ve yet to win a damn thing.

      What’s that quote about doing the same thing over and over, but expecting a different result?

      Oh, right. That’s the definition of insanity.

      And yet, I keep calling.

      Sighing, I pause with my finger poised over the power button of my cellphone. I know the sane, logical thing to do is throw it onto the passenger seat, shut off my car — which has begun to rattle ominously as I’ve been idling at the curb — and go inside… but I can’t seem to stop myself.

      I hold my breath, close my eyes, and punch the screen to redial.

      Just one more time.

      Sitting there, listening so hard it almost hurts, with my eyelids squeezed shut and all my energy honed on a single, impossible thought, I forget to breathe.

      Ring, dammit.

      Please, just freaking ring.

      For a moment, nothing happens.

      And then…

      It rings.

      My eyes fly open as a voice cracks over the line.

      “Congratulations, you’re our lucky 100th caller! Give us your name!”

      My mouth gapes like a Miss America contestant asked her opinion on the state of the crumbling global economy. I’m so stunned I can’t form words.

      “Hello? You’ve reached KXL - BOSTON, can you hear me?” The host clears his throat and laughs. “Well, if no one’s on this line, we’ll have to move on to another caller⁠—”

      Shit!

      “I’m here!” I yell into the receiver. “Sorry, sorry, I’m here!”

      “Give us your name, sweetheart!”

      “Gemma,” I breathe, my mind spinning. “Gemma Summers.”

      “From?”

      “Cambridge.”

      “Well, Gemma Summers from Cambridge, you’ve just scored two courtside seats to tonight’s playoff game!”

      “Ohmigod,” I squeak.

      He laughs again. “Yep, the game of the season, tonight at seven at The Garden. We win tonight, we’re going all the way, baby!”

      “Thank you,” I finally manage to get out. “Thank you so much.”

      “It’s my pleasure, Gemma! We at KXL always take care of our listeners.”

      “Yeah,” I agree dumbly, still a little shell-shocked.

      I can hear him smiling through the phone when he speaks again. “Tell us — how are you feeling right now, Gemma? Are you a Celtics fan?”

      Yikes. I should’ve known this was going to come up.

      Truthfully, I hate basketball — almost as much as I hate lying. But, can I admit that on live radio without the entire male population of the greater Boston area wanting to kill me for scoring the much-coveted tickets most of them would sell their souls for?

      Probably not.

      So, I do what any self-respecting girl does in this situation.

      “Oh, huge, huge fan,” I lie through my teeth. “But not as big as my boyfriend.”

      “Well, then, he’s probably the luckiest guy in the world right now, assuming he’s your plus-one!” The host chuckles. “You’ll make him a happy man, tonight.”

      “I hope so,” I mumble, shaking my head. “If this doesn’t work, nothing will.”

      “What was that, Gemma? I couldn’t hear you.”

      Shit! Did I say that out loud?

      “Oh, nothing!” My cheeks flame. “Just, thank you so much, he’s going to be so excited!”

      I think.

      I hope.

      I pray.

      Because, seriously — if this doesn’t make him happy, I’m pretty sure nothing I ever do will.
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      Ralph is happy.

      It’s almost weird to witness. I’m so used to seeing him look at me with that expression of half-indifference, half-frustration on his face, I’m having trouble processing the fact that he’s actually smiling at me. With teeth. For the first time in…

      Weeks?

      Or, is it months?

      Needless to say, he was thrilled about the tickets when I told him. Hell, he picked me up off the floor and spun me around in a circle, which is the most action I’ve had in…

      Weeks?

      Or, is it months?

      Jeeze, my life is pathetic.

      I wasn’t always this girl — you know, the one who settled for consistent sex at the sake of both that elusive spark and her self-respect. I guess I just got tired of waiting. When I moved to the city eight years ago, I was an idealistic eighteen-year-old full of energy and hope and passion. Being single was exciting, rather than exhausting. I spent years going to bar after bar, club after club, dancing the night away with anonymous strangers. Doing what my generation does best — total physical intimacy with none of the emotional baggage.

      Then I hit twenty-four, and slowly began to watch my friends, who’d once matched my every tequila-shooter and shimmied until the wee hours by my side, pair off into couples.

      And then married pairs.

      And then parents.

      I can barely keep my plants alive, let alone a tiny human.

      By the time I hit twenty-six and realized what was happening, it was too late. I’d already become Single Gemma — the one who throws off the even-numbered dinner party, the one my friends look at as a pet-project rather than a person. They’re well meaning, of course, but I can’t say it’s always appreciated.

      First there’s Shelby: “My dentist is single, Gemma! Recently divorced, full head of hair… I really think you two might hit it off! I’ll set something up when I go in for my cleaning tomorrow. He’s stable — you would do so well with a guy like him! And he almost never makes my gums bleed.”

      Breathe, Gem. She’s not trying to be patronizing, she’s just trying to help.

      Then there’s Chrissy: “Oh, my Cross-Fit trainer is mega-hot — seriously, you should see his abs. I wish Mark still had abs like that, but he keeps talking about gaining ‘daddy-weight’ — like he’s the one who carried the goddamn baby around in his goddamn womb for nine goddamn months. Sorry, what was I saying? Oh, right, Steve. I’ll slip him your number after my next class.”

      See, marriage isn’t the Crock-Pot ‘o gold everyone makes it out to be, Gemma. If you were married, you’d probably know what the hell daddy-weight is and be required to accept the fact that your husband let himself go less than a year after the wedding. The world of Budweiser-tumors and marital resentment is not for you.

      But, no matter what I tell myself, I can’t shake the feeling that something is simply wrong with me. I’m a twenty-six year old woman living in a modern metropolis and I’ve never been in a serious relationship in my life. There are literally thousands of men at my fingertips with the help of Tinder and OkCupid and CoffeeMeetsBagel and Hinge and a million other online-matching services whose mission statements guarantee they’ll help me find my perfect match.

      So… where the hell is he?

      And, if date after date after date after date leads to absolutely nothing more than coffee or a one-night stand… if none of the hundreds of men I’ve met since I moved to Boston are right…

      It has to be me.

      That’s the only logical conclusion.

      Which brings us back to Ralph.

      With his cheap haircut, pudgy physique, and a wardrobe most sixteen year-old boys would kill for — seeing as it consists almost entirely of Boston sports team logo tees and track pants — Ralph Goldstein isn’t exactly a stunning specimen of man. But he is one crucial thing my friends seem to think outweighs all the questionable fashion choices and lack of sexual magnetism: single.

      I met him six months ago, when he moved into the apartment across the hall from mine. He isn’t my type — in fact, I’m not sure he’s anyone’s type — but I felt like I had to at least try this relationship-thing everyone else is always raving about.

      So I tried.

      I’ve been trying for about four months now.

