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        “We cross our bridges when we come to them and burn them behind us, with nothing to show for our progress except a memory of the smell of smoke, and a presumption that once our eyes watered.”
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        DARREN

      

      

      “Get the hell off me!”

      Pauly’s eyes had shot open seconds earlier, thanks to the Narcan and the bag of oxygen he’d shoved away. A slew of curses and violent thrashing was our reward for bringing him back to consciousness too abruptly. We’d fucked up his high, and he wasn’t pleased.

      “Bridge, hold him down.”

      Before I could, Pauly whacked Ian in the face with his angry flailing. Ian shoved him down on the sidewalk harder than he needed to. We were on the twenty-third hour of a double shift, and my patience was growing thin too. Pauly was a frequent flier, and as long as he was conscious and in a decent mood, the medics would usually crate him off to the hospital where they’d monitor his vitals until he came out of it. Today, we weren’t that lucky.

      “Try that again, Pauly, and next time you’re getting the Narcan no matter how good you’re feeling,” Ian ground out.

      It was an empty threat, but one that no doubt felt very real to Pauly under the current circumstances. Narrowing his eyes, he shifted his bleary gaze to me.

      I shook my head, keeping my hold firm on his arms, which were unexpectedly strong considering how thin he’d recently become. “Don’t look at me for sympathy, man. You can’t hit us when we’re trying to help you. You going to calm down now?”

      Pauly was a junkie, one of thousands in the city. We were two of a few dozen guys on the fire department who periodically made sure he was breathing after someone found him unresponsive on the streets, again.

      We seemed to care more about Pauly staying alive than he did sometimes.

      The harrowing truth of it would eat away at someone else. I couldn’t let his story or the hundreds of others I’d seen play out over the years get under my skin though. Not in this line of work. I just wanted to get back to the station. We’d been toned out all night long. Back to sleep just long enough to get jolted awake again. Nothing meant more to me right now than the promise of a few hours of uninterrupted rest. The sooner Pauly and I saw eye to eye, the sooner I could get my relief and go home.

      After a moment, he seemed to relent, his muscles going lax.

      “Good man.” I let out a sigh, equal parts relief and exhaustion. I nodded toward the medics who’d just arrived with a stretcher. “These guys are going to take care of you now. You going to be nice to them?”

      “Yeah.” He closed his eyes with a grimace.

      Until next time, Pauly.

      A couple of hours later, I was walking through the glass doors of Bridge Fitness. The gym that my brother owned and I helped manage had become a second home for me. Cameron had been working his ass off for weeks in anticipation of taking time off for his wedding. I came in every shift I could to help lighten the load, but I was grateful today wasn’t one of them. I needed to burn off just enough energy to crash back at my apartment.

      I entered the main gym room, and Cameron’s fiancée, Maya Jacobs, was on the treadmill, earbuds in, oblivious to my presence. The pretty blonde had had my brother twisted up for years, and as much as I’d hated to see him go through it, he seemed happier than I’d ever seen him now that they were together again. I gave her a wave when I passed and headed toward the office in the back where I’d likely find Cameron.

      As expected, he was at his desk. But he wasn’t alone. Raina, our resident yoga instructor, leaned her hip against the side of the desk. She flickered her lascivious gaze from his uneasy expression down his body and edged closer. Damn, the woman was an inch away from climbing into his lap. When she licked her lips suggestively, Cameron looked away.

      “Hey, guys,” I said loudly.

      Raina straightened and moved off the desk. “Hey, Darren.”

      “What’s up?”

      She shrugged, pushing her chest out a fraction as she passed by. “Not much. I was just leaving.”

      “See ya,” I said, taking in an eyeful of her swaying ass on her way out.

      Cameron frowned and turned back to the paperwork in front of him. I leaned against the doorjamb and tried to gauge his mood.

      “What’s up with Raina? She didn’t get the hint when you proposed to Maya?”

      He scratched his pen along his jaw. “I think that’s just how she is. I’m trying not to read too much into it.”

