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For those who can never stay committed

 to a book-buying ban, 

and for Shay, whose sharp eye kept the rhythm true.
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The fire marshal had called twice, but the club remained packed, the bodies inside moving in rhythm. Multicolored lights flashed over the crowd, sparking off glow sticks. Heavy bass continued to shake the walls and the glasses littering the tables. 
I bounced along with the music, headphones pressed securely between my right ear and shoulder as I spun the record.
"Rory!" Alice, a bartender, cut through the noise. "They’re threatening to shut us down! Lower the volume!"
I let out a breath of disbelief.
"I’m serious!"
Chuckling, I adjusted the volume, but the crowd didn’t stop. I pressed the headphones to my ear. It made me happy to hear the music, to feel it run through me, and to see people enjoy it. Venom was the hottest nightclub in all of Sydney, Australia.
Alice returned to the booth, this time dragging a tall man behind her.
"If he’s a cop, I swear—"
"He’s VIP. Boss said to take care of him."
"Since when did being a DJ mean I entertained for one?"
"Danny’s offering extra pay."
"Done."
The man hovered behind her, sharp in a tailored button-up and khakis. Dark features and oil-black hair, he easily towered over us. He was too clean-cut for this place, and with his handsome face, he wore the labels like a designer badge.
Most of the club hoppers were dressed in shorts and muscle tanks, the girls in skimpy dresses and skirts. I kept my gear simple, wearing a white tank top with the club logo on the front and cut-off shorts. White sneakers had been on my feet, but after entering the booth, they were kicked to the side.
Dancing to the music, I watched Alice whisper in his ear before she disappeared. I waved him over. "Hey, you. Come here." I turned away when the break of the song erupted over the speakers.
He approached with a calm assurance and offered me his hand. "Lorelai Jones?" 
I caught a whiff of his cologne, the smell pleasing and not overbearing. I released his hand after a second of letting my fingers linger against his. "Rory. No one’s called me Lorelai in years, but it sounds fancier on fliers. I’m trying to play it cool."
"Sullivan Masters."
Of course. Celebrities visiting the club was nothing new. “You’re from that Netflix show. My old roommate binged it once during one entire weekend."
"Two of Hearts, that’s the one."
I adjusted the knobs, another song drifting loudly from the speakers. “First time in Sydney?"
"I've got family here. I’m with a friend doing a promotion for work." He looked out over the crowd, clearly aware of the attention his presence drew. "I lost him… somewhere out there."
Nodding, I pressed the headphones against my ear. I switched up the tempo on the disc before allowing my gaze to slide back to him. "I’m sure he’s having fun!"
“Not too much, I hope. He’s got a wife back home. He needs to behave."
Laughing, I looked out at the crowd and spotted Alice watching us from behind the bar. "What about you? Are you having fun?"
He caught my gaze with his. "I’m not a club person, but the music is good. You make it look effortless."
“It’s not." I flipped a switch, weaving a new beat in the mix. "But thanks."
“You’re certainly leading the crowd without saying a word." 
His compliment didn’t feel rehearsed; it felt genuine. Surprisingly, for someone so used to the spotlight.
"It’s all in the timing."
He watched me work, his presence possessing a quiet confidence. He appeared to be the type of guy who didn’t need to try to be noticed. Golden boy, through and through.
"Maybe you’ll let me buy you a drink after this?"
The question was one I had heard a million times over, but I couldn’t help smiling at him. “I’m on the clock!" I pointed to the large clock above the bar; the numbers lit up in neon, informing anyone who could still read that it was almost two in the morning. “We close at three! You’ll have to ask me again later!"
Smirking, Sullivan stepped forward to gaze down at all the buttons on the turner, eyeing them curiously. "How does this work?"
"Two switchboards." I leaned in to rest my mouth next to his ear and inched up on my toes, my chin on his shoulder. "You follow the tempo, and you can make it faster or slower. When the song is done, you lower the knob to flow into the next song!" I lowered my weight flat on my feet. "Want to give it a shot?"
"Show me."
I tilted my head back against his shoulder to catch his gaze. Grinning, I grabbed his hands and pulled his arms around my waist, shifting him forward to reach the knobs. The song changed, the tempo now slow and alluring. The crowd went wild. Heavy bass flowed easily through the speakers as couples started to bump and grind to the naughty lyrics. I shifted him closer, so he could adjust the knobs, the tempo picking up.
My grin deepened when I felt him place a hand on my hip, his other hand hovering over the knobs.
"How am I doing?"
"You’re a natural."

      [image: ]"You’re a very cruel person."
I glanced up from my half-empty coffee cup to see Alice sliding onto a stool beside me. "Is that supposed to mortally wound me?"
"You’ll survive. You know," she continued, "most girls wouldn’t complain about a hot actor hanging around their booth."
"He was a customer."
"He flirted. You flirted back. That’s not customer service, babe. I call that chemistry."
Grunting, I downed the rest of my coffee, crumpling up the small cup, and chucked it into the trash can behind the bar. "I need more coffee, preferably something better than this shit Danny orders."
Alice jumped off the stool to scramble after me, trailing closely behind me to the front door. “You can’t avoid Sullivan forever. You’re not that rude. Besides, he knows where you work."
"I’m not avoiding him." I slid my sunglasses on, the weight of the messenger bag on my shoulder grounding me. "I’ve got my own shit to handle. He's a celebrity only in town for a minute. He'll be gone before I can blink."
"No offense, but when have you ever taken the high road when it comes to a hot guy?"
"The answer is never, but this isn’t the high road." I shoved the club door open. "I’m taking the easiest one."

