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      My lower left desk drawer holds a secret.

      Looking at the rest of my office you’d never guess. The pristine mahogany surface of the desk is unspoiled by dust or clutter. Every office tool has a place and every file is appropriately color coded. Rows of sales data binders are neatly aligned and in chronological order. The flat-panel monitor is oriented at the perfect ergonomic angle to minimize eye strain and glare.

      But that drawer—securely locked if I’m out of the office for even a second—is the exception to my immaculately professional appearance.

      That drawer is loaded with candy.

      A sweet-tooth soup of peppermints, lemon drops, butterscotches, caramels, lollipops, and atomic fireballs. A treasure trove of red vines, gummy bears, licorice whips, fruit slices, red hots, and tropical dots stacked in disorderly piles.

      My name is Lydia Vanderwalk, and I’m a candy-holic.

      I’ve known this for a long time and freely confess my dependency. I know I couldn’t stop, even if I wanted to. 

      I would never, ever want to.

      I live for the sugar rush of a one-pound bag of M&Ms. Sour apple tape got me through my college all-nighters. Every great idea I ever had was Lifesavers-induced.

      When I was four years old, my mom dressed me as Jo from Facts of Life and took me trick-or-treating. Everyone thought I was Michael J. Fox. I was traumatized. When we got home I dumped my booty onto the carpet and started consuming. Amongst the Smarties and fun-size Snickers, I found comfort for my costume identity crisis. Candy soothed my pain. And has ever since.

      Next Halloween I was a gumdrop. Not one nearsighted neighbor mistook me for a pink mountain.

      Candy is my coping mechanism, and it’s less destructive than other addictions I could have. As far as vices go, it’s a harmless one.

      In my industry, though, it’s the eighth mortal sin. People in fashion—correction, women in fashion don’t eat anything, let alone candy by the bucketful. That’s why my secret could never get out.

      Thankfully, I am skilled at maintaining the appearance of normalcy.

      So when Janice, junior VP of Marketing for Ferrero Couture and my direct superior (otherwise mentally known as Jawbreaker—hard on the outside hard on the inside) barged into my office without so much as a knock on the closed door, I slipped open the drawer, pulled out a Werther’s, and popped it in my mouth.

      She was dressed, as usual, like an aging Vegas cigarette girl. Shoulder-padded silver blazer with a deep-v neckline, tight black pants, and eye makeup that made Cleopatra look like a bare-faced virgin. She thinks she’s the Donatella Versace of Ferrero Couture. She’s an executive, for Good&Plenty’s sake—a design diva she is not.

      In my grey, summer wool pantsuit and lilac cashmere shell I felt deliciously like Belgian chocolate next to a bag of carob chips.

      “Have you seen the new GQ?” she asked.

      “Uh-uh,” I hummed around the toffee. The buttery sweetness melted into my tongue and improved my overall sense of well-being.

      She plunked the magazine on my desk and smirked. I flicked my eyes to the cover and back to her, trying to maintain an air of nonchalance and disguise my annoyance at her intrusion. My gaze flew immediately back to the slick image on the glossy cover. Gavin!

      Now Jawbreaker’s smirk made sense.

      Here came conversation #3,524—not that I’m counting—about the Lamentable Loss of Gavin the Great.

      “Isn’t this your fiancé, Lydia?” she said, gloating. “Oops, I mean your ex-fiancé.”

      Right, that was a slip-up.

      If I could manage to scalp her hip-length platinum tresses and braid them into a fashionable tiara without getting fired, I would. That might even become the next hot trend from Ferrero Couture. But as that was a remote possibility, I held my tongue and started mentally ranking my favorite Jelly Belly flavors. 

      Toasted Marshmallow, Cotton Candy, Buttered Popcorn... 

      I smiled politely.

      …Green Apple, Juicy Pear, Strawberry Cheesecake...

      “Imagine all the women chasing after him now.”

      My smile fake-brightened.

      …Crushed Pineapple, Watermelon, Grape Jelly...

      “Have you tried to get in touch with him? Maybe there’s still a chance—”

      I had to stop her before my head exploded and a rainbow of Skittles drizzled down over my immaculate office. “Haven’t I told you,”—Jawbreaker—”Janice, about the new guy I’ve been seeing?”

      I regretted those words almost before they left my mouth. Lying was not my strength, but when Jawbreaker started down the Gavin path, I couldn’t help myself. So I came up with the one thing sure to stop her in her tracks: a boyfriend.