      I laughed. “Picking up on those signals and using them to my advantage is like my second job. She’s hitting on you, old man. Maya’s going to catch her making moves one of these days, and I’m guessing it won’t be pretty. Better for you to shut her down before Maya does.”

      He sighed and leaned back in the office chair that squeaked with every recline. He pushed a handful of dark hair off his forehead. “Yeah, I guess you’re right. Like I don’t have enough shit to deal with right now. We’re leaving for Grand Cayman in a couple of days, and I’m up to my eyeballs in this proposal for the investors.”

      I nodded, sizing up the paperwork that always seemed to make its way to his desktop, more so now that he was trying to expand the empire by opening a new gym. “How about I talk to her?”

      Cam shot me a wary look. I could read him like a book. I was the oldest, but for some reason Cameron always wanted to shoulder the burdens of life alone.

      “Seriously, it’ll be less awkward if I do it,” I said. “I’ll keep it light but make sure she gets the message.”

      A few seconds passed before the worried wrinkle in his forehead faded. “Fine. Just don’t piss her off. I need her here while we’re gone. I can’t be short-staffed right now.”

      “I get it.” I moved to the locker where I stashed my bag and jacket. I’d gotten my third or fourth wave of energy on the way home from work. Sleep wasn’t going to be happening for a few more hours. At least I didn’t have to deal with more guys like Pauly or run into any burning buildings for a while.

      Leaving Cameron to his work, I headed toward the yoga studio farther down the hall. I expected to find Raina there. She didn’t have class until midmorning.

      The large studio was cool and empty. Raina was straightening out a stack of rolled-up mats a few feet away. When the door latched behind me, she looked up.

      I flashed her a smile. “How’s it going?”

      “Good. How about yourself?”

      “Wiped from work. Long shift. I came in to unwind for a few before I crash.”

      She smirked, looking down at her mats again. “Private yoga lesson?”

      The smile I wore wasn’t forced this time. When our gazes met again, her eyelids were a little lower.

      I let out a soft chuckle. “Hmm, sounds relaxing. If I hit the floor though, I may never get back up.”

      She shrugged, going about her business, letting the invitation linger in the air between us. Cameron didn’t know, but she’d given me a “private yoga lesson” after work a few weeks ago. I’d had a weak moment.

      The guy in me who rarely said no to a proposition let the possibilities tumble around in my tired head for a bit. No, I was here for a reason, and that was not it.

      I cleared my throat and prepared to dive in. “So what’s up with you and Cam?”

      Raina stilled, her expression more alert now. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean…you’ve got a thing for him, right?”

      She stopped what she was doing, the lines of her body becoming hard and tense. Defensiveness quickly took over her pleasant countenance. “What are you implying?”

      “Listen, I saw you in his office earlier. Your body language… I mean, call me crazy, but it seems like you’re attracted to him too.”

      Her mouth opened but no words came. She was flustered.

      Taking slow strides toward her, I looked her up and down. No doubt, she had a nice body. Fit and lean, not an inch of fat on her. Plain to see when she wore only a sports bra and tight-fitting yoga pants. As hard as I worked on my own body, she just wasn’t my type. I wanted the girls who came to the gym to firm up but left a little meat on their bones.

      I stopped when I was a couple of feet away from her. “Are you trying to tell me that you wouldn’t sleep with Cameron the first chance you got? Tell me the truth.”

      “I am not one bit attracted to your brother,” she said forcefully.

      “Yeah?” I cocked my head, challenging her. I took in all the subtle cues of her body—the shallow breath, the flush of pink across her chest—that told me I could win this round.

      “Yeah.” She released the word with a sigh. The anger in her voice had faded.

      When she swayed toward me, my tired brain worked to catch up with where this was going.

      “Prove it.” My voice was low, laced with challenge. I took a step closer, bringing us a breath apart.

      She flashed her eyes to the door and then back to me. I knew that look. She had to make a decision. Didn’t matter because whatever she decided I could change her mind. Cameron was a good guy. That’s why she wanted him. I wasn’t, and that’s why, at this particular moment, she wanted me.