      [image: ]The owner of the coffee shop greeted me loudly before the front door shut. I slid my sunglasses onto the top of my head, the plastic resting against the high ballerina-style bun I magically manifested my hair into that morning. I laughed at the sight of him already preparing my drink. "How’s it going, Ricky?"
"Things are great! You’re looking nice as always!"
Smiling, I leaned against the counter. I glanced at my plain gray T-shirt and ripped jeans, my plain black flip-flops sticking out from the frayed edges. "Thanks. Today’s fashion is brought to you by thrift stores near my apartment." 
He slid a cup of hazelnut-flavored coffee toward me and chuckled when I took a sip with my eyes closed, a small sigh of satisfaction escaping me. "For that reaction, it’s free today."
"You’re awesome, Ricky."
The doorbell to the shop chimed to signal the arrival of another customer, but I didn’t pause to look, taking several more sips. I finally turned my attention to see who had entered and almost choked on the hot liquid. Sullivan stepped inside the doorway, sunglasses tucked into the front of his crisp button-up, his hair perfectly undone.
"Mr. Masters, good afternoon! It’s good to see you again," Ricky greeted him. "I’ll have your order coming right up."
I cocked an eyebrow as Sullivan approached me. "He knows your order?"
"I’m addicted to coffee, what can I say?" He glanced at my cup. "Have you already paid? You did say you’d let me buy you a drink."
"Sorry, sweetie. I’m already taken care of."
"Shame." He moved forward to take his cup and reached for his wallet with his free hand.
Ricky waved his hand to stop him. "Don’t worry about it. You two go enjoy the nice weather."
Smiling, I led the way outside; the door swung shut softly behind us. I shifted my sunglasses to cover my eyes. "So…"
"So…" Sullivan sipped his coffee. "I'm surprised to see you this early. I didn’t think Venom would open until ten."
"It doesn’t. I always come in early for setup and cleaning." It was partly the truth, masking the real reason that I had nothing to look forward to all day except playing my music at night. The only day I took off was Sunday, and that was because Danny forced me to. "What brought you here so early?"
"I was looking for you." A corner of his mouth upturned. "Alice told me where to find you."
"And why would you be looking for me?"
He chuckled as he caught my sly smile. "You vanished on me last night."
"My shift was over," I teased.
"Alice said you’d be difficult."
"Alice tells people a lot of things." I shifted my weight, buying a second of silence. "Listen, no offense, but I don’t have time for a relationship or… whatever it is you’re looking for right now. My work is my life; it’s the only thing I care about. There’s no room for anything else."
"You don’t have any friends?"
My grip tightened around my cup. "I don’t stay in one place long enough to make friends."
"What about food? You have time to eat, right?"
"Well, yeah, but—"
He flashed another dazzling smile. "Great. Let’s get something to eat, and you can tell me all about work." 
I wondered if he knew exactly how his smile made my insides twist in knots. Did he practice in front of the mirror? If I trusted my gut, and I usually did, it was telling me that he knew exactly how he affected women. 
"I don’t have time for lunch."
"You’re going to need energy for work tonight. I’ll take you anywhere you want to go, my treat."
"You’re persistent," I muttered into my cup.
"You’re interesting."
"I’m unavailable."
"That’s not what last night told me."
I hated how calm he was, how direct and self-assured he was, that he was going to change my mind. "You think everyone flirts the same?"
"I think most people pretend not to want what they want. You didn’t."
"I’m not most people."
Sullivan flashed me a disarming, Hollywood smile that he had no doubt used on countless people in the past. "Most people are boring."
"Are you always this charming?"
"Only when it counts." Shrugging, he sipped his coffee, glancing around as if any minute he expected paparazzi to surround us. The mere idea of it made my skin crawl. There was no doubt in my mind that our picture had probably already been taken together. He was a popular actor, a golden boy with a bright future in the entertainment industry.
"I’m headed back to LA soon, but I’d regret it if I didn’t ask. Can I see you again?"
I stared at him, unsure of what surprised me more: that he asked, or that I wanted to say yes. "I’ll think about it."
"That’s a good start."
Shaking my head, I finished my coffee, chucking the empty cup into a nearby trash can. "I appreciate the offer for lunch, but I need to get to work and set up for tonight. Good luck with the promotion."
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My ears were ringing, and it wasn’t from the music. No, the honor was all Alice’s from shrieking earlier when I told her that I had turned Sullivan down for lunch. I did the final checks in my booth, making sure all the discs were in order, and with a final nod at Jake, the main bouncer, Venom was open for business. 
Three hours later, I took another swig from my water bottle, rolling my neck as I felt the sweat dripping between my shoulder blades. My eyes scanned the crowd. I had been looking for any sign of Sullivan, and I hated it. With a grunt, I tossed my bottle onto the floor.
As the song changed, the water bottle was placed on the end of my turntable. I glanced over my shoulder, surprised but annoyingly pleased to see him standing there in a white T-shirt and jeans. The fast song echoed in my ears. I wasn’t paying attention to the words anymore, despite how loud they were. The bass vibrated in my chest, the words from the song whispering in my ear like a deadly siren. 
I wrapped my arms around his neck as his hands gripped my hips. My mouth met his halfway, and I closed my eyes, the music twisting around us as the caress deepened. I gasped when my backside hit the turntable.
He ended the kiss. "Take a break."
"I can’t!"
"Yes, you can." He cupped my face with his hands. "I think it’s about time I bought you that drink."
I couldn’t tear my gaze away from him. "I already said—"
"I know what you told me, but I’m not going to quit asking!" His right thumb stroked my cheek. "Don’t you feel this? It’s crazy, but don’t you feel what's happening between us?"
It was scary, a familiar ball of nerves appearing in my stomach. He kissed me again. I couldn’t help but smile when he pulled away.
"I have to work!"
"I’ll wait for you."
Laughing, I wrapped my fingers around his wrists. "I know you’re not a club fanatic. There’s no reason for you to suffer." Releasing him, I turned to dig through my bag. I handed him a sheet of paper. "This is my cell phone! Call me when I get off."
"You promise that you won’t disappear this time?"
I licked my lips, the taste of him lingering in my mouth. "I won’t disappear this time."

