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Okay, so Chloe was a little drunk.

Not tragic bachelorette party drunk. Just lightly buzzed. It felt like her bloodstream had been replaced with confidence and lime. It was the kind of tipsy where her legs felt like melted chocolate and her decision making got creative.

"You are not buying that purse," Jasmine said, pointing at Chloe's phone.

Chloe held it closer. She tilted the screen with theatrical reverence. "It's called statement fashion. It says, I could've paid my car insurance, but why not look hot on a scooter instead?"

Lexie snorted into her drink. "It looks like something a cartoon villain's chihuahua would sleep in."

Chloe shrugged, deeply pleased with herself. "We all make sacrifices for art."

They were three cocktails deep on a rooftop patio overlooking the San Diego marina. The sunset was bleeding into the water. An ocean breeze lifted loose strands of hair. Half their table was buried under guacamole, lime wedges, and the slow accumulation of receipts. The conversation had descended or ascended, depending on your values, into men, sex, and purse based identity crises.

"I miss nerds," Chloe announced. She stirred her drink with a tiny umbrella. "They didn't ghost. They just logged off."

"You miss breaking nerds," Lexie corrected. "You miss that thing where they whisper 'Oh God' when you take your bra off."

Chloe gave her a solemn nod. "RIP, Elijah from Chem 101. You were emotionally unprepared, but you tried."

And then Chloe looked up. She paused.

Across the marina, leaning casually against the railing, stood a man who looked like he'd stepped out of a luxury watch ad and wandered straight into her subconscious. Charcoal suit. Open collar. His skin was tanned to the particular shade that suggests offshore accounts and very quiet power. His eyes were dark and amused. They locked on her.

Not her table.

Not her friends.

Her.

Something electric slipped down her spine.

Chloe smiled. It was subtle and controlled. It was the kind of smile that said, I am absolutely a problem if you let me be. She lifted her glass just slightly. It was barely a toast as she offered him a flick of her fingers.

Jasmine caught the movement. "Whatcha doing, Chloe?"

Lexie dropped her voice. "You find someone with yacht energy?"

"Bond villain," Chloe murmured. She did not break eye contact. "Two o'clock. Looking at me like I just redesigned his master suite in Milan."

They turned.

He was gone.

There was just the railing. Just the sunset. Just the slow, innocent bob of boats that had not just been part of a cinematic moment.

Chloe blinked.

Jasmine scanned the marina. "Wait. Where did he go?"

Lexie gasped. "Did you wave weird? Was it, like, a geeky princess wave?"

Chloe turned back to her drink, refusing to look unsettled. "It was smolder with a side of finger flourish. That man just Houdini'd me mid flirt."

"Damn," Jasmine said. "Even your imaginary men leave you on read."

Chloe frowned at the empty stretch of railing. She was not used to this. She smiled, and most men practically handed over their social security numbers. This one? Vanished. No hesitation. No awkwardness. Just gone.

Annoying. Also, dangerously intriguing.

"Alright," Chloe said softly. She finished her drink. "Game on."

Jasmine raised a brow. "You talking to us or the ocean?"

Chloe smiled. "Whoever's listening. Probably Poseidon. Or Mr. Gray Suit."

She kept talking about purses, hemlines, and bad Tinder bios, but her mind kept circling back to him. She thought of the angle of his jaw. She remembered the way he'd held eye contact without trying too hard. The disappearing act was the most interesting thing to happen all year.

Fine. If he wanted mystery, she could do mystery. Tonight she would let him live rent free in her imagination. She would reconstruct the scene in bed with better lighting and a longer stare. It was his loss.

When the check came, it did not land in the center of the table like usual. Instead, the waiter, a guy too young and too peppy for his own khakis, walked directly to Chloe.

"For you, miss," he said with a small, knowing smile. "Mr. Andrews asked that I deliver this."

Chloe blinked. "Excuse me. Who?"

The waiter handed her a small white card. No note. No explanation. It was just a name and a number in elegant black type.

Josh Andrews. 760-254-7745 Andrews Holdings, LLC.

Chloe looked at it a half second too long. She ran a thumb along the edge without thinking. It was thick cardstock with a matte finish. It probably cost more than her lunch.

The waiter took the check, nodded once, and vanished.

Lexie raised an eyebrow. "Was that the waiter? Is he your backup plan now? I mean, honestly, I think he was kind of cute."

Jasmine got closer. "He had a boy next door thing. Like, hey, I mow lawns shirtless but also respect women energy."

Chloe slipped the card into her purse quickly. "He found my ring."

Lexie blinked. "Your what now?"

"My... my ring," Chloe said, flustered. "On the ground. I must have dropped it. He, uh... returned it."

Lexie gave her a look that said 'uh-huh' in seven different dialects.

* * *
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Back at the hotel, Chloe flopped face first onto the bed like a melodramatic Victorian widow. Her dress was half off, her heels were still on, and her dignity was definitely somewhere in the marina.