      But no matter what I say, do, or pretend to feel, I just can’t seem to make it work.

      In a shocking turn of events, Gemma Summers fails once again to find her true love.

      At least at first, I could console myself with the fact that, if not a soulmate, Ralph was a decent enough sexmate. But then, time passed and even that wasn’t enough to keep what minimal heat existed between us burning. Now, it seems like we fight more than we talk, and I can’t really remember why I was so determined to be coupled-up in the first place. Sometimes, I think I was happier as Single Gemma than I’ve ever been as Relationship Gemma, even if it is nice to have someone to go to the movies with and to drag along to the wedding showers that seem to be getting more and more frequent as the years slip by.

      But maybe my luck is about to change. Winning these tickets — maybe it’s a sign that things can get better between Ralph and me. Maybe two people who aren’t perfect for one another can still be happy. Or, if not happy, then maybe… content?

      I don’t know.

      But I’m glad when he laces his fingers through mine and guides me across the street into the TD Garden stadium — better known to every Bostonian as The Gahden. It’s the most loving gesture he’s showed me in… well, maybe ever… and I smile as we jostle through the crowd with our hands entwined. There are people everywhere, a sea of green jerseys and foam fingers and face paint crowding in from every direction as nearly 20,000 fans cram inside and fight to find their seats.

      Boston takes its sporting events very seriously.

      We find the box office and collect our tickets, and I pretend it’s not annoying when Ralph speaks over me to the window attendant. He doesn’t even let me hold the tickets I won as we make our way through the arena, but he is still grasping my hand as we walk down a billion steps, and I figure that has to count for something.

      Right?

      Down, down, down — light-years closer than I’ve been at any kind of event before. The only tickets I’ve ever been able to afford on my artist salary were nosebleeds at Fenway three summers ago, and, if I’m being honest, it was to see Bruno Mars, not the Red Sox. Sports aren’t exactly my thing.

      Still, when we hit the court it’s so surreal, I nearly stumble, my Chucks squeaking against the high-polished wood. Instead of steadying me, Ralph drops his hand so I don’t take him down too if I fall on my face, which is kind of a dick move. Thankfully, it doesn’t matter — I manage to right myself at the last minute and prevent a potentially mortifying moment in front of thousands of people.

      A dowdy-looking usher looks me up and down skeptically — rude — before scanning our tickets and pointing us toward a stretch of empty seats on the mid-court sideline.

      Jeeze, I already know I look ridiculous, lady, you don’t need to rub it in.

      Frankly, I’m considering writing a sternly-worded letter to KXL the moment I get home, suggesting that next time they give out free tickets, they also provide a pamphlet with “what to wear” guidelines. That’d be really helpful and would probably prevent people like me from wearing bridesmaid dresses to basketball games.

      What you have to understand is, I’ve never been to a basketball game in my life — and certainly not a playoff game. Courtside. With cameras and celebrities and giant, gorgeous NBA players so close I’ll be able to see individual beads of sweat on their brows. (Side note: Yum.) So, naturally, I called Chrissy this afternoon, hoping she might have a little fashion insight to help me blend in at an event like this.

      I can see from the usher’s expression that I’m definitely not blending. In fact, I think Chrissy’s advice (“Wear something fancy, you’re going to be on television if you’re sitting courtside! Hell, Ben Affleck might be there!”) has led me very, very astray.

      See, I’m an artist. A freaking oil painter. Which means there are maybe four items in my closet free of paint-speckles and grime-smudges. Of those four, only two could possibly be considered fancy — and they just so happen to be my old bridesmaid dresses from Chrissy and Shelby’s weddings.

      So, here I am — crammed into a two-year old, blue-black cocktail dress that’s at least a size too small in the boob region and makes my ribs ache if I breathe too hard. And, because I’m me, an idiot, I listened to not only Chrissy, but also to the sincerely-flawed Gemma-Logic that thought it might be a good idea to “dress down” my ridiculous getup — not with a casual-but-still-appropriate pair of heels or flats, but with my beat-up, black Chuck Taylors.

      In other words, I’m a walking disaster.

      Ralph is so self-absorbed, I don’t think he’s noticed. That’s possibly due to the fact that he’s been on his cellphone since I told him I scored us tickets, calling every guy he’s known since fourth grade to brag about the “seats he won.” Whatever. Hopefully he’ll put the phone down when the game starts.

      The sad thing is, even if he doesn’t, this is still the best date we’ve ever had.
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      “Wooo!” I yell, my fists thrown to the sky. “Nice block, 33! Look left, he’s open — Number 14 is open! Ohmigod, he’s open are you blind?”

      Ralph glares at me out of the corner of his eye, but otherwise doesn’t acknowledge my screams. Apparently, I’m making it hard to hear whoever he’s chatting with.

      Oh, did I mention he’s still on the phone?

      But that’s okay. I’m not letting him get me down. I’m having a hell of a good time all by myself, thank you very much.

      The four beers I’ve consumed are helping.

      In fact, I’ve discovered I kind of like basketball. It’s exciting — especially when you’re so freaking close to the action. Since it’s a playoff game, every seat in the arena is full, and with each basket Boston makes, everyone in the stands behind me roars so loud the floor vibrates. Despite the snarky side-eye Ralph keeps throwing my way, I roar right along with them.

      I’m going to have fun tonight, dammit. I have to. Because if I don’t keep smiling, I’ll surely cry about the fact that as soon as that final buzzer rings, my one, pathetic attempt at a relationship is officially, 100% over. Four whole months wasted on a mediocre guy who won’t even make eye contact with me half the time  — frankly, it makes me want to weep. And Gemma Summers being reduced to tears by a man-child named Ralph is just too pathetic to contemplate.

      “Nice play, 14! Shoot! Shoot!” I’m on the edge of my seat, hands curled into fists. “YES!” I scream, leaping to my feet when the player sinks the basket.

      Because I’m fully absorbed in the game (the rules of which I still don’t fully understand — I mean, come on, the ref blows that damn whistle every ten seconds) I don’t realize that Ralph isn’t the only one taking notice of my enthusiastic cheering. In fact, I’m so wrapped up, I haven’t given more than a fleeting thought to the tall-drink-of-water who took the seat on my other side just after the game got underway — besides to mentally note that I’d never seen a simple jeans-and-tee combo look so good on anyone who wasn’t an Abercrombie poster boy. But that was over an hour ago, at the start of the game.

      Now, it’s nearly over.

      I sit back down, smoothing the satin of my dress over my thighs and crossing one Converse-clad foot over the other. The last thing I want is to flash my hoo-hah on national television. My mother would be mortified — not that she’d ever, in a million years, watch a basketball game… but it’s about the principle of the thing.

      My ass has settled on the seat for less than a second when I hear a deep, masculine voice from my left.