      Unfortunately, she was a seasoned social veteran and her path changed faster than you can say Reese’s Pieces.

      “How wonderful,” she cried, not meaning it at all. “You simply must bring him to the Summer Sail Away next weekend.”

      Summer Sail Away, my mind echoed. The end of summer gala at Jawbreaker’s Southampton tres posh estate—her husband owns a ridiculously successful import/export business. The fashion industry event of the season. All the senior VPs will be there. All the board members will be there. Ferrero will be there. Half the fashion world will be there.

      Never before had I been graced with an invitation.

      As senior account exec, my social profile never ranked high enough to warrant an invite. And, since my status had not recently changed, I had to assume Jawbreaker thought she was pulling one over on me.

      Show up stag after the whole extremely small world of fashion heard about this new beau? It would be poor, pitiful Lydia. And a liar to boot.

      I could always not show up.

      But I wanted a promotion. A rumor had been circling that Jawbreaker was about to be promoted to senior VP of Marketing. And I would do anything to get her current job. The gala would give me the chance to prove I was more than a brain with a knack for numbers. A chance to show Ferrero that I was VP material and could schmooze with the best of them.

      A chance I couldn’t pass up.

      With the KY Clique—my trio of nemeses at Ferrero—out to get my current job I had to seize opportunities where I could.

      “Wonderful,” I replied, knowing my farce was worth it just to see the scowl crease Jawbreaker’s brow. Botox can’t fix everything. “What time should we be there?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Kelly showed up first. She was the most aggressive of the three KY girls—the team leader—and Jawbreaker probably ran to her with the gossip of my previously unheard of boyfriend the moment she left my office.

      The KY Clique came on board at Ferrero as marketing interns in May following their Barnyard—er, Barnard graduation. From the start, they settled for nothing less than full control of the house. I have an under-the-table wager with Marlene in accessories that the house will be Ferrero, Kelly, Kathryn & Karyn within five years. Three if they stumbled onto a stroke of luck or juicy gossip.

      And I might have just handed them that lucky gossip on a jewel-encrusted silver platter.

      Kelly knocked—the simple courtesy the first sign she was up to something—and entered on the pretense of needing my opinion on an overseas marketing campaign. A blatant ruse as my region covers the western United States.

      “Oh,” she squealed as I tried to not-so-subtly urge her out of my office. “Janice told me about your new boyfriend. He sounds like a prince.”

      That’s funny, because I don’t remember telling Jawbreaker anything about him. Because I don’t know anything about him. Because he doesn’t exist.

      “I mean, it’s not as if just anyone can measure up to Gavin, but a girl’s gotta try, right?”

      “Mmm-hmm.” Hopefully a vague enough response to derail conversation #3,525—not that I’m counting.

      I’m never that lucky.

      “It’s about time you moved on to someone new. Two years is far too long for someone your age to stay single. You need to do your hunting before all the big game is shot.”

      Like I need relationship advice from a preschooler. 

      Her monologue didn’t warrant any input on my part, so I contented myself with neatening up a stack of papers on my desk while she talked on.

      “I can’t believe you never mentioned this new guy before. He must be something special if you’ve been keeping him all to yourself,” she cooed. “And we all get to meet him at the Summer Sail Away.”

      Suppressing the sudden and overwhelming urge to scream, I lunged for my candy drawer. Within seconds I had a Meltaway in my mouth. The sweet sugary goodness could almost make up for the news that the KYs—low chicks in the hen house—were already invited to the Summer Sail Away. It took me a fabricated boyfriend and an ex on the cover of GQ to earn one.

      Clearly I should have gone to Barnard. Maybe if I changed my name to Kydia…

      “Hi Kelly,” twin high-pitched voices squealed.

      Kathryn and Karyn bounded into my office. I was surrounded by KYs with no means of escape.

      They looked so similar. They could be triplets, with their matching golden highlights, colorful wrap dresses, and stiletto slingbacks. I could usually tell them apart by their nails—Kathryn was natural and unpolished, Karyn was French-manicured, while Kelly was all-acrylic and more than a little scary around ripe fruit.

      “We heard about the new boyfriend,”—I checked the nails—Karyn exclaimed.

      “Shame on you for keeping him a secret,”—unpolished—Kathryn chastised.

      “But,” Kelly interrupted, “he’ll be at the Summer Sail Away.”

      “Ooh, I can’t wait.”

      “We can evaluate his TIP for you.”

      His what? I needed a KY-to-English dictionary.

