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      “I swear to God if one more trust fund kid demands a champagne refill with that snobby little tone of voice that reeks of Devotion League culture, I’m going to shove their face into a platter of beef tartar,” Dani muttered.

      I snorted. “No, you’re not. I bet you five hundred dollars that you’re not going to do that.”

      “You don’t even have five hundred dollars.”

      I sighed. “Touché.”

      Together, Dani and I wandered back to the hectic kitchens located down the hall from the elegant, dome-ceilinged ballroom where the wealthiest residents of the Upper West Side were currently holding a charity gala for hungry kids in some remote village that I’d never heard of on the other side of the world. Or something like that.

      Honestly, events like this turned my stomach. Nothing was more ridiculous than watching some of the richest people in New York dress in designer gowns and bespoke suits drink overpriced bubbly and schmooze all evening about their yachts and their au pairs and their million-dollar brownstone renovations. All while writing checks for a fundraiser that they knew just enough about to brag about their generosity the next time they met their shallow little friends for brunch. They didn’t actually care about starving children, though. If they did, they’d use the several thousand dollars they spent on their outfits alone and give it to one of the families that was struggling to put food on the table right here in Manhattan.

      But I digress. Dani was right. My bank account was running dangerously empty, and I needed the cash. Luckily, her mom owned a reasonably successful catering company and happily added me onto the serving crew when she did particularly large events. Dani, being my best friend and my roommate, was always quick to tell me when the opportunity arose.

      “Daniela Maria Martinez, come grab these rhubarb tarts before I lose my damn mind with impatience,” barked the woman herself, Mrs. Martinez. She was a kind and affectionate woman, but not when she was trying to run an event and keep her company in the good graces of New York’s snobbiest wallets.

      I didn’t blame her, honestly.

      With a sigh, Dani marched off to accept the trays of dessert from her mother, then hurried back out toward the ballroom with a crowd of other servers. We all wore the same simple white smocks and black pants. My hair was slicked back in a low ponytail, a requirement from Mrs. Martinez, who would not stand for a gala guest discovering a bright red strand of hair in their caviar.

      If only I earned enough from my other job as a bartender at my brother’s pub, but rent was expensive, and so were art supplies. If I wanted a roof over my head and a fighting chance at becoming a successful painter one day, sacrifices were necessary.

      I headed to the fridge to grab two more bottles of champagne. People uptown really knew how to throw that stuff back like water. Personally, I wasn’t a fan of it. It tasted like liquified tin foil.

      “Faith,” Mrs. Martinez barked from across the kitchen. “Can you come take this trash out for me, love?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” I shouted back, obediently putting the champagne back in the ice and heading toward the back of the room where the overflowing trash bins were starting to stink up that half of the kitchen. Even though it was a smelly task, I was thankful for the chance to do something other than stand in the glittering ballroom and dote on hundreds of people dripping in silk and jewels.

      Tying up the trash bags, I hauled two at a time toward the alleyway exit, bumping open the door with my hip. I was small in stature, but I was strong. Years spent stretching canvas and lifting gallon jugs of acrylic paint offered me unexpectedly impressive upper body strength.

      There were a few servers gathered by the dumpsters smoking when I made it to the end of the alleyway. They chatted amongst themselves quietly, exhaustion written in their slumped shoulders and tired eyes. The second they went back inside, though, they would pretend to be bright and lively for Mrs. Martinez’s sake. No one gave a damn about looking chipper for the rich folk, but they didn’t want to disappoint her.

      “Need a smoke, babe?” asked one of the girls leaning against the brick wall exterior of the alley once I hauled the heavy trash bags into the dumpster.

      “No, thanks,” I replied, shooting her a polite smile.

      “Tough crowd tonight,” said the older man beside her, his thick mustache concealing a majority of the cigarette that he left hanging loosely from his lips. “Worst bunch we’ve had in a while.”

      “Really?” I asked, raising my eyebrows. I was grateful for the few minutes of reprieve, but I didn’t want to delay getting back inside for too long.