      “Miss, you dropped this.”

      Startled, I practically jump out of my skin when a big, calloused hand reaches toward me, my ancient cellphone — with its cracked screen and ridiculous, sparkly-blue case — clutched between two fingers. My wide eyes fly up to meet his steady green ones, and I’m suddenly having a difficult time breathing.

      Short crop of dark-blond hair.

      Thick, black lashes any girl would kill for.

      Chiseled everything — jaw, nose, cheekbones, forehead.

      I didn’t even know a forehead could be chiseled, until I saw this guy.

      I’m staring — I know I’m staring — but I can’t seem to stop, even after my fingers reach out and retrieve my cellphone from his grasp. He’s model-worthy gorgeous. Seriously drool-inducing. I have to fight the urge to reach up and check that I haven’t started salivating like a Saint Bernard, especially when his eyes scan my face, then drop to my neckline in a sharp, shameless sweep.

      “Hi,” I blurt, like the total moron I am.

      “Hi,” he echoes, his lips twisting in an amused grin.

      “You come here often?” I jerk my thumb in the general direction of the court, my eyes still glued to his face. “‘Cause, you know, I don’t. It’s my first time here, in case you were wondering. Not that you looked like you were – wondering, that is.” I gulp, hoping it might stop my rambles. “But this is kind of awesome. Way better than I was expecting. Not that I really knew what to expect, but…yeah. I’m going to stop talking, now.”

      He looks at me a little quizzically, like he’s not quite sure what to make of me, but then a laugh slips from his lips — a full-bodied belly laugh, the kind that makes his eyes close and his shoulders shake. Just hearing it makes me want to laugh too, but I’m so transfixed watching him, I can’t do anything remotely normal.

      When his laughter tapers off into quiet chuckles, his eyes reopen and suddenly he’s looking at me again, kind of like he’s waiting for something, so I just say, “You’ve got a great laugh,” and watch his smile twitch wider.

      “Thanks,” he replies, his voice rockier than the Grand Freaking Canyon and twice as deep.

      We’re staring at each other, neither of us saying anything, when the crowd goes crazy. My attention snaps back to the game, just in time to see a Celtics player sink a three-pointer from what seems like an impossible distance. Forgetting the fact that I’m wearing an altogether too-skimpy dress, I’m instantly back on my feet, jumping up and down like a little kid and screaming at the top of my lungs. I think I hear Green Eyes laughing again but I can’t be sure over the din of the arena. I’m about to turn and check when a hand clamps over my right elbow and jerks me roughly back down into my seat.

      I whimper a little when my tailbone slams against the chair, knocking the breath from my lungs and the wind from my sails faster than a pincushion popping a balloon.

      “What the hell?” I squeak, my outraged eyes flying in Ralph’s direction. His hand is still clamped on my arm like a vise — it’s starting to ache.

      “Have a little class, Gemma,” he growls, his expression disdainful as he looks me up and down. “You’re practically popping out of your dress.”

      I try to shake off his grip, but it’s too tight. “Let go of me, asshole! You’re hurting my arm.”

      He releases me with a disgusted shake of his head, then returns to his phone call. I watch as he wipes his palm against his pant leg, as though he has to rub off all traces of where my skin touched his, and I bite my lip so I won’t cry.

      How the hell did I end up here, with this jerk?

      I don’t need to look far for an answer. I know exactly how this happened.

      Because I thought it was me. I thought I was the reason I was still single. That the flighty, kooky, quirky mess that is Gemma Summers was the reason no men in my life ever stuck around, or were worth sticking around for.

      Now, I see I was wrong.

      It’s not me — it’s them.

      The truth is, all men are rat bastards. My father, the boys in third grade who blew spitballs into my hair, my ex-boyfriends — if you can even call them that — and now Ralph, who I’ve officially christened Rat Bastard Numero Uno.

      The Rat Bastard to End All Rat Bastards.

      And most certainly the last rat bastard I’ll be wasting my time on. After the final buzzer, I’m officially giving up men, buying several vibrators, and joining a convent.

      Actually, I’m pretty sure those last two things are mutually exclusive, so…

      Just the vibrators, then.

      I want to get up and leave, but the game is almost over and I know I’ll never have seats like this again for the rest of my life. So, I cross my arms over my chest, the fingers of my left hand gently massaging feeling back into the flesh of my right arm where Ralph grabbed me, and angle my body away from him as much as possible.

      Unfortunately, this means I’m seriously encroaching on Green Eyes’ space — my knees are practically bumping his thigh. Five minutes ago, this would’ve been fine — more than fine — but now, there’s the small fact that I’ve just given up men for the rest of eternity and, besides, after what Ralph just did, I’m so angry and embarrassed, I can’t meet anyone’s gaze, especially not when they look like they might be part of the Hemsworth brothers’ gene pool. My skittish eyes flit over his gorgeous, narrowed ones for less than a second before I turn my face straight ahead and resolve not to look at either of the men on my sides for the rest of the game.

      It’s a good plan.

      A great plan.

      It totally would’ve worked, too — if not for something I’d never even factored in as a possibility. Because at the start of fourth period, during a quick break in the action, the massive jumbotron at center-court starts to flash with images of couples in the crowd. And those couples, cheered on by thousands of people inside the stadium, begin to kiss.

      It’s so cute I actually forget about my dickwad boyfriend — soon to be ex-boyfriend — and start smiling again.

      Well, until the camera swings down to the courtside section and lands on me.

      Me and my dickwad soon-to-be-ex-boyfriend.

      Dammit. I totally should’ve left when I had the chance.
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      The camera’s locked on me, and it’s not moving. I catch a glimpse of myself on the huge, pixilated screen — a pale, dark-haired girl in a fancy black dress and ratty black sneakers. Too many curves, too many curls, and no one to kiss. I know there’s panic flashing in my eyes — hell, I can see it, blown up to jumbo proportions on every screen in the arena. And so can everyone else.

      I’m a freaking ant beneath a microscope.

      The crowd starts to titter — oh, honey, look at that poor girl — and I’m getting a little desperate, so I swallow hard, throw back my shoulders, and sneak a glance at Ralph. He’s still on his phone, the bastard, totally unaware that we’ve become the central act at the kiss-cam circus. Forcing a smile to cover my deep mortification, I elbow him sharply in the side, but he just bats me away with a hand and a glare before returning to his phone call.

      I groan.

      The crowd explodes with laughter.

      I try to smile too, like I’m in on the joke, but it’s wobbly — I can feel it trembling on my lips — and I begin to wonder if the man behind the camera is some kind of sociopath, because frankly, the fact that he’s still filming right now — while surely entertaining for everyone who, you know, isn’t me — is pure evil.