She rolled over and groaned. It had to be, what, two in the morning? The glowing blue clock read 3:32 a.m.

"Oh God," Chloe muttered. "It is tomorrow."

Her flight was tomorrow evening. Checkout was at eleven. Her head throbbed just thinking about standing upright. She reached into her purse for a makeup wipe and came out with the card instead.

Josh Andrews.

Chloe turned it over in her hand. There was still no message. Just that perfectly centered name. It was bold, clean, and unapologetic. It was just like its owner.

She considered tossing it. Instead, she tapped it lightly against her lips.

"Let's see what you're made of, Mr. Andrews."

She sat up, swaying slightly, grabbed her phone, and dialed. Then she saw the clock again. 3:34 a.m. Her finger hovered over the end-call button, ready to hang up before the first ring, when the line clicked open.

"Hello."

The voice was crisp and calm. He was not groggy or confused. He sounded like he had expected the call.

Chloe froze. "Uh... hi. My name is Chloe Lexton. I got a card with this number from..."

"Yes," the voice said. "The card was from me."

A pause.

"This is Josh. Josh Andrews."

His voice was deeper now. It was a little slower, but still alert.

Chloe swallowed. Her mouth was suddenly dry. "Do you always answer your phone like it is business hours at 3:30 a.m.?"

"I don't sleep much," Josh said. "Especially not when I'm waiting for a call."

Chloe blinked. "You were waiting for me to call?"

"I was hoping," he said. "But I don't waste time hoping. I arranged the odds in my favor."

Chloe gave him a look. "By bribing a waiter?"

"I tipped him well. And I chose a table close enough to watch you lie to your friends about the ring."

Her jaw dropped. Then it clicked shut. "That was a panic lie. It doesn't count."

Josh chuckled once. It was deep and low. "Are you always this impulsive, Miss Lexton? Or am I special?"

Chloe grinned, now fully awake. "You gave me a card like a Bond villain. You disappeared without a trace. I had to check if you were real. This could've been a business scam. Or a very polite cult."

"And now that you've called?"

She leaned back against the headboard. "Now I'm wondering why a man like you leaves his number with a woman and doesn't even say why."

Josh paused. Then he said, calmly, "Because I prefer conversations to be consensual."

Chloe laughed despite herself. "Well, now you've got one."

"And now that I do," Josh said, his voice lowering slightly, "I'd like to make you an offer."

Chloe raised an eyebrow. "Do all your offers happen after midnight?"

"No," Josh said. "But the interesting ones always do."

A small silence settled between them.

"I'd like to invite you to an early lunch," Josh said. "Eleven o'clock. 2577 Marina Drive. The gate will know you're coming."

* * *
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Chloe looked at her phone.

"Wow. No pickup line? No 'Can I see you again?' Not even a coy, let's meet for coffee sometime? Just a Pretty Woman line and an address?"

Silence.

Then: "Basically, yes."

Chloe blinked at the ceiling, her mouth half open. "Do you own the address?"

"I own the building," Josh said. "But I will be borrowing the view."

"You don't do small talk, do you?"

"I do contracts. And occasionally... lunch."

Chloe sat up straighter, suddenly aware that she was not wearing pants. "I'm really not sure about this."

"I understand," Josh said. "Take your time."

"You don't sound like a man who takes any time."

"I take time seriously," he replied. "Which is why I don't waste it. Chloe, may I call you Chloe?"

She hesitated. "I mean, I already called you, so..."

"Chloe," Josh said, "you can research me. I am easy to find. I am not dangerous. I am not after your money. I saw you tonight and thought you were beautiful. I was attracted to your energy. Your presence."

Chloe was quiet.

Men usually stumbled. They gushed or tried too hard. He did not sound hungry. He sounded certain.

Josh continued, his voice smoothing just slightly. "I want to have lunch with you. Nothing more. Not unless you decide otherwise. Just talk. Eat. Maybe laugh, if I am lucky."

She chewed her lip. "You do realize this sounds like the opening scene of a Netflix thriller."

"I assure you it is not. Unless we have great chemistry. Then it might be a series."

Chloe exhaled, smiling despite herself. "Okay. That was a good line."

"I had three hours to prepare."

"Fair."

Another pause.

Chloe glanced at the clock again. 3:41 a.m.

"Sleep on it," Josh said. "Or don't. Either way, if you come, I will be there."

And with that, he hung up.

Chloe sat there for a full minute after the call ended. The phone was still pressed against her ear. The buzz was gone. It was not the alcohol, but the girlish, giggly



















[image: ]















[image: ]
















[image: ]







































[image: ]


































[image: ]






































[image: ]



































































































































[image: ]















































[image: ]







[image: ]










































[image: ]




















































[image: ]























































































[image: ]


















[image: ]




















[image: ]


d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/scene_break.png