      She proved it when she curved her hand around the back of my neck and rose on her toes, bringing our lips together. She wasn’t hesitant or shy. She dove right in, and I kissed her back. Not because I cared about how she tasted, but because I knew that was what she wanted. I was never much for the act.

      She pushed forward, pressing her whole body along mine, and my cock stirred to life. Yeah. Fucking was definitely in the cards.

      Breaking the kiss I didn’t want, I turned her around and pushed her against the wall. She was naked beneath her yoga pants, which I’d shoved down her thighs, giving me just enough access to get what I did want.

      Don’t do this. I slid my palms along her hips, contemplating what I was about to do. “Are you sure you want to do this?” As if her answer made it any more right.

      “Yes,” she moaned, tilting her ass back to me, taunting my cock even more.

      Every time she made a sound, I envisioned Cam walking in on this atrocity that was happening in our shared workplace. Goddamn, this was stupid. And wrong. The mirrors on three sides of us reminded me every time I dared open my eyes. Screwing around the first time had been a mistake. If I kept going with her this way, I could have a real problem on my hands.

      I palmed my growing erection, my partner in crime and the thought leader when it came to who and when to fuck.

      Then I froze. “I don’t have a condom on me.”

      An awkward silence fell on the room.

      “It’s okay,” she said quietly.

      No, it sure as hell wasn’t okay. I never fucked without one, and the way Raina made eyes at half the guys in the gym wasn’t exactly confidence inspiring.

      I yanked her yoga pants back up and turned her around.

      “Not here. Not like this.” Maybe not ever.

      Her chest moved under her panting breaths. She was wound up, and I could have had her in an instant. That wasn’t why I was here, though.

      “Raina. You need to back off Cameron. We can fuck around, but he’s about to marry Maya.”

      I couldn’t rein the words back in, regretting the matter-of-fact way they’d flown out of my mouth. Her soft flush noticeably cooled.

      “Sure thing, Darren. You never struck me as the jealous type.”

      I ground my teeth. I wasn’t jealous, but if that thought was enough to get her to back off, I’d let it go.

      I hesitated a moment longer, looking her over one last time. At least she’d leave Cam alone now. I came close and kissed her once more. Mechanically, like it was my job, deriving no pleasure from it.

      “I’ll catch you later, Raina.”

      
        
        VANESSA

      

      

      I hummed along to the pop tune that played through the speakers in the ceiling, singing along just low enough not to be heard in the busy coffee shop.

      “Veronica!” the barista shouted across the café.

      I jolted back into reality. I edged my way toward the front and took the tray from him. “Vanessa,” I corrected.

      He didn’t linger long enough to acknowledge his mistake, disappearing as my phone rang in my pocket. I fished it out and recognized my mom’s number.

      “Mom, hey.” I pressed the phone to my ear and juggled the tray of coffees as I left the cafe.

      “How are you doing, honey? Is everything all right?” The sweetness of her light Southern accent tightened a bit with worry.

      We’d started so many conversations this way, as if she’d caught me in the middle of a disaster every time I picked up the phone. I rolled my eyes and released an annoyed sigh.

      “Everything is fine.”

      Everything was always fine. Even when it wasn’t. Even when life felt a little disastrous, I didn’t want to give her any reason to believe this move had been all the terrible things she’d imagined and worried about. A gust of wind tunneled up the street as I passed through crowds and people’s loud conversations.

      “Where are you?” Her voice seemed small and unimportant in the nonstop buzz and noise of my surroundings.

      “New York City, Mom. It’s loud here.”

      She was silent a moment, and I could imagine the look on her face as she shook her head. She’d never understand why I lived here. How it was the extreme opposite of where I’d come from and that’s precisely why I loved it. She’d kept me cloistered in my hometown long enough, but my future wasn’t in Callaway.

      In that little Florida town, I was someone different—the smart girl with big freckles, secondhand clothes, and a single mom. Mom had held her place in the community for years, serving everyone and their cousin coffee and greasy breakfast at the local diner. I had no secrets in Callaway and no way to escape the story that other people threw around like social currency, whitewashing their own secrets.