      I look up at the camera and shrug my shoulders, hoping the yes-my-boyfriend-is-in-fact-a-total-asshole expression translates to the crowd. I think I succeed, since the laughter gets even louder, but suddenly I’m distracted by the wall of man blocking my view of the jumbotron.

      Green Eyes is out of his seat.

      His eyes are on mine, and he’s reaching for my hand.

      The crowd is going wild and my brain is short-circuiting, but apparently my hand doesn’t need executive functions to tell it what to do, because it’s lifting from my lap and slipping into his.

      Before I can form a single thought, he’s pulling me out of my chair.

      Sliding one arm around my waist.

      Slipping one hand behind my neck.

      His eyes never leave mine as he leans in, bending me backward over his arm in a full-on, movie-star dip, and the only thought in my head is ohmigod, there’s no way he’s going to kiss me right now, but then even that disappears when his lips move closer and my mind blanks entirely.

      Because he’s kissing me.

      And it’s good.

      No, actually, it’s great.

      It’s not the soft, sympathetic, pity-kiss you’d expect in a situation like this.

      It’s a full on, invade-your-senses, shatter-your-world, boil-your-blood kiss. With tongue.

      For a moment, I’m so stunned, I just hang there limply… but then my brain catches up to my body and I realize that the hottest freaking man I’ve ever seen is kissing me like I’ve never, ever been kissed before, and that I might never be kissed like this again for the rest of my whole pathetic life, so I damn well better enjoy it while it lasts.

      Without another thought, my arms twine around his neck, my mouth opens under his, and I’m returning his kiss without hesitation, with abandon. He feels my response and a low growl vibrates from his throat — for a second, I think he’s angry, but I quickly realize it’s a good growl when he pulls me tighter to him, so I’m fully plastered against the hard plane of his body. Thoughts long-chased from my mind, I don’t even try to think of reasons this is a bad idea. I melt into him like my limbs are made of water.

      It’s easily the best kiss of my life, which doesn’t make any sense at all, because I don’t even know the man whose lips are devouring mine — hard, hot, with just the right amount of teeth and tongue to make things interesting.

      I can hear the crowd going crazy, twenty thousand people screaming at the top of their lungs, but somehow the sound of my own heartbeat is drowning them out. The kiss goes on for way, way longer than it should, but I don’t worry about that, or anything else for that matter, because there’s no room in my head for worries about my dickwad soon-to-be-ex-boyfriend or the crowd or the cameras.

      Not when every mental faculty is consumed by Green Eyes and his perfect freaking kiss.
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      When our mouths finally break apart, I feel like I’m floating.

      It takes me a minute to realize that’s because I am. His muscular arms are still wrapped around my back like steel bands, holding me near parallel to the ground. He’s lunged so deeply, I can feel the weight of my hair pooled against the court.

      My lashes open and he’s right there, his face less than an inch away from mine. My eyes blink a little too rapidly as I stare into his — pure icy green, without any flecks of hazel or brown to dilute the color, and currently half-lidded with something that looks a lot like desire… and maybe just a hint of surprise.

      I swallow hard, trying to catch my breath, and stare at him for a moment, waiting for him to stand upright and put me back on my feet.

      He doesn’t.

      Another few seconds tick by, and I can’t contain myself anymore.

      “You must do a lot of lunges,” I blurt.

      His eyes fill with amusement and his mouth twitches. “Excuse me?”

      “At the gym.” I feel my cheeks flush with color. “You must lunge a lot because, I mean, jeeze, you’ve been holding me here for, like, two minutes and you aren’t even winded. Are your thighs burning? They must be burning right now.”

      He stares at me, an unreadable expression on his face.

      Great job, Gemma. Scare off the hot stranger mere seconds after he’s finished kissing you.

      I fight the urge to groan at my own stupidity. “Sorry, it’s probably not proper etiquette to be talking about your thighs, since, you know, I’ve just met you and all. But, we also made out… so I don’t know where we’re located on the bodily-function-sharing-scale.”

      “There’s a scale?” His voice is thick with mirth.

      I widen my eyes. “Of course there’s a scale. I mean, you wouldn’t jump into a first date talking about how often you pee or how many times a week you have s⁠—”

      His eyebrows lift.

      “You know, I’m just going to stop myself right there.”

      His lips twitch again.

      “So, do you?”

      “Do I what?” he asks.

      “Do a lot of lunges.”

      A full smile breaks out on his face. “You’ll have to come to the gym with me sometime, find out for yourself.”

      “Oh, no. Working out isn’t exactly my thing. Seriously, the last time I did a lunge I think I sprained my vagi—” My lips slam closed. “My leg. A muscle in my leg.”

      He laughs.

      “Really, though, I tapped out at about ten seconds, and that was just supporting my own body weight.” I shake my head, grimacing. “Any kind of strenuous physical activity…Not my specialty.”

      His eyes glitter with dark humor, and I have a feeling he’s envisioning an entirely different kind of strenuous physical activity. Shit.

      “Sports! I mean sports.” I swallow nervously. “I hate sports.”

      “And yet, you’re courtside at a playoff game.”

      I open my mouth to retort, but before I can get out so much as a word, I’m interrupted by Ralph, who sounds decidedly pissed off.

      “What the hell is this, Gemma?”

      An instant later, I’m back on my own two feet. Blood rushes to my head, but Green Eyes steadies me with a light grip on my arm. When my brain stops spinning, I manage to focus on Ralph, who’s finally hung up his cellphone. There’s a glare pinching his face, and his head is swinging from me to Green Eyes and back again.

      “Hi, Ralph.” I lift my arm and do a little finger-wave in his direction.

      The crowd bursts into a thunderous chorus of laughter and cheers.

      When he hears them, Ralph’s hands fist at his sides and his face begins to redden. “Don’t give me that cutesy little ‘Hi, Ralph.’” He takes a step closer to me, and I feel Green Eyes tense at my side. I notice his hand hasn’t left my arm. “Want to explain who the hell this guy is and why the hell you were kissing him like a little slut in front of the whole fucking world?”

      My spine snaps straight and, though I can’t see him, I actually feel the anger pouring off Green Eyes. I hear the overhead announcer giving a play-by-play of what has, by this point, become a huge spectacle.

      Well, folks, there’s always plenty of drama on the court during a playoff game, but tonight it seems there’s just as much happening on the sidelines!

      I try to ignore him and focus on defusing the situation before it becomes national news and ends up — if it hasn’t already — on YouTube for the rest of eternity.

      “You were on the phone, and the kiss-cam—” I start.

      Ralph cuts me off. “Oh, I was on the phone for two seconds⁠—”

      “Try two hours,” I mutter.

      “—and god forbid no one’s paying attention to Gemma for a single minute of the day!” Ralph sneers. “I swear, you need more validation than a preteen girl on her period.”

      I flinch.