      The girl nodded, prodding the woman beside her with her elbow. “Rachel actually came up with a rating system. Zero to ten.”

      The one who I assumed was named Rachel snorted. “Zero is the absolute pits, like catering an outdoor bat mitzvah for a child billionaire on the Upper East Side in the height of July with a thousand different allergens to keep track of and the kid’s mommy breathing down your back.”

      “Mhm,” grinned the mustached man. “And ten is a walk in the park. A backyard wedding reception for a relaxed old money family on Long Island, and they let you take home a piece of cake at the end of the night.”

      “So, where does this stupid gala rank?” I asked, glancing back down the alleyway. There was a curve in the alley, so the door that led back inside the kitchens wasn’t visible. I felt antsy, but I also didn’t want to be rude to my fellow service workers.

      “Like, negative three,” said Rachael.

      “Negative three-point-six,” corrected the other girl.

      “That bad, huh?” I chuckled. “Guess I chose a bad night to be strapped for cash.”

      “Ain’t that the truth, honey,” laughed the man, his exhales accompanied by tiny puffs of smoke.

      “I should head back in,” I replied. “See you.”

      Comically, the smoking trio saluted me as I scurried away.

      It was a cool night in Manhattan. Though we’d been having a nightmarishly hot August, the evening temperatures were starting to suggest that we’d be experiencing the sweet reprieve of autumn temperatures soon enough. I glanced up at the sky. I grew up in the city, so I was used to not seeing the stars. In fact, I found the delicate expanse of grayish blue that was never too dark somewhat comforting. New York was always alight, always alive.

      Once, I tried to capture the glow of the city from the edge of Brooklyn, perched with my easel and paints and shrouded in the nighttime air a couple of summers ago. I’d been trying to emulate Van Gogh, dramatizing the glittering pinpoints of the island of Manhattan into pretty swirls of yellow and white.

      Unfortunately, my version ended up nowhere near as impressive as the dead Dutch painter’s version, and then I was kicked out of the park by the police for trespassing after hours.

      That was another thing that irked me. How could entire sections of the city suddenly become off-limits just because the sun went down? Didn’t people know that New York was even more beautiful at night?

      Caught up in my musing and my starless gazing, I rounded the corner of the alley and bumped right into a tall, solid form. I bounced back and cursed aloud, grabbing the brick to steady myself. A firm hand grasped my upper arm. The strength I sensed in that one touch sent a strange shiver racing down my spine. Then it was gone, and I was left startled by what I’d just experienced.

      “Sorry,” I yelped. “Sorry, I should really stop spacing out when I—”

      At first, I assumed that the person I ran into was just another catering staff, but the chest and shoulders at my eye level weren’t clad in the same stain-resistant polyester shirt that I wore. Rather, they were cloaked in gleaming black satin, flawlessly tailored around broad shoulders.

      With the rest of my sentence caught in my throat, I took in the sight of the man before me. Dressed in a simple but tasteful tuxedo, he couldn’t have been much older than me—perhaps thirty or so.

      “Maybe you should.” There was a cold edge to his words that contrasted starkly with the way his lips curved into a crooked smile. His eyes, dark like unsweetened coffee, sparkled as if full of the stars that the Manhattan sky lacked. Sparkled with a glint that held an unspoken threat. The same shiver I’d felt at his touch returned. Instead of feeling the need to run from him, though, I became sucked into those mysterious eyes. “Though I must admit I wasn’t watching where I was going. I actually think I’m a bit lost.”

      I blinked at him. The deep, honey-sweet timbre of his voice though unyielding, wasn’t without emotion the way that the guests inside spoke. Even though he clearly was one of the attendees of the fundraising gala, his entire demeanor made him far more suited for a hole-in-the-wall bar. Maybe even getting into a brawl. After the power I’d felt in his hand, watching him take on a few drunks would be highly entertaining. Seeing his silk shirt stretch across his biceps and his chest. I’d definitely be down to witness that.

      God, what was I even thinking? Here I was, standing with my mouth agape at a gorgeous man and daydreaming about him in a bar fight instead of saying literally anything out loud.