      “His Total Income Potential. Maybe his TIP will be almost as high as Gavin’s.”

      “Not likely!”

      I gave up trying to figure out which one spoke. Dizzy, I desperately grabbed for another Meltaway.

      I felt like a spectator at my own execution. Only I had handed the man in the black hood the axe and pulled my hair out of the way as I laid my head on the block.

      Mental Post-It: Stop making up non-existent boyfriends.
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      “That’s your ex?”

      I looked up from the engrossing occupation of swirling ice in my Lemon Drop to find Fiona clutching GQ to her chest. One grape-lacquered finger stabbing at the cover.

      Next to Fiona I always felt like the worst sort of invisible person. No style. No flair. No taste.

      Tonight she wore a dark-washed denim pencil skirt over Limeade green fishnets with a silver sequined tank and metallic silver gladiator sandals. With her exotic looks and flair for fashion, everyone noticed when she enters a room.

      “Nice to see you, too,” I replied, thinking it’s not really so nice if the conversation was heading where I thought it was heading.

      Not in the mood to launch into conversation #3,527—not that I’m counting—I downed the remains of my drink and signaled Bartender Barbie to bring another. Conversation #3,524 had gotten me into enough trouble today and I didn’t need any more bad JuJu.

      “No, really,” Fiona exclaimed, dropping her corduroy satchel next to the bar stool and lifting herself up onto the seat. “This is the man who broke your heart?”

      I turned my best Westchester glare on her, but Fiona is a force of nature and proceeded without pause.

      “He’s gorgeous, babe. And rich. And successful. And—”

      Gee, all things I didn’t already know about him, having been engaged to the man for nearly six years. “Thanks, Fi. That makes me feel much better.”

      Bartender Barbie set another Lemon Drop in front of me and gave me a look resembling pity. Great, my life was complete.

      “The article gushes on about how he’s this hotshot investment banker at Castile and Tatum, the youngest ever to make upper management.”

      Didn’t Fiona notice my head banging desperately against the polished wood surface of the bar? Too engrossed in the details of my former—though I prefer to call him my late—fiancé, she didn’t even care that I lost several strands of light brown hair to the sticky surface.

      And, typical of the way my day had gone, I was not even lucky enough to knock myself unconscious.

      “Why is Lydia already passed out?” a lilting Southern voice asked.

      Bethany! Thank you Mr. Goodbar, I was saved.

      Fiona peered over the magazine, surprised to see my face stuck to the bar. “Don’t know,” she mused, returning her attention to GQ.

      Some girlfriend.

      “I’m stuck,” I managed to say, sounding even more pathetic than I felt, if possible.

      “Let me help you, honey.” Beth set her purse carefully on a stool before grabbing me by the shoulders and yanking.

      That girl is stronger than she looks.

      “Thanks.” Cheek burning, I was now the only woman in the history of skin care to be exfoliated by a sticky bar counter. But at least I was upright.

      Beth smiled before climbing gingerly onto the stool and smoothing out the wrinkles in her floral sundress. “What’s the matter, sugar?”

      Bartender Barbie brought her a Mojito before she had a chance to order. I tried to forget that Barbie never remembered my drink order, even after two years of Friday nights.

      Bethany looked like the typical southern belle. Tasteful but flirty floral sundress, sweet high heel Mary Janes, hose. Her long blonde hair meticulously curled and sprayed yet touchably soft. Guys jumped to be chivalrous for her. Everywhere she went doors opened before her, chairs got pulled out beneath her, and men fell to their knees begging for marriage.

      But she did have that steel magnolia edge. She owned and operated a very successful shop in SoHo, and a sweet gal didn’t last long in the city without learning to bite back.

      “Oh my heavens,” Beth exclaimed as she got a good look at the magazine in Fiona’s clutches, “that’s Gavin!” 

      “Yeah,” Fiona answered, dropping the magazine to her lap. “Hot, huh?”

      Beth will defend me. We’ve been friends since freshman year at Columbia, since before Gavin and I started dating. She knew his true nature—the sour, sticky core at his center.

      I was wrong.

      Beth nodded, taking a sip of her mojito. “Grade A Prime.”

      “I wouldn’t mind rolling over to that the morning after.” Fiona got a dreamy look, glitter-glossed lips grinning, that reminded me how much steamier her love life was than mine.

      The conversation turned dangerous. In my experience, no woman is safe even fantasizing about Gavin Fairchild. I had to interject before someone got hurt. “Too bad he’s such a Sour Apple Blow Pop.”