      Ralph steps closer and his voice drops to the condescending whisper I’m all too familiar with. “I’d always heard artists were self-absorbed, but you…” He shakes his head and a smirk twists his lips. “Then again, can you really even call yourself an artist if you’ve never sold a single one of your stupid paintings?”

      That’s low, even for him.

      I try — and fail — to bite my tongue. “I don’t know, Ralph, can you really even call yourself a man if your sexual stamina hasn’t improved since your wet-dream years?”

      “Good one, Gemma.” He smiles, but it’s laced with a cruel edge. “You know, Susie from 3B doesn’t seem to mind. And Emily from the building next door? She’s never complained. Especially not last night, when I nailed her in your apartment.”

      I feel my face pale. The hand on my arm tightens reflexively, but I barely notice.

      “Twice.” Ralph grins, beyond pleased with himself. “You know, Gem, you really shouldn’t leave your key under the mat.”

      “You—” I swallow. “You were⁠—”

      “Cheating on you?” He takes another step forward, so only a foot or so separates us. “Oh, Jesus, Gemma. Did you really think we were exclusive? Hell, I would’ve ended things after our first date but…” He shrugs and his eyes drop lasciviously to my chest. “You’re hot. And you live ten feet from me. Doesn’t get much easier than you.”

      The double meaning in his words is not lost on me. I feel myself beginning to fall apart, and bite my lower lip so the tears gathering in my eyes don’t escape.

      Ralph laughs and leans closer. “These tickets were just the icing on the cake. The fact that I’ve been screwing you for the past four months⁠—”

      I never get to hear the rest of his insult because, in a motion so fast my eyes can barely track it, Green Eyes’ hand flies out and locks around Ralph’s windpipe in a bruising grip that cuts off all sound from escaping and all air from entering.

      My mouth falls open.

      Holy shit. I’d completely forgotten he was still standing by my side.

      For a few seconds, Ralph tries futilely to escape, but when Green Eyes takes another step forward and drags his body up so he’s balanced on the tips of his sneakers, Ralph goes limp as a rag doll and his eyes flash with panic and fear. He looks like a terrified mouse caught in the paws of a massive lion.

      Green Eyes is so tall, he has to lean down a half-foot to bring his face level with Ralph’s. His body radiates controlled power, but I can see his face is composed in a blank mask. Only his eyes, somehow simultaneously cold as ice and burning bright with fury, reveal the depths of his anger.

      His face is centimeters from Ralph’s when he opens his mouth and growls one word that sends chills racing down my spine.

      “Enough.”
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      I’m running.

      Which isn’t the easiest feat in a skintight satin dress, let me tell you.

      For the billionth time, I curse Boston’s cobbled, winding streets and crummy weather, which are making an already miserable moment even more painful. The sky is doing that half-rain, half-snow, not-quite-sleet-not-quite-hail thing, leaving me drenched and shivering in less than a minute.

      I don’t care.

      I’d rather be out here — I’d rather be in the seventh circle of hell — than spend another freaking moment in the stadium with every set of eyes locked on me and my dickwad, now-officially-ex-boyfriend. And Green Eyes. And the three security guards who swooped in as soon as Ralph went airborne.

      I didn’t stick around to see the aftermath. I grabbed my jacket, turned on one heel, and bolted — out of the arena, into the cold April night — without so much as a thank you to the man who saved me from public humiliation.

      Belatedly, I realize I should’ve just hopped on the subway — aka “The T” to everyone but tourists — at the Garden and headed back to my apartment, but I must’ve left my brain behind along with my shredded self-confidence, because now I’m out in the cold with a too-thin spring jacket and I’m not sure whether the moisture on my face is leaking from the sky or my eyes.

      Plus, even if I go back across the river to my tiny, fifth-floor, one-bedroom in East Cambridge — the small neighborhood crammed between the MIT campus and Charlestown — I’ll never be able to relax. Not when a single glance across the hall will make me think of Ralph, and the questionable things — girls — he did somewhere in my apartment.

      Before I deal with that, I need several more beers and at least two bottles of Lysol to scrub every surface where his bare ass potentially rested as he boinked Susie from 3B. I just hope they did it somewhere unoriginal. Like the kitchen floor, which can withstand a thorough dousing of bleach.

      And if not…

      Come to think of it, I’ve wanted to move for a while now. And redecorate. And maybe burn every possession I own in a large sacrificial fire.

      But that’s a problem for another day.

      Right now, I need to get inside, preferably somewhere with a change of clothing and a lot of alcohol. And there’s only one place close by where I might find both of those things.

      Chrissy’s.

      I duck under an awning and peek into my wallet but, to my disappointment, no cash has magically appeared in the hours since I left my apartment. I know the funds in my bank account are dangerously low — too low to splurge on a cab, even if it means getting there faster and not having to take the subway in my current sodden state.

      Alas… I’m broke.

      Head tilted forward against the rain, I hug my arms around my torso and trudge onward to the closest T-stop. My Chucks are soon soaked through, the grimy puddle-water seeping through the soles so they make a sickening sluewp! noise with every step I take.

      At this point, my night really can’t get much better.

      Five minutes later, I finally spot the Haymarket station across the street. With a quick glance in either direction, I bolt across an empty intersection and beeline for the entrance. I’m nearly there, so close to making it out of the driving rain I can almost taste it, when a black town car slows to a stop on the curb by my side. My eyes swing involuntarily in its direction just as the darkly tinted back window slides down with an audible buzz.

      I open my mouth, fully prepared to tell whoever’s inside that I am not, in fact, a prostitute working her corner, and that he can go straight to hell for assuming the worst in someone simply because she may or may not be wearing a tiny, tight dress, now fully plastered to her every curve thanks to the rainstorm.

      Not a single word makes it past my stunned-silent lips.

      Because sitting in the backseat of what appears to be a very expensive black sedan, his gaze locked firmly on mine, is Green Eyes.

      “Hi,” I blurt dumbly.

      “Hi,” he echoes, the hint of a grin on his lips. “Need a ride?”

      Mind reeling, I glance from his car to the station entrance, considering my options for less than a second. A twenty-minute ride on a cold, plastic seat in a train-car full of judgmental stares and a lot of uncomfortable commuters? Or… a short trip in a toasty town-car with a stranger who, for all I know, is a serial killer but kisses like he’s part Greek-god?

      It’s barely a question.

      He sees the answer on my face before I’ve voiced it, throwing open the back door and sliding over on the leather seat to make room for me. I don’t even hesitate as I slip inside the warm space and settle back against the soft cushions with a relieved sigh.
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      Eyes firmly closed, I pull a series of deep breaths through my nose in a futile attempt to collect myself. Now that I’ve stopped moving, my emotions have finally caught up with me and I’m so full of anger, self-pity, embarrassment, and every other sensation under the sun, I’m not sure what I’m feeling besides overloaded.