      “Oh,” I breathed. “You’re lost?”

      “I got turned around.” He ran a hand through his glossy black waves, which were gelled back handsomely from his face. Who was this guy? How was it possible for someone to be blessed with beauty and wealth? That was hardly fair. “I needed to get some air—those bigoted assholes are suffocating. I ended up following one of the catering staff down a hall, then I stumbled out of a random door, wandered for a bit, but now it appears the only way back in I can find is through the kitchens. Judging from the sound of the conversation between you and your associates,” he said, glancing past me, “I doubt I’d be a welcome presence.”

      His rant ended with his chest rising and falling rapidly with his heavy breathing. He pinched the bridge of his nose like he was fighting off a headache. For a second, I spotted the man beneath the gruff exterior. I wouldn’t quite call his rant cute, considering someone with a jaw as sharp as his and with such an imposing height could hardly be considered cute, but it was very close to that. Then his hand fell away, and I had to swallow a couple of times before I was able to speak again.

      “Bigoted assholes, huh?” I asked. “Do you include yourself in that category?” I motioned to the way he was dressed.

      The man’s eyes glimmered, and I swore he moved closer with how much more demanding his presence became. He hadn’t taken a step. “I suppose I am tonight, unfortunately. Between you and me, I really hate these types of events.”

      “Don’t worry,” I replied, quickly recalling a few details from the spare information pamphlets about the fundraiser that were stacked in the kitchen. “I won’t tell the kids in Preah Vihear.”

      “You think this money makes it to them? You look smarter than that.” He appeared chagrinned. “The pomp of it all is ridiculous. Bunch of rich jackasses dressing up pretending to donate to a worthy cause. But I guess that’s how it’s done in the big city.”

      “Are you new here?”

      “To New York?” he replied, and a haunting look filled his eyes for a split second. “No, I grew up here. I am new to this level of wealth, so to speak. Very different crowd than I used to deal with the last time I had this much liquid at my disposal.”

      “The way back in is just around the corner that way,” I told him, immediately turned off by his mention of money. “Just go left, then you’ll see those big Greek columns right outside the doors that lead into the ballroom from the east side.”

      “I suppose I’ve said too much if you’re shoving me back in there with the vultures.” His lips almost lifted into a grin, then settled into a scowl. “Heartless.”

      “Not my fault you’re rich like them.” I meant it to sound teasing, but from the way his brow arched, I missed the mark.

      Didn’t matter. I needed to get back to work, but for some reason, it was hard to drag myself away from the brooding man. He obviously hadn’t appeared to be in a rush to get back inside, but he acted reluctant to simply leave me be. That was odd, considering that I doubted I was very pleasant to behold in my current state. The catering uniform, my makeup-free face, and my plain hairstyle stood in sharp contrast to his custom tuxedo. And I’d probably ticked him off.

      “No, it’s not,” he mused.

      The weight of his gaze increased. I became aware of my rapid breathing and how warm I suddenly was. “I should go,” I finally said, taking a step backward away from him. “Sorry again for bumping into you like that.”

      “Wait,” he said, stepping forward quickly and closing the distance between us. “What’s your name? Or should I just keep calling you heartless?”

      Why? Did he want to file a complaint? No, it wasn’t that. His curious eyes were enough to tell me he merely wanted to know. I hesitated, and his presence seemed to surround me once again. He was certainly a man used to getting what he wanted.

      I thought about giving him a fake name or simply running away but heard myself saying, “Faith. My name is Faith.”

      “That’s a pretty name,” he replied and offered his hand for me to shake. “Cameron Rossi.”

      Oh. Oh, no.

      He wasn’t just any guest at this gala. Though I would’ve had no idea who he was before I arrived at the venue with Dani earlier that afternoon, it didn’t take me long to notice that one man’s name was printed with implied importance on nearly every piece of stationery and signage at the event.

      Cameron Rossi, as it turned out, was the guest of honor.