      Fiona was undeterred. “Does he have an agent?”

      “An agent? Fi, he’s a stockbroker.”

      “Yes, but he’s a stockbroker on the cover of GQ.”

      I really shouldn’t have been surprised. Fiona was a talent agent at Famous Faces, after all. Representing the most delicious hunks on the planet was her daily duty. Which was great, so long as this was one delicious hunk she stayed far, far away from. For all our sakes.

      Just as I opened my mouth to say as much, a realization struck: What did I care if Fiona represented Gavin to supermodel stardom? I didn’t care about him. He was nothing but an anomaly in my otherwise normal dating record. He was the past. Good riddance to stale candy. 

      What I did care about was how everyone still treated me like I’d lost the winning lottery ticket. Gavin Fairchild was not my one and only chance at happily ever after.

      Too bad I didn’t realize this sooner. Like this afternoon. Like before Jawbreaker brought him up in conversation and I freaked. I freaked and now I was in such a tight fix that conversation #3,527—not that I’m counting—seemed like a shopping spree at Dylan’s Candy Bar.

      My groan, followed by the loud thunk as my head hit the bar again, must have caught Fiona and Beth’s attention because each grabbed a shoulder and hauled me back up.

      “What’s wrong, sugar?”

      “Tell us,” Fiona urged.

      “We can help,” Beth promised.

      “No,” I said, recalling every appalling word of the conversations #3,524—not that I’m counting—and #3,525—not that I’m—oh, who was I kidding, I’m counting, “you can’t.”

      Beth smiled. “Try us.”

      Resigned to the fate of relating every horrifying detail, I began my tale. As the words came out they picked up speed, and soon I was babbling about Jawbreakers, KYs, Southampton, and my desire to be a barnyard animal.

      Fiona and Beth smiled and nodded and I could tell they wondered what in Hershey’s name I was talking about.

      The vodka in my Lemon Drops—plural—must have been getting to me. But confection was good for the soul and I couldn’t stop.

      “I had to shut her up,” I continued between gulps of lemon-flavored alcohol. “I mean there’s only so much ex-hashing a girl can take.” Closing my eyes I pictured Jawbreaker, hip-length platinum hair twisting around one finger as she fantasized about Gavin right before my eyes. “So I told her I had a new guy.”

      Without looking, I felt them both shrug.

      “I told her I had been dating this guy for several months and we’re really getting serious. Seemed like a good idea at the time. Shows Gavin is forgotten and I’m moving on with my life, love and all. Until the unthinkable happened. Jawbreaker insists I bring him to the Summer Sail Away next weekend.”

      “Summer Sail Away?” Fiona’s brow crinkled.

      “The company function of the season at her mansion in Southampton.” I groaned at the thought of losing my coveted promotion to a KY. “If I show up without this dream guy, my career is history.”

      “Why?” Beth inquired. “It’s just a date.”

      “Jawbreaker would relish any excuse to humiliate me.” And promote one of the KY Clique in my place. The bonds of Barnyard sisterhood are hard to break.

      “We can find you a guy, no problem,” Fiona announced.

      “Oh yes,” Beth added. I heard the excitement in her voice as my datelessness became her new project. “There’s a guy in my building, Harvard grad, gorgeous to boot. He’s perfect for you.”

      “No,” I interjected adamantly. “I don’t want a smart, gorgeous, lovable guy. No one interested in a relationship.”

      I was one busy Marshmallow Peep. My life was too full and too complicated already, without the added attachment of a guy.

      Unfortunately, everyone in my life interpreted this independent streak as evidence of my pining for Gavin.

      Beth smiled sadly. “It’s been two years, sugar. Time to move on.”

      “I know. And I am,” I insisted. “I have. But not right now. I have too much going on at work to get emotionally involved with anyone. I don’t need a relationship.”

      Somehow, I couldn’t bring myself to say that I didn’t want a relationship. Rotten emotional longing. Stay under cover where you belong.

      A look passed between my friends that I chose to interpret as concern, and I also chose to ignore it.

      “Forget it. I’ll just show up stag and weather Jawbreaker’s interrogation.”

      “No, no, let us help.” Resolve hardened Fiona’s exotic features and I knew argument was futile. 

      I turned to Bethany, the face of a true steel magnolia.

      “We’ll find you the perfect guy,” Beth promised.

      “A trophy date.”

      “A date without a relationship.”

      “A man without opinions.” 

      “Without emotions.”

      “Without baggage.”

      “Without a brain.” 