      According to the whispers back home, I’d moved to the big city to work on Wall Street. That was all I wanted anyone to know. And here, I was anonymous. I could reinvent myself a thousand times and only a handful of people would ever know I had. And God knew I was in good company in a city this vast.

      “Are you ready for your trip?” my mom asked.

      I kept a steady pace up the street. The exhaust from the crawl of cabs up the street tainted the air. If I missed anything about home, it was the fresh air. Fresh ocean air that I was so close to enjoying again.

      “So ready.”

      She sighed again. “I don’t like the idea of you traveling by yourself.”

      I rolled my eyes again, grateful she couldn’t see me. Her relentless fretting came from her heart. “I’m not traveling by myself. Eli and the rest of the wedding party will be together the whole way there.”

      “Maya too?” Her voice softened when she said my best friend’s name. She loved Maya.

      “She and Cam took a separate flight this morning so they could get a head start on preparations.” I smiled at the thought of them already on the island, enjoying the break and alone time they deserved after a stressful winter.

      “Wish you all were coming here to visit instead.”

      “Maya invited you to the wedding, Mom. You should have come. Would be like the vacation we never took.”

      “Vanessa.”

      The quiet way she said my name wasn’t reproachful. I sensed her sadness, the disappointment that no amount of forgiving would lift.

      “It’s fine, Mom. But you’d think after half a lifetime on the road, you wouldn’t get so stressed about traveling.”

      Seemed like the second she decided to step off my father’s tour bus, weeks away from giving birth to me, she’d never wanted to go too far again. Her few trips to the city came only after a lot of prodding and planning.

      “Phil can’t get that much time off work. And when he can, he doesn’t want to be running all over creation.”

      She’d married my stepfather when I was in high school. By then I already had one foot out the door, so I’d never bonded much with my new “dad.” She said Phil was the love of her life, but she didn’t light up like she did the rare times I got her to talk about my father. Phil had the personality of a lima bean, but they seemed happy enough. He was loyal, reliable, and seemingly equally as committed to living life in one spot as she was.

      “Oh!” Her voice went up an octave. “You’ll never guess who I saw at the town hall. Phil and I were paying the tax bill, and we ran into Michael Browning. Did you know he’s running for mayor? He’d be our youngest mayor. They say he’s got a real chance at winning too.”

      “Good for him. Listen, I’ve got to run.”

      “You do not,” she admonished. “He asked about you. Wanted to know how you were doing. He’s just as handsome as he was when you were together. I’ll never understand why you two couldn’t make it work.”

      While my mother was busy making meals and keeping house for her new husband, I’d somehow gotten on the radar of Callaway’s reigning prom king, to the disappointment of the many girls who’d been waiting in line for a chance at him.

      Michael Browning was the kind of guy all the girls wanted and all the other guys wanted to be around. Funny, good family, promising future, and a soft spot for girls from the wrong side of town. Just the kind of boy my mom wanted for me. Someone who couldn’t be more different from the rolling stone who’d neither had the time nor the inclination to raise me.

      “We couldn’t make it work for a lot of reasons, not the least of which was because I wasn’t going to spend the rest of my life in Callaway where he was clearly destined to be.”

      “You talk about it like it’s the worst place on earth. Why you’d rather live in that dirty city with all those people, I’ll never understand. You had a life here.”

      “That’s your life, and I’m happy for you, really. But right now, I’m standing in front of David’s apartment. I need to go in now. He’s waiting for me.” I was still a block away from my boss’s Soho loft, but I had to get the hell off the phone before this conversation took a real turn for the worse. “I’ll text you when I land,” I added.

      “Thank you. You know I’ll worry the whole time.”

      “I know you will, but there’s nothing to worry about.”

      She paused a moment. “Love you, sweetheart,” she said, soft and sweet again, like the sound of a mother putting her baby girl to bed, with the promise that everything was right in the world.

      My irritation melted, and for a second she was my mother again, not a woman who’d given up all her dreams and didn’t understand why I couldn’t give up on mine.