      Despite his earlier statement about not wanting anything to do with this crowd, he was the one being celebrated by all of them. Sure, it was probably because he made a ridiculously huge donation to the charity in question. Why would he though if he claimed the money didn’t do any real good? What was the point? To flash his wealth around?

      “It’s nice to meet you,” I forced out, shaking his hand, then attempting to take another step toward the kitchen door.

      “Is that really what you wanted to say?” Cameron replied. He was slow to let go of my hand, but not necessarily in a creepy way. Truthfully, his palm was pleasantly warm and smooth against mine. When I said nothing, he added, “Thank you for the only interesting conversation I’ve had all evening. And if I didn’t run into you, then I probably would’ve spent all night stumbling around these alleys. I’d be rat food by morning.”

      “The roaches would get you before the rats,” I remarked.

      He laughed, the deep, rumbling sound catching me off guard. It didn’t last nearly as long as I wanted it to, nor did the brief smile he showed. “That’s true. God, I love New York.”

      “I really need to get back,” I told him. Mrs. Martinez was probably going to have some very strong words for me when I returned and attempted to explain why it took me almost ten minutes to take out two bags of garbage.

      “Let me buy you a coffee. I’d like to have another interesting conversation with you.”

      What? What planet was he from?

      “I don’t think you could handle another conversation with me,” I said without thinking. Hurrying away from him, I said over my shoulder, “Enjoy the rest of your evening, sir.”

      I opened the heavy iron door. It slammed shut behind me, effectively cutting the peaceful evening breeze off and any chance I had of glancing back for one final look at Cameron Rossi.

      That meeting was certainly not something I expected to happen that night. Not that I’d ever see him again.
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      Rossi Tech Hub was bustling on a Monday morning, crawling with dozens of certified geniuses, both young and old, that I’d scouted from around the country to bring to the think-tank company that I started a few years ago. It was an inspiring atmosphere. I appreciated being surrounded by innovative minds. It made me optimistic about the future, especially when my past continued to plague me.

      “Hey, boss,” Joe, my assistant, called out from the doorway of my office. “That environmental justice firm wants to schedule a call with you. Something about Cassie’s solar panel project.”

      “They want to talk to me about her groundbreaking inventions?” I asked.

      Cassie was one of my newest recruits. She was only twenty-two years old but already had a doctorate from MIT. When I read an article about her research into improving the efficiency of current solar panel design tenfold, I took the first train to Boston and gave her an offer she couldn’t refuse. Much to my relief, she accepted and agreed to move to New York within the month.

      Joe shrugged. “I suppose so.”

      “Cassie knows more about her own research than I do,” I said. “Tell them they can feel free to meet directly with the mastermind. Also, remind them that underestimating a young woman isn’t a good look in this day and age.”

      Joe smiled. “Yes, sir.”

      When he hurried away, I was alone again. My office was on the fortieth floor of a high-rise in Tribeca. Two of the walls were entirely glass, offering a view of the Hudson Bay and Jersey City. A normal man might’ve found the sight pleasing. I turned my chair away from the sun shining far too bright this morning as another warm August day settled over the city.

      It wasn’t the weather that had me feeling out of sorts, not just now but all weekend long.

      It was funny how things happened, how one decision could set a dozen other things into motion. About a month ago, I donated half a million dollars to a charity that was helping to bring internet to remote villages in developing countries. The donation was made under the company’s name, but when the charity reached out to inform me that no one had ever made such a large donation before, I didn’t know what to say.

      Truthfully, I didn’t know what else to do with all this ridiculous money I had except to give it to good causes and to fill the pockets of the next generation of bright minds. It was a pathetic way to attempt to make up for the evil of my past deeds. But short of bringing people back from the dead, it was all I could manage.

      The charity ended up inviting me to a fundraising gala. Then, shockingly, they named me the guest of honor. I’d debated saying no. As much as I despised the idea of being in the spotlight after being trained to stay in the shadows for so long, I couldn’t say no to an invitation like that, not when I had too much I wanted to accomplish with my new path in life. Though I was technically a billionaire, I wasn’t a fan of the culture of wealth. It was snobby and shallow and too exclusive for my taste.