      Coming to the bottom of my—third—Lemon Drop, I began to see possibilities. A guy for show. One that looks good and thinks little. Easy on the eyes and short on the intellect. 

      I grinned. “Eye candy.”

      We three stared at our drinks, deep in thought. Fiona finally spoke. “I know a guy.”

      “You know a guy?” I asked.

      “From the agency, one of the models.” Fiona paused. “He’s looking for some extra cash, and...”

      “And...?” I prodded.

      “He’s gorgeous and sweet. A little light in the attic but heavy in the basement, if you know what I mean.” Fiona waggled her eyebrows. 

      I had no idea what she meant. But that might have been due to the Lemon Drops, so I gave her a shrug-nod and signaled for another drink.

      “I’m sure he’d be willing to help you out,” she continued. “For adequate compensation.”

      Whoa! Compensation? Have I reached the lowest of the low? Do I have to buy a date? And Fiona was selling me one. “You’re pimping your models.”

      She shook her head, taking a sip of her Slow Comfortable Screw Up Against A Wall before continuing. “Just one model. Singular. And I’m not pimping, just arranging. Like a dating service where money changes hands.”

      “Sounds like pimping to me,” I grumbled.

      “Sounds like the perfect plan,” Beth countered.

      Had I thought earlier my day couldn’t get any worse? Mental Post-It: Always anticipate something even more horrific happening.

      “Sugar, this is everything you need,” she persisted. “One gorgeous, boss-impressing hottie to get everyone off your back about Gavin and yourself out of the hole you’ve dug. One stringless guy who will accept your money at the end of the day and leave your heart intact.” 

      Barbie set the fresh Lemon Drop before me, but I decided I had enough. This plan was starting to sound like a good idea—that had to be an alcohol-induced opinion.

      “Look, give him a shot.” Fiona dragged her satchel off the floor and pulled out her hot pink phone. A few taps of the screen and she announced, “He’s doing an in-house shoot tomorrow. I’ll talk to him and make all the arrangements. If he doesn’t take, you can always publicly break up with him at the Sailboat Saga.”

      “Summer Sail Away,” I corrected.

      “Everyone will think you’re hot stuff if you’re too good for the likes of him.” She shoved her phone back in her satchel.

      “I don’t think...”

      “You’re desperate. Take a chance.”

      Tired and fed up with feeling like a spectator in my own life, I took a stand.

      “No.”

      Fiona and Beth peered at each other, brows raised. Maybe it was the vodka talking. Maybe it was the culmination of my horrendous day. Maybe it was me finally deciding to have a say in my own life. Whatever the case, they looked surprised.

      But remained determined.

      “You’ll change your mind,” Fiona stated.

      With a groan, my forehead plunked to the bar.
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      Reehn, reehn, reehn! 

      “Uungh.” I rolled over and slapped the alarm clock into silence. How dare it wake me up at 8:00 on a Saturday morning? Nine minutes later it started screaming again. Another slap. Another nine minutes later it started screaming again. This time, I pried open one desert dry eye and managed to find the off switch.

      Ring, ring, ring.

      “Nooo,” I moaned.

      There was no way I was prepared to speak. I let voicemail pick up.

      My head felt like someone stuffed it full of gumballs—every movement sent the throbbing pain thundering to another side of my brain. My eyelids were stuck to my eyeballs, something that should have been medically impossible. And my stomach—well, let’s just say my stomach was seriously rethinking everything I had consumed in the last twelve hours.

      Having no desire to see any of that again, I sank into the softness of my feather-top and held a white downy pillow over my face.

      Ring, ring, ring.

      Even through the sound-baffling pillow I heard the phone.

      I ignored it, ready to drift peacefully back to sleep. But as I started to doze my phone dinged. A message. Without opening my eyes, I played it.

      There were actually two.

      First message, Friday, 7:07 p.m.: “Hi, Lydia.” Holy Hot Tamales. I jolted upright in bed. “It’s Gavin. We need to talk. I know this is out of the blue, but can we get together this week? Call me, I can make time whenever you’re available.”

      I replayed the message.

      “Hi, Lydia. It’s Gavin. We need to talk.” What could we possibly have to talk about after two years of communication blackout? “I know this is out of the blue—” No, I totally expected this. “But can we get together this week?” Gee, my week was pretty full... “Call me, I can make time whenever you’re available.” Well that’s different. He never had time for me when we were engaged.