      “Love you too, Mom.”

      I slowed in front of my destination, replaying the conversation I was too quick to end. I looked up to where the architecture met the edge of blue-and-gray sky, delaying my entrance while the cool spring air whipped around me. I shook my head, annoyed with my train of thought and the unwanted emotion that kept bubbling to the surface.

      Melody Hawkins and I didn’t always see eye to eye, but she was the only mother I’d ever have. She was a part of me, no matter how far away I ran. I’d long ago stopped trying to catalogue all the reasons why I couldn’t live the life she wanted for me because I couldn’t do it without insulting the life she lived too.

      I didn’t want to do that to her, because as much as we disagreed, judging her for making the most with what she’d been given wasn’t fair. She’d grown up poor in a big family that never had enough time for her. She fell in love with the wrong man and followed him down a path that led to having me, but she’d done the best she could for both of us.

      Still, I’d come a long way from Callaway and didn’t want to look back. I didn’t want to think about the little town she’d raised me in or Michael Browning rising among its ranks. My life moved too fast to go backward. None of that mattered now.

      I breathed in the city air, exhaled with a tired sigh, and went inside. When I approached the reception desk, a young man in a poorly tailored gray suit lifted his gaze to mine.

      “I’m Vanessa Hawkins, here to see David Reilly,” I said with a polite smile.

      “One moment.” He brought the phone to his ear. “A young woman is here to see you, Mr. Reilly. Vanessa Hawkins. Shall I send her up?”

      My stomach tightened as Reilly’s muffled voice came through the receiver. Instinct, maybe. Or my body’s habitual reaction to his tone, even from this distance.

      The young man hung up and nodded toward the elevators. “He’s waiting for you. You can go right up.”

      A few seconds later, I was on my way up. I leaned against the cool metal wall of the elevator and let my mind play ping-pong between the plans I was hoping to keep tonight and the much-needed vacation I was going to be enjoying in less than twenty-four hours.

      Despite it being Saturday, Reilly had called in a favor, and I begrudgingly obliged. His dry cleaning was going to be delivered to his townhouse on the Upper East Side. Instead of having me ensure they had his new address, he insisted I pick it up and deliver it myself so he had it for meetings this week.

      David Reilly had challenged the limits of my patience for the last two years in his employ. Some days were better than others, but just when I thought I’d taken enough of his shit, I harnessed the will to endure a little more. Something amazing was on the other side of this, I promised myself daily.

      The elevator opened and I stepped out, the doors silently closing behind me. Suddenly I felt incredibly small and out of place. I muzzled my internal tirade as I catalogued the enviable features of the loft I’d entered. Between the slick dark wood floors, clean modern furnishings, and the few glass walls separating some of the rooms, the space felt positively expansive by New York City standards. Never mind the floating staircase leading to the second floor with more square footage than I wanted to think about. I had no idea how much a place like this would cost, but knowing Reilly and his financial prowess at our firm, it was well within his budget.

      Reilly shuffled down the stairs quickly and approached me where I stood, a few feet beyond the elevator entrance. He was dressed in a dark brown sweater and blue jeans. Soft brown loafers covered his bare feet. His casualness alarmed me. I’d rarely seen him outside of his designer suits. He seemed more relatable maybe, though I couldn’t name a single thing we had in common outside of our humanity.

      He wasn’t bad looking, with sharp features and shrewd gray eyes. He was maybe five feet nine but toned and had enough presence that despite my many frustrations working with him, I wouldn’t dream of crossing him. Few men or women in the world of Wall Street would.

      He reached for the dry cleaning hangers that had been hooked over my sore pinky. “Good,” he said, tossing the plastic encased garments over a nearby chair. Black-and-white prints, a stark modern look that matched the rest of the room.

      I blinked, breaking myself out of my sensory overload, between the loft and this different Reilly in front of me.

      “Place looks great. Once you unpack, of course, it’s going to be really nice.”

      He almost smiled. “You should have seen the townhouse at Sutton Place.”