      But this was meant to be me turning over a new leaf. Taking a new road, so I sucked it up for a night and went. Besides, I’d dealt with far worse situations than being trapped in a room with the arrogant elite of the city.

      That was Saturday. The reason I couldn’t focus wasn’t that I was still hungover from too much overpriced champagne or because I was still shaking off the bitter taste left in my mouth from the grand thank-you speech that the chairman of the charity gave about me. I’d never been one to accept compliments easily, not without expecting to give something in return.

      No, I was out of sorts because of that woman.

      She was the most beautiful person I’d ever seen. When I stepped out for air in the middle of the gala and got lost in the maze of alleys that surrounded the massive estate, I was hoping to be gone long enough the damn event would end in my absence. I never expected to literally run into someone like her.

      If I closed my eyes, I could still recall every detail of her lovely face. She had flawless porcelain skin and big brown eyes. Coupled with her thick red hair, she looked like a doll, like God was real, and he took his time creating every single inch of her. Even while dressed in the catering staff uniform, she was elegant.

      The thing that fascinated me the most about her was her ferocious sense of humor. How many times did she deliver flawlessly timed remarks with the perfect balance of sarcasm and wit? One thing was clear—she really didn’t care about being polite to me. Not that she was rude. No, she wasn’t rude at all. She was what all people should be—totally unbothered by the concept of powerful, rich people. It was more than that, though. She wasn’t even intimidated by me. That in itself said something about her character, or perhaps I wasn’t as threatening as I believed. Maybe the new leaf shit was working. Cameron Rossi was now a prominent businessman. Not someone who scared the piss out of a man with one look.

      For some reason, I couldn’t let go of those five minutes I spent in her presence. It was like my subconscious was begging me to hang on to the memory of her, insisting that she was more than just a pretty face and sharp tongue. I shouldn’t have cared. Even if she wasn’t left uneasy during our first encounter, it didn’t mean she wouldn’t be during the next one. Charming was not one of my better qualities. Hell, it wasn’t a quality I possessed at all. Even with that in mind, my thoughts kept drifting back to that short conversation and her eyes.

      The problem was that the only thing I knew about her was her name. Her first name, at least.

      Faith. No last name.

      But I was a smart man.

      So, unable to shake the curiosity of what would happen should I see her again and left to my own devices on a Monday morning, I leaned back in my desk chair and reached for my phone. On my way out of the gala, I managed to get hold of the catering company’s business card. According to the information printed on it, the owner was a woman named Rita Martinez.

      Hopefully, Rita wouldn’t think that I was an absolute freak for calling to ask about one of her employees.

      I dialed the catering company’s number and, after two rings, a young woman with a cheerful, lightly accented voice picked up.

      “Martinez Catering,” she answered. “This is Dani. How can I help you?”

      “Hi, Dani,” I replied. “Would it be possible to speak with the owner of this business? Rita is her name, correct?”

      “Oh, sure,” she said. “Let me put you on hold while I go hunt her down.”

      When the other end of the line dissolved into lively classical music, I groaned and closed my eyes.

      Was this insane? Was I acting insane? I didn’t do this romantic shit because that’s exactly what was happening here. Dating was never in the cards for me. Ever and for good reason. But my life wasn’t overshadowed by danger, not anymore. This is what upstanding citizens did. They dated. Met new people.

      Shit. Maybe I had lost my mind a little. It wasn’t hard to believe after all I’d dealt with over the years.

      She was just one woman. Did I really need to risk making myself look like a fool for one woman? There were millions more women in New York.

      And yet, I knew that I would always be curious about Faith if I never tried to contact her. I’d always been like that. I knew what I wanted, and that was Faith. It was very difficult to deter me from a path once I decided to walk down it.

      The hold music cut off suddenly, and I sat up straight.

      “This is Rita Martinez,” said a woman in a brisk but not unfriendly tone. “How can I help you today?”