      As I recalled, he only had time for a certain redheaded secretary named Rhonda who wore high heels and short skirts—not that I noticed, but a girl is bound to retain a few details about the woman she finds her significant other of six years balling on his desk when she shows up to surprise him with Chinese food.

      Delete or save? Delete or save? Hmmm... I jabbed the delete button with an exuberance usually reserved for a candy spree.

      Second message, Saturday, 8:19 a.m.: “Lydia, this is Janice.” Jawbreaker called on a Saturday morning? “I’m calling to let you know I e-mailed you directions to the Summer Sail Away. Remember, it’s a weekend retreat so pack your jammies and your bikini. And make sure that new hunk of yours packs his too, unless he sleeps in the buff and skinny dips.” Yesterday’s farce—blissfully forgotten in vodka-rendered memory loss—came crashing back into my aching brain. “Oh, one more thing.” I could hear Jawbreaker’s smirk. The hair rose on the back of my neck. “Do you have Gavin’s email address? I need to zap him the directions, as well. He can’t make it Friday, so he’s meeting Kelly there on Saturday. Ta-ta, see you Monday.”

      I sat there, blinking like a hummingbird on Pixy Stix. I finally found the capacity to press delete before letting the phone fall to the floor.

      If my brain worked, I would probably have tried to figure out how my life had swirled around the bowl so quickly. I reached for the bag of candy in my nightstand drawer before dragging myself, clothed in my candy hearts-covered pajamas, into my workroom. Closing the door behind me, secure in the knowledge that there was no phone, no internet, and no outside distraction in this room, I crossed to the workbench and climbed onto the stool.

      I chewed passively on some Swedish Fish.

      The workroom was my sanctuary, where I left the outside world and turned inward. It was my stress relief. Some people tried yoga, others skydiving. I made jewelry. It had started when I took jewelry-making as an elective in college, and it just kind of stuck.

      What had started as pure hobby became part business when my friend Bethany wanted to stock my designs in her SoHo boutique.

      LIV Jewelry was selling like penny candy. For much more than a penny.

      Beth couldn’t keep it on the shelves. She kept pushing me to hire an assistant, to produce more and take my distribution wider. But that would mean taking my hobby seriously and that might take the fun out the process. For now I just enjoyed working on pieces when the inspiration struck. Like today.

      I had a feeling today’s sketches would result in some very scary jewelry.

      Mentally checking my frustrations at the door, I pulled out a sketch pad and went to work. Dark swirling shapes decorated with spiked starbursts. Heavy lines. Black, midnight blue, and tarnished silver.

      The doodles developed into a fine swirl of silver wire with dark sapphire beads and black onyx stars. I proudly titled the sketch, “Midnight sky.”

      Setting down my pencil, I pronounced the sketch finished. I glanced up at the clock on the wall to find I had been working for almost two hours.

      I produced one sketch and came to one conclusion.

      If Gavin was gracing us with his presence at the Summer Sail Away, I was definitely not going singular. Even if it meant a degrading humiliation.

      After safely closing all my creativity behind the workroom door, I retrieved my cell. I fidgeted as I waited for her to pick up.

      “Yo,” she greeted.

      This was the moment of no return. I knew I could still back out. And I knew I wouldn’t.

      “All right, Fi,” I said, twirling a candy necklace around my finger, “set me up.”
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      I eased my silver Passat into a parking spot and pulled the post-it from my purse to check the Brooklyn address. Yep, this was the right place.

      When Fiona called to tell me her guy was booked solid all week, but I could pick him up from a Friday afternoon shoot, I had doubts. How could I drive a guy out to the Hamptons, on the pretense of being my long-term boyfriend, without having ever met him before?

      What had she gotten me into?

      What had I gotten me into?

      This place was a dump, D-U-M-P. Once it might have been a thriving pier-side warehouse, but all that remained was a weathered shell. Of the twenty windows in the crumbling red brick façade, three had glass in them. The remaining seventeen were either boarded up or broken out. The kind of place where nightmares were born.

      Desperate for a sugar fix, I popped open the glove box and dug around for a Jolly Rancher. Watermelon. Exactly what I needed.

      Never underestimate the therapeutic sounds of crinkling cellophane.

      I had just popped the block of heaven into my mouth when someone tapped on my passenger side window. I screamed—like a horror movie heroine—and spat my Jolly Rancher onto the dashboard.

      My heart pounded in sugar-rush-heavy thumps. Short black hair. Tanned olive skin. Bright blue eyes that shone like a blue raspberry Dum-Dum after it’d been sucked on for a while. All blended into a face of breathtaking proportion. He motioned with his hand to roll down the window. Half a lifetime of New York-learned safety melted away like wet cotton candy, and I complied.