      If the place he’d shared with his ex was half this luxurious, I wouldn’t have minded standing around and gawking the way I was now. “I’m sure it was beautiful.”

      His stare turned stony in a way that had my stomach tightening up again. Had I said something wrong? He made a nondescript sound, his jaw hardening. “Well, the bitch can have it,” he muttered.

      I nibbled nervously on the inside of my lip. The ink was still drying on his divorce papers, and this was the final stage, it seemed, of his permanent separation from Cheryl. He rarely spoke of her now. For as long as I’d been his personal assistant, their social lives, at least the parts that I’d been exposed to, rarely intersected. She traveled a lot, a common excuse for why she couldn’t attend company events. Another reason too why it was so important that I did perhaps.

      “I brought coffee.” I twisted his cup out of the tray I held and handed it over. Half caff, nonfat, triple grande mocha. He hadn’t asked for it, but I figured I would bring it just in case.

      He accepted it, never making eye contact. “Little late for coffee.”

      So much for thank you, I retorted silently. Something I did a little too often around him. Maybe he’d treat me with more respect if I demanded it. But the chances were higher that he’d just fire me.

      He took a sip before turning to walk away. “But I guess I have a lot of unpacking to do,” he said as he began ripping the tape off one of the boxes stacked in the middle of the room.

      He cast me a sidelong glance that rang clear as day in my head with, Aren’t you going to help?

      That’s what he wanted. And on any other day, I would have offered without hesitation. If we were at work and something was pressing down on him, I was programmed to do whatever I could to lighten the load. But this was Saturday, goddamnit, and the work week ached in my bones—an ache I had every intention of relieving with a couple martinis and some time with my friends.

      “I guess I’d better leave you to it. I haven’t even packed for the trip yet,” I lied. I was a hundred percent packed, all the way down to funneling my hair products into tiny plastic bottles. The clock couldn’t wind down to my departure hour fast enough. Yet as decadent thoughts of fruity drinks and sunshine crossed my mind, I couldn’t ignore how my anticipation was slowly morphing into guilt and anxiety.

      “Going to be tough without you next week.” Reilly’s clipped tone left no doubt of that. “Will your phone be on?”

      “I’m not sure about phone service there, actually,” I mumbled.

      Another nondescript noise that meant Figure it out, Vanessa sounded between us. I wasn’t sure if my ability to give voice to all the things he never said made me a stellar assistant or bordered on crazy. Either way, I had a feeling I was in for a long night.

      “Do you need any help?” I finally said, hating the words and hating the response I knew was coming even more.

      He jerked his head toward the kitchen and the tall windows that were partially obscured by a few towers of boxes.

      “You can start with those boxes over there.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        VANESSA

      

      

      “Ladies get in free.” The guy manning the door of The Bearded Lady nodded toward Eli. “Ten bucks.”

      Eli did little to hide his irritation, rolling his eyes as he shoved a ten at the man who then stamped our hands, gaining us entrance into the already crowded Brooklyn bar.

      “I can’t believe he made me pay to get in here,” Eli said.

      “Just because you’re gay doesn’t mean you don’t have to pay.”

      I pushed past a few clusters of people. Four hours and a fully organized kitchen later, I’d managed to escape Reilly’s clutches. The extended workweek fatigue was even more real now, and I was determined to make the most of these last few hours of downtime before takeoff tomorrow.

      One of the few rituals I maintained was keeping plans on a Saturday night. While they weren’t quite as wild as they’d once been since my friend Maya had retired as my “work hard, play hard” partner in crime months ago, they were still plans that kept me sane. Almost two years at the firm felt more like twelve, and I couldn’t remember a time when I hadn’t worked long hours, bending my schedule around Reilly’s whims and wants.

      “Just because you dragged me into this meat market doesn’t mean I’m not going to bitch about it, Vanessa.” Eli slid his slender fingers through his jet-black hair, something he habitually did since it was always overgrown. The tips of his bangs were dyed an electric blue, perfectly matching the bright blue band logo on his T-shirt.

      I wedged myself into a place at the bar, hoping to secure enough real estate to flag down a drink. “First round is on me, and we’ll call it even.”