      “Mrs. Martinez, I have a favor to ask,” I began. “My name is Cameron Rossi. I attended the gala that your company catered on Saturday. I need to ask you about one of your employees.”

      “Oh, of course, Mr. Rossi,” she replied. “Is something wrong? Do you have a complaint? I can assure you that—”

      “No, no,” I said quickly. “It’s not a complaint. Your food and your service were impeccable. I spoke with one of your staff. I’m trying to reach out to her again, but I only have her first name.”

      “You…? I’m sorry, but I don’t think I understand.”

      I cringed internally. I was a dumbass. I should just hang up and move on. Then I pictured Faith, heard her voice again, and my determination to find her grew.

      Charming. Just be charming for once. Clearing my throat, I said, “I apologize for the confusion. It’s just we started a conversation, and I’d very much like the chance to finish it.”

      “Mr. Rossi—”

      “Her name was Faith,” I barreled on. “I didn’t get a last name, but would you happen to know who I’m talking about? Of course, it’s not a completely uncommon name, and I’m sure you have at least a hundred or more on your staff, but—”

      “Faith?” replied Rita. “Faith Shaw?”

      Faith Shaw. I sat up straighter. I knew that last name and strained to recall if the woman I met Saturday had any connection to the past I’d been fighting to leave behind. There were many Shaws in the city, though, and I couldn’t recall there being an Faith with ties to the family I was thinking of. If she was, she sure as hell wouldn’t have been working at a gala like that.

      Wanting to make sure I had the right woman, I added, “She has red hair. And brown eyes. She’s kind of petite, as well.”

      “Ah, yes,” chuckled Rita. “That’s my Faith. She’s like a daughter to me. You said you spoke with her?”

      “Briefly,” I replied. “I know this is probably against your company policy and also likely sounds strange, to say the least, but is there any chance that I might convince you to give me her number?”

      “Well, Mr. Rossi, I know exactly who you are, so I know that you are hardly calling with ill intentions in mind.” Rita chuckled. “If you truly wish to finish your conversation with Faith, I’m willing to give you a hand here, but I do need to warn you ahead of time.”

      “Of what?” I sat up straighter, my old instincts kicking in. My hand even fell to my side, but I forced it back to my desk. No one was about to come barging into my office threatening my life.

      “Faith is an independent girl, Mr. Rossi,” she said. “She’s got big dreams, and she’s very focused on them, so don’t get your hopes up. Also, if you tell her that I’m the one who slipped you her phone number, I’ll fry you up with some seasoned rice and serve you at the next gala on my calendar.”

      A bubble of surprised laughter burst out of me at her lighthearted threat. I’d heard far worse in my time.

      “Yes, ma’am,” I said. “I really appreciate it.”

      Then, by some miracle granted from high above, Rita Martinez gave me Faith’s number and hung up the call with a polite goodbye.

      With ten precious digits now in my possession, I suddenly hesitated. I could be making a huge mistake. Even if Faith didn’t think I was a stalker who went a little too far for a pretty woman’s number, there was no guarantee that she hadn’t been wearing a different face that night. I doubted I was the only one in the city who went around pretending to be someone I wasn’t. She might wind up being a nightmare to be around.

      I fiddled with the paper in my hand, replaying those short five minutes. She hadn’t appeared ingenuine. I supposed I would find out.

      I dialed the number but then cursed aloud. Would it be better to text her first? Yeah, because a creepy text was that much better than an out-of-the-blue phone call. What had Faith done to me? Why was I so concerned with what she thought of me contacting her? I’d told her that night we weren’t done talking. She should be expecting this. I never left loose ends.

      Right, like she knew who you really were under the damn tuxedo. God, you really have turned into an idiot.

      Before I could decide whether to hang up or not, she picked up.

      “Hello?” she answered.

      Instantly, I noticed how much noise there was in the background on her end of the line. Loud conversations and clinking glasses, as well as a rumbling rock song crooning through a crackling sound system. Was she at a restaurant? A bar?

      On a Monday morning?

      “Is this Faith? Faith Shaw?”