      I’m all too aware, however, that I’m a hairsbreadth away from losing grip on my last scrap of composure — it’s all I can do not to break into a fit of semi-hysterical laughter as soon as I’m out of the rain and settled inside the car.

      The gentle sound of a throat clearing startles my eyes open.

      Green Eyes.

      “Here.” He’s shrugged out of his jacket without my noticing, and before I can object, he’s draped it around my shoulders like a giant blanket. He pauses for a minute before pulling away, tugging it close around my neck so his hands brush the bare skin there. His eyes, steady but guarded, never waver from mine as he settles his coat around me. For some reason, that gesture is more intimate than the two-minute make out session we shared not so long ago.

      “Thanks,” I whisper when his hands finally drop away, hugging the jacket a little tighter around myself. It’s massive and masculine and still warm from his body. I’m grateful as some of his heat starts to sink into my bones.

      There’s a silent moment, where we just stare at each other without speaking, and all I can think is that somehow, though this must be the worst night of my entire life, for just this moment nothing seems broken or messed up or wrong. Somehow, shut away from the world in this town car, all my problems feel fixable. It’s a crazy thought, but I can’t get it out of my head as I look at him.

      He’s watching me, eyes still intense. “You okay?”

      I nod.

      “That asshole back there… was he your boyfriend?”

      I nod again.

      A scary look flashes in his eyes.

      “Well, it’s safe to say, now he’s definitely my ex,” I correct softly, a small smile on my lips.

      The scary look subsides a bit. “Good.”

      I pause, summoning my courage. “You’re going to miss the rest of the game.”

      “I own those seats for the season.” He shrugs. “There’ll be other games.”

      “Oh,” I whisper.

      And suddenly, we’re silent again.

      Thankfully, a voice from the front seat shatters the quiet. My eyes fly toward the sound, and I see a black partition sliding down to reveal a handsome, salt-and-pepper-haired man in his late-forties sitting in the driver’s seat. His warm brown eyes meet mine in the rearview and I smile when he winks playfully in my direction.

      “Sir?” His eyes move to the man sitting beside me. “Where to?”

      Green Eyes nudges my knee with his, and I look back at him.

      “Gemma?”

      A warm sensation slides down my spine when he says my name in a lazy voice, like he’s savoring the sound of it on his tongue. I’m momentarily stunned by the fact that he even knows my name, before remembering that Ralph used it at the arena.

      “Ye-yeah?” I stutter, feeling a little too caught up in his gaze.

      “Where are we going?”

      “Oh! Right. Back Bay, please.” I blush furiously as I rattle off Chrissy’s address from memory.

      Green Eyes’ brows lift on his forehead, more than likely curious how a girl like me can afford to live in Boston’s most expensive neighborhood. He’s too polite to ask, so I take pity on him.

      “My friend Chrissy’s place.” I haul in a deep breath. “I don’t really want to go home, right now. Ralph… well, he’s my neighbor.”

      His expression flattens and his eyes, if possible, turn even more serious. “He won’t bother you again.”

      His tone is so determined, so sure, I can only imagine what transpired between him and Ralph after I left. I decide some things are better left unknown.

      “Oh,” I say stupidly, at a total loss for words.  “Well… thanks for that.”

      He’s looking at me again, his eyes hyper-alert and full of questions, and it’s more than a little unnerving. I can’t speak with his eyes trapping mine, so I drop my gaze to my lap and clear my throat roughly.

      “And thanks for, you know, kissing me and everything.” I start to play with the sun-shaped pendant hanging on a chain around my neck – a nervous habit. “You really saved me, back there.”

      I can feel him looking at me, but I keep my eyes on my hands.

      “Gemma?”

      “Yeah?”

      He waits until my gaze skitters up to meet his. The ice in his eyes has melted and I see they’ve gone warm, turning to green pools, though his tone is deadly serious when he speaks again.

      “Don’t ever thank a man for kissing you.”

      I don’t know what to say, so I just nod as my mind cartwheels madly, searching for some way — any way — to lighten what has suddenly become an all-too-heavy atmosphere.

      “So, you don’t regret turning yourself into a public spectacle just to help some random girl with a dickwad boyfriend?” I ask lightly, half-joking.

      He leans closer, just the fraction of an inch, but that tiny, insignificant shift seems to suck all the air out of the car. “I can’t imagine there’s any man on earth who would regret kissing you.”

      I feel heat flaming my cheeks even redder. There’s no comeback in the world to appropriately counter that statement, so I just look out the window and pretend not to hear the quiet, amused chuckle he fails to muffle.

      The car glides through the wet night, the tires kicking up water as we turn onto Comm Ave. The only sound besides the gentle patter of rain on the roof is the persistent buzzing of Green Eyes’ cellphone, which he pointedly ignores after one short glance at the screen. Whoever’s calling seems to piss him off — a dark scowl contorts his face as he shoves the cell roughly back inside his pocket without bothering to answer.

      I shoot a furtive glance at him, fighting off a blush. He’s the embodiment of composure; I’m the epitome of chaos. My hair is dripping steadily, soaking the fabric of his jacket. There’s a legitimate puddle forming beneath me on the leather seats. I don’t even want to know what my makeup looks like, at this point – if there’s any left on my face, that is.

      “God, I’m a mess,” I mutter under my breath. “I’m really sorry, I’m probably ruining your seats…”

      “Gemma.” His voice is steady. “Don’t worry about it.”

      “Chrissy and Mark are going to kill me when I show up like this, still pissed off and embarrassed. It’s going to stress them out… which is just about the last thing they need, right now. Chrissy’s pregnant and it’s sort of high risk, I guess — bed rest, the whole shebang. Let’s just say, they’ve got enough to worry about, without adding my drama to the list.” I sigh, guilt stirring in my gut. “Am I the worst friend ever for imposing on them? ”

      He pauses for a beat, staring at me like I’ve just asked him to run naked through the streets of Boston.

      “Never mind,” I mutter. “You don’t have to answer that. I’m an idiot.”

      His brow creases in confusion. “What?”

      “The way you’re staring at me…” I shake my head and trail off. “Sorry, just ignore me.”

      Comprehension flares in his eyes. “I’m not staring because you’re an idiot; I’m staring because in the last hour, you’ve been pushed around and insulted by that asshole—“ His jaw clenches. “—you’re soaked to the bone, shivering with cold, and stuck in a car with someone you barely know…. Most people would be happy to impose on their friends, after the night you’ve had. But you’re more concerned with stressing them out than making yourself comfortable.” His eyes are fixed on my face in such an intent study, I fight the urge to squirm in my seat, and when he speaks again, his voice is quiet. “I’m staring because you surprised me, and people don’t often do that.”

      I don’t say anything; I just stare back at him, at a loss for words.