      I tried in vain to get the bartender’s attention. I wasn’t in my usual barhopping attire, so I didn’t have any cleavage to bare to help my cause.

      Beside me, Eli scanned the room. “Have to say, this place has some decent scenery. Ladies night brings the man candy, doesn’t it?”

      I smiled. How quickly the tides had turned. “I thought you hated the meat market.”

      He cocked his head with a sigh. “Depends on the meat.” A mischievous little smirk tilted his lips. “Oh, I see a familiar slice right over there.”

      I followed his gaze across the bar, expecting to see one of Eli’s old flings.

      Decent scenery indeed. Not ten feet away stood Darren Bridge. I shouldn’t have been that excited about seeing a man I barely knew, but my heart began to beat double time. Something about him called to me…

      I wished I could have been blind to what that something was, but the bad boy alarms went off like crazy in my head every time I was around him. I needed a bad boy in my life like I needed a second job. Still, no harm in getting an eyeful.

      He wore a white Henley that did little to obscure the impressive body beneath. The man was a beast in the gym. Every hard curve of his muscled body was enhanced by the fact that he was gorgeous as hell. His face was mostly obscured to me now, so I consoled myself with the rest of the view. His dark hair was trimmed neatly on the sides, but he kept it messy and longer on top. Made a girl want to run her hands right through it. Enviable olive skin wrapped around the corded muscles of his neck and forearms. He turned slightly, baring straight teeth and a dazzling smile as he laughed.

      Was the object of his attention a woman? I wouldn’t have been surprised, but he was talking to another guy, no less ripped or good-looking. As if Darren attracting unnaturally good-looking guys to his circle was as effortless as attracting the women who were eye-fucking him all over the damn bar. Myself included.

      Eli elbowed my rib and shot me a knowing smile.

      “Shut up,” I preempted.

      He laughed. “I didn’t say anything. Your face, though…”

      “He’s bad news, and you know it. He breaks hearts for a living.”

      “Right after he breaks your bed. I bet he fucks like a demon.”

      The mere suggestion had my skin heating uncomfortably. Wouldn’t I like to know…

      I resisted the urge to tell Eli to shut up again before he could continue painting a fantasy of Darren Bridge that I’d already stitched together since meeting him months ago. Maya had warned me then that Darren was a manwhore and to keep my distance if I was smart. Easy enough. Drinks and clubbing could always lead to bad decisions, but even though he’d stuck by my side all night, he’d barely given me a peck on the cheek by the time the night was over.

      Either the rumors were wrong and he was actually a gentleman, or more likely, I wasn’t his type and he was simply being polite by keeping me company that night.

      I turned and leaned against the bar, giving up on getting the attention of the bartender. I needed to stare at something other than Darren’s toned back.

      “Guys like Darren always look great on first glance. It’s a mirage. No one is ever that hot and good in bed.”

      Eli lifted an eyebrow. “What kind of bullshit theory is that?”

      I shrugged. Sometimes I made up rules to make myself feel better about my personal reality. Deep down I knew my theory was bullshit too. Cameron was equally gorgeous, and Maya didn’t have any complaints. Then again, they’d been in love for years. I hadn’t known the pleasure of sleeping with someone I loved for far too long, and if what Maya said about Darren’s reputation was true, he probably hadn’t stopped the whore tour long enough to fall in love with anyone.

      “Miss?”

      I turned to find two dirty martinis placed in front of me, as if by magic.

      “I didn’t order these.”

      “Do you want them? The guy down there put them on his tab.” The once-elusive bartender jerked his thumb in the direction behind him.

      I narrowed my eyes. “What guy?”

      “I think this one, V.” Eli nudged me again, gentler this time.

      Then a warm hand was at my hip, grazing softly across my back as I turned. My breath caught at the sight of Darren. Somehow his presence seemed to suck up all the oxygen around me.

      “Not dirty enough?” He smiled.

      And my heart went flying again.

      “What?” My confused reply got lost in the din of the bar.