      In the back of my mind, I thought about how her name sounded oddly familiar, but I chalked it up to the fact that neither her first nor her last name were that uncommon, especially in a city as diverse and populated as New York.

      “Yes, this is she,” she said, audibly confused. “Sorry, who is this? Are you a gallery?”

      A gallery? What? As in, an art gallery?

      “No,” I answered. “We met on Saturday at the gala? My name is Cameron—”

      “Hold on a second,” she interrupted. “It’s so damn loud in here.”

      She muttered the second sentence mostly to herself, but I caught it. There was a distant creaking sound like rusty hinges followed by a dull thud. The racket from wherever she was before faded away in favor of the familiar hum of activity of a city street.

      “Sorry about that.” Faith exhaled. “What were you saying? If this is about the portfolio I sent over, I can come meet you at your earliest convenience to discuss it further.”

      I had no idea what she was talking about, but the hopefulness in her voice made me far more curious about who this woman was.

      “I’m not calling about a portfolio,” I said. “My name is Cameron Rossi. We met at that gala on the Upper West Side on Saturday.”

      “We—wait, what? Cameron? Shit, this is uh, unexpected.”

      “Yes, I suppose as much,” I continued, fighting the urge to punch myself in the nose for being so damn ridiculous. Why was I pining over a woman for an entire forty-eight hours after just five minutes in her presence?

      “Wait, how did you get my number?”

      I froze. I should’ve taken a minute to think of a decent excuse for that inevitable question.

      I settled on, “I have my ways, Heartless.”

      Her bark of laughter had me wondering if she had that slightly lopsided smile on her face. “Of course you do,” she breathed. “You used your mysterious rich people resources to dig through the roster of catering staff. Look, if there’s something wrong with the gala or whatever, I can give you the company number. The owner is my friend’s mom, so—”

      “No,” I replied. So that was why Rita said that Faith was like a daughter to her; she practically was. “I wanted to talk to you.”

      “Why?”

      “You ran away before I could get your number,” I said.

      “I was working.” Was that amusement in her tone or wariness? I couldn’t tell quite yet. “What do you need my number for? I don’t do freelance catering. I don’t even technically work for Mrs. Martinez. I just help her out occasionally.”

      “I see,” I responded, trying to absorb all the little details I was learning about her. “I wanted your number because I can’t stop thinking about our conversation and where we left off. I’d like to see you again, Heartless.”

      “See me again? Like a date?”

      “Yeah,” I pressed on. “Like a date. I’d like to prove to you that I can, in fact, handle another conversation with you.”

      A beat of silence followed my statement. This was the part where she either told me that she had a boyfriend, wasn’t interested in men, or thought I was a psycho for reaching out in the first place. Even though I was generally a confident guy and knew that I was handsome by most standards, something about Faith Shaw made me feel like the likelihood of rejection was high. Probably because I hadn’t been on a date in, fuck, five years? Longer?

      At last, she sighed. “Sure. Why not?”

      “Really?” I instinctively replied.

      “Yes, really. But nothing fancy, pretty boy.” She muttered something else, but I lost it in the sound of a car horn blaring nearby. “See? I can come up with nicknames, too. Text me the details.”

      She hung up before I could respond. Pretty boy, she called me. The teasing helped lift the dreary mood that had settled on me this morning.

      And little did she know, but I had no problem avoiding fancy nonsense when it came to dates. Faith Shaw’s first impression of me had been that of a wealthy philanthropist in an overpriced suit, but she didn’t know that I came from much humbler beginnings than that.

      In fact, I would be willing to bet that my background was much rougher than hers.
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      I couldn’t explain why I agreed to go on a date with Cameron Rossi, not even to myself. Sure, he was handsome, but there were plenty of handsome guys in New York. He was rich, of course, but I never cared about nonsense like that. Rather, as evidenced by the distaste I felt for the entire evening that I was working for Mrs. Martinez at the gala, I preferred to date within much more humble tax brackets.

      Actually, I preferred not to date at all. I dabbled here and there over the years, but I never found anyone who charmed me enough to devote more time to than my own career goals.