      “You Lydia?” he asked when the window lowered enough for his head to fit through.

      “Y-yes.” I reached for the Jolly Rancher. Freeing the sticky pink block from the charcoal gray dashboard, I eyed it carefully before deeming it too grubby to eat.

      “I’m Phelps.” He smiled—a broad, white-toothed smile that belonged in toothpaste commercials. And before I could remember that he was a model and might very well have been in countless toothpaste commercials, he lifted the handle and opened the passenger door. He settled into the leather seat and pulled the door shut, dropping a well-worn duffle bag on the floor. “Sorry I’m late.”

      I got my first look beyond his beautiful, chiseled face. While he might be beyond reproach above the neck, the rest of him was another story. Clothed in some space-age silver bodysuit, he looked like a Star Wars reject.

      “What are you wearing?” I demanded.

      Not the picture perfect boyfriend date I was paying for. He belonged at a Trekkie convention, not a Southampton soiree.

      My Jolly Rancher and my career, both ruined.

      “What?” He looked confused and glanced down at himself. “Oh yeah, I was working.”

      “On what? A remake of Lost in Space?” I was beginning to think Fiona had overestimated his intellect.

      But I didn’t have time to care. We were late already, so I put the car in gear.

      “A cologne shoot,” he laughed, the kind that slipped in beneath your skin to tickle every feminine nerve ending. The kind that almost made me grin stupidly in return, despite the fact that Captain Kirk was my escort to the most important business function of my career.

      I scowled. Men should not be allowed to use that kind of laugh on unsuspecting women. 

      “Don’t worry.” Phelps unzipped the duffel and produced a rolled up shirt. “I have plenty of time to get changed.”

      “Get ch—” Managing to drive between the lines, I caught sight of him tugging the silver spandex wonder over his head, revealing a chest as chiseled as his face. Holy Hot Tamales, this guy should be a Calvin Klein undies hottie. Which in no way explained why he was getting naked in my car. “What are you doing?”

      “Getting dressed,” he answered, buttoning the sedate blue oxford shirt over his impressive chest. “You might want to look the other way for a minute. In this getup I had to go commando.”

      I felt my cheeks erupt in flames. Surely this man was not about to— A zipper roared and I kept my eyes glued to the road.

      Suppressing my feminine curiosity, I remembered my interrupted sugar fix. Maybe that explained my weak thoughts. Withdrawal.

      With Phelps’ current state of undress the glove box was out. Instead, I groped behind the seat, blindly rummaging through the seat pocket until I found my open package of Sugar Babies.

      I tore into that tiny caramel ball like it was my first drop of water after a week in the desert.

      “Hey, got another one of those?” Phelps held out his hand.

      “No,” I lied. No one shares my candy stash, least of all a Clone Wars reject sure to earn me a demotion.

      Clearly he did not understand the gravity of the situation.

      Keeping my eyes on the road, I said, “I don’t know how much Fiona explai—”

      “You need a token boyfriend to impress your hard-ass boss.”

      He arched forward in the seat and I caught a glimpse of tan line-free, naked flesh from the corner of my eye. Fiona’s comment about his basement came rushing back as I saw exactly what she meant. My breath caught, and I concentrated on navigating my way onto the Brooklyn-Queens Expressway.

      “Right,” I answered. “I accidentally told her I had a boyfriend, and—”

      “How do you accidentally tell someone you have a boyfriend?” Another rasp of a zipper and Phelps was fully clothed.

      Was I relieved or disappointed? Relieved, I told myself.

      “It’s a long, long story, but the bottom line is she thinks we’ve been dating for six months and we need to make her believe that this weekend.”

      “No worries.” He folded his arms behind his head and relaxed back into the seat. “With Friday afternoon traffic, we have three hours to make up for six months of intimacy.”

      Steering the Passat onto the Long Island Expressway, I swallowed my retort to his smart comment. “My job dep—”

      “Wait, we have been intimate, haven’t we?”

      My fingers tightened around the steering wheel.

      “Listen, this may be just a game to you. A way to make some easy cash,” I bit out through clenched teeth. “But my future rides on this weekend, and if you can’t help that happen then I’ll just drop you at the next train station.”

      “Relax, Lyd. I can play the part.” He turned in his seat, facing me. “Tell me everything I need to know about you.”
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      “I need a rest stop,” I announced as we drove through Massapequa.