      He leaned closer, the cool scent of his cologne wafting over me, his warm breath tickling my ear. “Grey Goose martini, extra dirty. Did you think I forgot?”

      Oh. I registered the slightest disappointment that he wasn’t taunting me with some overly sexual comment. He had remembered my drink of choice, though.

      “Thank you. I mean, you didn’t have to do that.” I wasn’t sure if that was the right thing to say, but for some reason, his presence had my thoughts in a total jumble. Probably because the heat of his body was only inches away. Probably because the sexy curve of his smile and the glimmer in his eye had some sort of paralyzing effect on me, the way it probably did on most women.

      Eli offered a little wave, pulling Darren’s attentions away from me. “I’m Eli, in case you forgot.”

      “Good to see you again.” Darren’s touch fell away when he held out his hand, shaking Eli’s. “You guys psyched for this trip or what?”

      “Grand Cayman or bust!” Eli lifted his martini glass with a flourish, clinking it with Darren’s brown beer bottle.

      Eli took a drink and then frowned. A second later, he fished his phone out of his pocket, silenced its ringing, and pressed it to his ear. “Taylor, hang on,” he shouted into the phone. He lifted a finger, letting me know he’d be back.

      Darren moved into the space that Eli had occupied, resting his arm along the bar so it curved behind me. “Do you come here often?”

      I almost choked on my drink. He didn’t just ask me that.

      He shot me a full smile, showing his straight white teeth. “That was a serious question, not a pickup line. I promise.”

      “Sure. Well… I don’t come here often, but that will probably change in a couple of weeks when I move in with Eli. I’m taking over Maya’s lease, so I’ll be in this neighborhood more.”

      He nodded. “Are you happy about that?”

      “I am. Eli is one of my best friends, and I didn’t really like living alone. I think it’ll be a good change for me. I work a lot, and Eli has a way of helping me put things into perspective, I guess. It’ll be nice to live closer to Maya too. Since she left the firm, I feel like I never see her.”

      Silence fell, and I immediately replayed my words, hoping they didn’t sound as awkward and desperate as I felt behind them. Work was my life, and my friends were everything to me. I missed Maya, and Eli and I had grown a lot closer since she’d moved in with Cameron. I twisted a lock of my hair between my fingertips and released a sigh. “Sorry. It’s been kind of a stressful few months for me. Lots of things changing.”

      “I get it. Cameron’s not the same either. I mean, he’s my brother. We’ll always be close, but it’s definitely different now. Maya is his first priority.”

      “Cameron’s a good guy.”

      “He’s the best of us. Maya’s lucky.”

      I caught a slight frown marring the space between his dark eyebrows.

      “So is he,” I countered. Maya may have been a handful, but Cameron had put her through hell when he walked away from his half-baked marriage proposal years ago. She’d held up okay, all things considered. In the end though, they were both better people for having found each other again and for giving their relationship another try.

      Darren flashed me a small smile. “Fair enough.” He leaned close again, even though I could hear him fine. “So where’s your lucky guy?”

      I shook my head and stared down into my drink. “No lucky guys for me.” Only lucky guy in my world was David Reilly, and I couldn’t wait to be a country away from him. I lifted my glass to my lips. The distinct flavors of olive, vinegar, and vodka swirled over my tongue, and the promise of relief from my day at his beck and call loosened some of the tension in my shoulders. I held back a sigh.

      “Good?” Darren flicked his gaze from the drink, up and down the length of my body, and back up to my face.

      When our eyes met, I remembered how beautiful his were all over again. Light brown with flecks of green. Mesmerizing. Disturbingly so.

      “It’s perfect, just how I like it. I can’t believe you remembered. It’s been a while.” I licked my lips, convincing myself that he wasn’t really checking me out.

      The smile in his eyes softened, and something darker came over them. “I’m pretty sure I committed that whole night to permanent memory.”

      I didn’t know what to say. I wasn’t even bumbling. I was lost for words. Darren was obviously hitting on me in a way that he hadn’t before, and I had no idea what to make of it. My physical body was screaming at me
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