      Thus, whether he knew it or not, Cameron experienced a miracle when I said yes to him. Maybe I was just in a good mood that morning. Or maybe I wanted to know more about how a charity gala’s guest of honor ended up wandering alone in the alleyways behind the venue instead of soaking up the endless streams of attention and adoration. The man was a mystery, one I found myself unable to stop thinking about. I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t pictured his face once or twice since that night.

      Whatever the reason was, I told myself that I was just doing it for a bit of artistic inspiration. My life had been too stagnant recently. Working at my brother’s bar and picking up shifts for Mrs. Martinez, then going home to stare at piles of blank canvases and begging for one of the hundred galleries I’d queried to get back to me was slowly draining the life from me. That’s what it felt like, at least. As if the color was disappearing from my days.

      Perhaps the problem was that my art was too boring, in part because my life was too boring. Didn’t all the best artists paint their best pieces while they were either completely insane or madly in love? At this point, either one was worth a shot.

      It was three in the afternoon on a Wednesday. It was an odd time for a date, but Cameron had decided that he wanted to meet me at the Brooklyn Botanical Gardens. When I told him that I didn’t want to go anywhere ridiculously sophisticated and obscenely posh, I assumed he would ignore the request, but I was pleasantly surprised that he suggested a casual walk amongst urban florae.

      He was waiting for me at the entrance gates. The tuxedo he was wearing when I met him had been replaced with simple dark denim and a gray t-shirt. His longish black hair was combed back from his face once again, but there was less gel in it this time, allowing a few tendrils to fall loosely. As he had at the gala, his mere presence gave off intimidating vibes. The few people who passed him on the sidewalk gave him a wide berth. He didn’t even seem to notice them or care.

      “Heartless, glad you could make it,” he said. His eyes did a quick once over of me, and my cheeks grew hot. “You look beautiful.”

      I wanted to laugh at the compliment, but that would probably make me look rude. It was just that I was wearing an old sundress that I bought in college with a pair of sneakers that were no longer as white as they were supposed to be. Then, because I felt self-conscious about the short length of the dress, I tied an old flannel around my waist before I left the apartment. Undoubtedly, there were a few paint splatters on the flannel from when I used it as a smock the other day, but I wasn’t going to pretend to be someone else for Cameron Rossi.

      This was who I was—a bartender with dirty shoes by day and a starving artist at night.

      “Thanks, pretty boy,” I told him. “You look different when you’re not wearing a tuxedo.”

      Cameron’s brow arched. “Different in a good or bad way?”

      I graced him with a once over, too. “A good way,” I confirmed.

      “Not a fan of formal attire?” he asked, gesturing for me to follow him through the gates and into the gardens. Apparently, he had already purchased tickets because the staff member at the entrance waved him right in.

      “I’m not really a fan of formality in general,” I replied. “It’s kind of elitist.”

      “I agree,” he responded.

      “You do?” I frowned. Even though he hadn’t been when we first met in the alley, I still expected him to be a snob.

      “Yeah, of course,” he said and shrugged. “Formalwear is almost always expensive, and the kinds of events that suits and gowns are required for also usually have financial barriers for entry.”

      “Like charity galas,” I quipped.

      Cameron didn’t smile, but his eyes shimmered with amusement. He kept his face turned forward as we wandered down the smooth asphalt path that wound deeper into the gardens. I scuffed my shoe on the path and stumbled. His firm hand closed around my arm, catching me. That one touch was enough to set my heart to racing. His hand tightened for a second as if he debated not letting go. I didn’t want him to. We were so damn close right then. The air crackled between us like there was a massive buildup of static electricity. His Adam’s apple bobbed, and his eyes flicked to my lips. I licked them on impulse, and he was barely a breath away in the next second. God, I wanted to kiss him.

      And as if he read my mind, Cameron lowered his head, simultaneously lifting me up on my toes. His warm lips met mine in a hungry kiss that made the August heat feel like a cool breeze. I leaned into him, helped by the firm hand at
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