      “And, for the record,” he adds, his voice dropping lower, “I don’t think I’m capable of ignoring someone like you. Anyone who does… well, they’re either blind or stupid.”

      “Oh,” I whisper, shocked and embarrassed by his words.

      Without looking away, he calls to the driver. “Evan?”

      “Sir?”

      “Change of plans. Take us in a loop, along the river. We’re going to give Gemma a little time to dry out, before dropping her off.”

      “Yes, sir,” Evan says, steering the car into the exit lane. Seconds later, he pushes a button that triggers the partition between the front and back seats, to give us some privacy.

      “You didn’t have to do that,” I whisper, once we’re alone.  “I’m sure you have better things to do with your night.”

      “Not really,” he says, shrugging.

      “Well… thanks.”

      “It’s no problem.”

      “I don’t even know your name,” I say, as my eyes move over his features.

      His lips twitch, as though he finds that news vastly entertaining. “I know.”

      “And, from your expression, I’m guessing I should know your name?”

      He shrugs, not giving anything away.

      “You’ve got courtside season tickets and a chauffeur. Only important people have chauffeurs – there’s a rule about it, somewhere.”

      “Uh huh.” He grins.

      I narrow my eyes on him. “So, who are you?”

      “Who do you think I am?”

      “I don’t know, that’s why I’m asking.” I sigh. “Give me a hint.”

      He shakes his head, amused.

      “Oh, fine!” I grumble, staring at him. “I’ll guess. Even though I’m terrible at this stuff.”

      He chuckles softly again, and the sound makes me smile despite myself. Lifting one hand to stroke my chin, I adopt an expression of deep contemplation and pin him with a narrow-eyed stare. My eyes scan his jeans and t-shirt — which, at first glance appeared casual but after another look are clearly well made, likely designer — then move to the watch at his wrist, an expensive-looking silver Rolex that gleams even in the car’s low lighting.

      Hmmm.

      “Well, you’re attractive in a clean-cut, rich-dude kind of way,” I say, which makes his lips twitch again. “Not rough enough around the edges to be a rock star. Arrogant, but not in that loves-his-own-reflection way that models and actors have.”

      He laughs outright, when I say that. “I thought you were an artist, not a shrink.”

      “People watching is kind of my thing,” I say, grinning. “Well, that and cannoli from Maria’s in the North End. Those are also my thing.”

      His eyes join in the smile, crinkling at the corners. “I think Maria’s cannoli are everyone’s thing.”

      “Ah, so he likes Italian… is that a clue? Oh! I’ve got it – you’re a mob boss.”

      “No.” His grin gets wider. “Though I probably wouldn’t admit to it, if I was.”

      “Okay…. You’re a news anchor!”

      “Try again.”

      “You’re the mayor!”

      “You don’t know what the mayor of Boston looks like?”

      “Shut up.” My cheeks heat. “Do you want me to stop?”

      “No, I’m enjoying your guesses.”

      “Okay.” Fighting off a laugh, I force my face back into a serious expression. “You don’t have a scruffy beard, so you can’t be a Red Sox player, and while you’ve got some nice muscle action going on there—” I gesture vaguely at his chest and abdominal area. “—you don’t look like a Patriots linebacker, that’s for damn sure.”

      “Are you insulting my manhood?”

      “Only a little, tiny bit.” I laugh. “So, I’m guessing….”

      “The anticipation is killing me,” he says drolly.

      I shoot him a look. “You’re either a Kennedy, one of the Wahlberg boys, or Tom Brady’s secret younger brother.”

      “Wow,” he says, his eyes wide.

      I feel my heartbeat pick up speed. Am I actually right?

      That never happens!

      “What?” I ask breathily.

      He snorts. “You’re an absolutely terrible guesser.”

      “Hey!” I protest, offended. “It’s not like I didn’t warn you.”

      “It’s all right, I won’t hold it against you.”

      “How benevolent of you,” I mutter sarcastically. “I bet you can’t do better.”

      His eyes gleam. “You’re an artist.”

      “That’s cheating!” I protest. “You overheard Ralph trashing my paintings at the game.”

      A dark look moves over his face when I mention this. “True enough, but I would’ve known you were an artist anyway.”

      “How?”

      “You’ve got paint splatters on your shoes and there’s a smear of green by your left elbow.”

      Oh, great. That’s not embarrassing, or anything.

      “Damn.”

      He laughs. “Do you do that around everyone, or just me?”

      “Do what?”

      “Blush like that.”

      My cheeks get even redder. “Oh, around everyone,” I lie shamelessly.

      His grin gets bigger, like he knows I’m full of shit. “Uh huh.”

      “You know, I think I’m feeling better,” I say decidedly, folding my arms across my chest. “You can take me to Chrissy’s, now.”

      “Don’t be embarrassed. It’s cute as hell.” He leans closer and my stomach clenches in response. “Most women I meet are so busy being sophisticated, they forget to be real.”

      I stare at him. “Maybe you’ve been hanging around with the wrong women.”

      “Maybe,” he agrees softly, reaching out to brush a wet strand of hair off my cheek. As soon as his fingers make contact with my skin, my mouth parts as a breath of air slips out. I’m nearly in a daze when he adds, “But I’d be no good for you, Gemma.”

      Pulling back, I stare at him. I’m so startled by his words, I forget to be embarrassed. “And why is that?”

      “You’re much too sweet for me.”

      “I’m not sweet. I’m tough.”

      “Said the girl who doesn’t like contact sports and, last time she went to the gym, sprained her va⁠—”

      “Ah!” I yell, cutting him off. “Okay. No need to go into details.”

      He grins again and my stomach squirms at the sight.

      “You’re cocky. And gloating. Some might even say annoying,” I tell him, my eyes narrowed on his smiling face. “I’ve decided I don’t like you.”

      He leans even closer, and my heart starts to pound in my chest. “Oh, you like me,” he whispers. “That’s exactly the problem.”

      “You only date women who don’t like you?”

      His eyes glitter. “I don’t date at all, Gemma.”

      “Oh,” I whisper, my mind reeling at all that his words imply.

      Everything about this man, from the way he kisses to the way he looks at me to the sexual energy practically pouring off him, screams he’s not one to go without female company for long. So, he may not date, but he certainly….

      Makes love?

      No, that’s not the right term.

      He…

      Fucks.

      This is a man who fucks.

      The thought alone is enough to give me heart palpitations.

      “Stop looking at me like that, Gemma,” he says, his voice so low, it sounds like a threat. Probably because it is one.

      “Like what?” I ask defensively, my eyes locking with his.

      “Like you’d like to see what not dating me entails.”

      My cheeks heat. “That’s not what I was thinking.”

      He doesn’t bother calling me out on my lie.