      More than a bathroom, I needed a minute away from sharing a confined space with Phelps. That man had a personality that would try the forgiving patience of a monk.

      I pulled into a Shell station and shut off the engine.

      “Want me to pump?” he asked.

      Did I ever. Holy Hot Tamales, where did that thought come from? Sugar. I needed sugar.

      “Sure,” I said, anything to get away from him sooner. “I’ll just pop inside.”

      “Grab me a Fiji water, will ya?”

      He smiled that cocky smile I had fast become familiar with during the past hour, and I fled the scene. I didn’t really have to use the restroom, but I thought I had better go for appearance’s sake. In the cramped but thankfully clean ladies room, I splashed cold water on my face and touched up my flagging makeup. I needed more than some eyeliner and lip gloss to boost my flagging spirit.

      My problem was more than just his overbearing attitude. In the car—my baby—he had to control the radio, the a/c, and even the driving. I was tempted to let him drive, just to stop his incessant directions. You’d think I’d asked the man to pilot the U.S.S. Enterprise into the Delta Quadrant, not navigate the Passat to Southampton.

      “Speed up, it’s sixty-five here,” I mimicked. “Get in the fast lane. Pass that wagon.”

      We weren’t even out of Brooklyn before I wanted to gag the man.

      Sure, he was attractive—okay, he could make a girl drop her panties with a single wink—but that didn’t mean he would get his way every time.

      “Could ya find a radio station not playing bubblegum pop?” he had asked.

      Who made him the arbiter of what counted as good music? Besides, I had to stay current on all things pop culture. Books. Movies. Music. They all fed the fashion.

      I walked out of the ladies’ room mimicking his complaints. “Damn, it’s cold in here,” he had said. “What are you, a penguin?”

      Yep, that ‘s me. Lydia “the Penguin” Vanderwalk.

      Sugar, my mind called.

      Like a piglet sniffing out truffles, I followed my nose to the candy section. So many choices. I was instantly soothed. I grabbed a Bit-o-Honey and a bag of Peach Os—and an Oh Henry, just to complete the “O” theme and just in case I needed the extra pick-me-up.

      Glancing out the plate glass windows to see Phelps gyrating around my car in a dance frighteningly reminiscent of the Macarena, I grabbed a Rolo, too.

      This was going to be the longest weekend of my life.
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      By the time we got to the first exit for Westhampton—only thirty miles left to go—I knew more about Phelps Elliot than I ever cared to. As the dense urbanization of the city gave way to the more natural landscape of the far reaches of the island, his inhibitions—if he had any to begin with—melted away. The man did not have a problem with sharing.

      “And this scar,” he boasted, indicating the back of his right elbow, “I got mountaineering in Patagonia. The Andes can be a bitch.”

      I stared blankly down the road, concentrating on the car in front of me so I didn’t give in to the temptation to drive my baby into a ditch and end it right there.

      “And this one,” he continued, scooting forward in the seat and reaching for his waistband, “I got—”

      “Enough!” I shouted.

      Phelps froze, thumbs tucked into the waistband of his black trousers, mouth open, about to detail yet another dangerous adventure. The man was a walking wonder of Emergency Room medicine.

      “I think,” I said more calmly, toning down my voice from the hysteria that threatened, “I know about enough scars. No one is going to ask me for a detailed accounting of your physical flaws.”

      “Hey, these aren’t flaws, babe.” He smiled that smile that made me cringe. “They’re character.”

      The man leaned back into the corner between the seat and the door. I hit the door locks. As much as I might relish Phelps being splattered across the Route 27, there would be a lot of questions and police reports and paperwork if he fell out of my car doing sixty-five—as I’d been told several times was the speed limit.

      On second thought... I hit the locks again, smiling smugly at the unlocking click.

      With a casual grace, he stretched his legs out and folded his arms behind his head. He was the picture of relaxed elegance. Like an old-time movie star. Rock Hudson. Without the disappointing homosexuality.

      Or maybe not.

      I eyed him carefully. Neat hair and appearance. Nice taste in clothes. He had yet to mention show tunes or Liza Minnelli or a roommate named Kyle, but still...

      “Are you gay?” I asked.

      I expected him to be insulted, or to get defensive, or to say yes. Instead, he waggled his brows. “Wanna find out?”

      His bright blue eyes raked over my three-hours-in-a-car wrinkled self in appraisal. I don’t know what he imagined he saw beneath my khaki slacks and navy and white striped boatneck
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