      “Tell me who you are,” I whisper, meeting his eyes through the darkness.

      “No, I don’t think so.” His eyes go soft around the edges and his voice drops so low I can barely make out his next words. “You’ll find out soon enough, anyway.”

      “What does that mean?”

      He shakes his head.

      “Whatever.” I roll my eyes. “You won’t tell me and I clearly suck at guessing. That leaves us only one option.”

      His brows lift in amusement. “Does it, now?”

      I nod gravely. “Two Truths and a Lie — have you ever played?”

      “No, but the title gives away the rules of the game.”

      “Right.” I fight a blush. “First one to guess four correctly wins.”

      “Wins what, exactly?” he asks suspiciously.

      “Um….” The blush I was fighting takes over. “Uh…”

      “First rule of negotiations.” He leans closer, his eyes on mine. “Always know your endgame. Otherwise, there’s no point in fighting at all.”

      “Oh, god.”

      “What?”

      “You’re one of those weirdos who plays chess against himself, and lays awake at night thinking through strategy, and has a first edition of The Art of War on his bookshelf, aren’t you?” I shake my head in faux-exasperation. “I have a strict rule against dating men like that. I don’t want to be the Luke to anyone’s Yoda, you know what I’m saying?”

      He grins wider. “Was that a Star Wars reference?”

      “Absolutely not,” I lie.

      “Uh huh.” He totally knows I’m full of shit. “And, anyway, you don’t have to worry.”

      “Because you don’t have a first edition Sun Tzu?”

      “Because I don’t date. I already told you that.” A funny look flashes in his eyes — I’d say it’s almost embarrassed, but men like him surely don’t get embarrassed. When he continues, his voice has lost a bit of its polished composure. “I’ll have you know, The Art of War is one of the best works ever written.”

      “HA!” I snort. “You totally have a copy! You’re so predictable.”

      His eyes narrow on mine, but there’s a smile still tugging at his lips. “I’ve never been accused of that before.”

      “Oh! I just thought of what I want.”

      His eyes drop to my mouth. “Really?”

      “From the game.”

      “Oh,” he murmurs, eyes still on my lips.

      I ignore the squirmy feeling in my stomach and press on. “If I win, you go on a date with me.”

      His eyes flash up to mine, suddenly serious. “And if I win?”

      “You won’t.”

      He stares at me skeptically, his gaze unrelenting, until I give in.

      “Oh, fine.” I heave a martyred sigh, as though he’s done something utterly unreasonable, like ask me to stop watching HBO on Sunday nights when Game of Thrones is on. “If you win… I’ll go on a date with you.”

      I expect him to laugh at my smooth negotiation tactics, but he doesn’t. When I look up at him, the gloating smile falls off my lips faster than Ned Stark’s head hit the ground — sorry, spoiler alert — because there’s a look on his face I can’t quite describe.

      Actually, I can describe it; I’m choosing not to.

      Because, if I described it, I’d have to say it looks a lot like pure, unadulterated lust. And that would be bad.

      “Um,” I breathe, my eyes locking with his. They’re liquid with heat, burning into mine across the space between us.

      “If I win,” he says gruffly, leaning closer. “We go back to my place.”

      “Like… for coffee?” I ask hopefully. “Or snacks? I could totally go for a midnight slice of pizza or three.”

      He shakes his head. “No, Gemma.”

      I gulp.

      “One night. No strings.” His words match the intensity of his stare. “That’s all I can offer. That’s all I need.”

      “N-need?”

      Great. I’m so nervous, I’m stuttering.

      He nods slowly, his eyes on my lips. “I don’t do long term. Not ever. But there’s something about you…” His eyes lift to mine. “Just one night. No expectations. No morning afters. No wanting more.”

      “Who says I’d even want more?” I struggle to make my voice offended, but my fast-beating heart and sweaty palms are evidence of some very different emotions coursing through my veins at the moment. Like fear. And lust. And maybe a little bit of excitement.

      He just looks at me, a seriously confident, seriously hot expression on his face. It’s not even cocky, it’s just a fact — he’s so good, I’d want more.

      “You’re awfully full of yourself.” I fold my arms across my chest, staring him down. “And, for your information, I don’t do long-term either, so even if I did agree to your crazy terms, I wouldn’t, like, stalk you or write you long-winded love letters or hold a freaking boom-box over my head outside your bedroom window. This isn’t the tenth grade, and even if it was, I’m not that kind of girl — woman!” I correct swiftly. “Whatever.”

      His lips twitch, but his eyes are deadly serious. “So, you’re agreeing? I win, you spend the night with me.”

      I nod hesitantly. “But it doesn’t matter, ‘cause you’re not gonna win.”

      He leans closer, his eyes flashing darkly, and I suck in a breath. “Don’t count on it, Gemma. When I’m invested in something, I fight for it. Hard.”

      I gulp again.

      His stare flickers from my eyes, to my lips, to the small, ornate necklace lying against my skin, in the valley between my breasts. The tiny gold pendant, shaped like the sun, glimmers even in the low light. It’s the prettiest piece of jewelry I own — a gift from my mother, when I graduated high school. She said it was a lucky talisman, to drive away the shadows of misfortune and keep my life cast in light.

      I’ve hardly taken it off, in the near-decade since, but I’ve never called upon its lucky powers more than this moment.

      I have to win this bet. I have to — or I’ll be screwed, in more ways than one.

      “Sunshine…” he whispers, his eyes still fixated on the necklace, which I have a distinct feeling has just become a namesake. “You just gave me something worth fighting for.”

      Holy. Shit.

      What the hell have I gotten myself into?
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      “I’ll go first.”

      “Why do you get to go first?”

      I ignore his question, clearing my throat and making my voice serious. “Okay, here goes.” I tick off my truths on my fingers as I speak. “My middle name is so embarrassing I never tell anyone — even my closest friends. When I was sixteen, I was arrested for climbing the town water tower on a dare, but the police chief decided not to press charges because he thought my mom was hot. And, when I go out on dates or am invited over to someone’s place for dinner, sometimes I pretend I’m allergic to broccoli just to get out of eating it.”

      By the time I’m done, he’s shaking his head in amusement. “You’re not going to make this easy on me.”

      “Nope.” I narrow my eyes. “I play to win, too.”

      He inclines his head in acknowledgement. “Good to know.”

      “You’ll never guess it right.”

      “I don’t have to guess.” A slow grin spreads across his face. “I already know.”

      “Big words, Yoda.” Total nerd that I am, I contort my voice to resemble the small green Jedi’s, not above making myself look like a fool if it means distracting him. “Like to see the follow through, would I.”

      He grins wider. “Did you just do Yoda-speak?”

      “Absolutely not.”

      “The water tower story — that’s your lie.”

      My mouth falls open. “How did you know?”

      He doesn’t answer, not
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