      [image: ]The twenty-four-hour pancake house wasn’t busy, but I suspected it was because it was four o'clock in the morning. I looked at Sullivan to find him staring at me. “What is it?"
"You’re drinking coffee, and you haven’t been to bed yet."
"I don’t know if I will be anytime soon. I’m used to being up late, so I tend to drink lots of coffee," I shrugged. "I’m not addicted to it."
"Right."
"I’m not!"
Chuckling, he raised his own glass; the water was slick with condensation. "Okay, fine, you’re not addicted to coffee. What are you addicted to? Well," he sipped his water, “besides music, I mean."
"You’re certainly curious about me."
"I’m always curious about the women I kiss."
I almost spit out my coffee, wiping my mouth with my napkin. "The only thing I’ve done lately outside of work is finish a Stephen King novel I purchased four years ago. Basically, I spend every waking hour at Venom. That’s about it. I’m boring."
"You’re not boring; you’re selective of how you spend your time." He reclined in his chair. "What book was it?"
"Desperation."
"I’ve read that one, it’s good."
"I think we’ve switched roles. You’re interviewing me as if I’m a celebrity." I glanced around the restaurant, smiling as I noticed two older women at a nearby table, shyly looking at him. "Then again, maybe we haven’t."
He didn’t remove his gaze from me. "What made you move to Australia?"
I brought my gaze back to him. "Nothing in particular. It's a beautiful country. I move a lot."
"Define a lot."
Smothering the urge to roll my eyes, I smiled into my cup before taking another sip of the steaming hot liquid. "Every couple of years."
"Why?"
"Because I can." My answer was abrupt, but I didn’t care. "What else are you curious about, Mr. Masters?"
"Well, I was curious about how you tasted, but we've already answered that."
I fumbled my cup, but I managed to steady it at the last possible second. I stared wide-eyed at him for several seconds before clearing my throat. "Every time I think I have you figured out, you do or say something that surprises me."
"I’m sorry. I don’t usually say things like that. I mean, I don’t do things like that with someone I just met."
"I bet you tell that to all the girls."
"Only the ones I’m curious about, Ms. Jones."
His response made me laugh. I watched him smile, a pink blush appearing on his cheeks. "What kind of things are you addicted to, Mr. Masters?"
Sullivan toyed nonchalantly with his fork. "I consider myself rather boring," he shrugged. "I enjoy listening to Classical music. I grew up on it as a child. I prefer to be at home watching a good show than going out to a club."
"So, what were you doing at Venom tonight?"
"I think you know what I was doing there."
My mouth curved upward, but it didn’t reach my eyes. "Maybe I want to hear you say it."
He leaned forward, crossing his arms on the table. "I had a lot of fun with you the other night, more than I’ve had outside of work in a long time. I’m not one to deny myself when I feel a connection. I think there’s one between us, so why not try to pursue it? If you let things pass you by, you’ll never know what they could mean to you."
I let my eyes skim his face, lingering on his mouth for a second before I brought my gaze back to his. "How long are you going to be with us in sunny Aussie land?"
"One more week. Do you think you could fit me into your busy schedule?"
"You don’t strike me as the kind of man who enjoys relationships that are doomed to fail from the very beginning."
"You're right. Tell me you didn’t think of me today."
"I didn’t think of you at all today."
He surprised me by laughing. "You’re not a good liar."
"It’s why I don’t play poker," I grumbled, "but I’m working on it." I played with the salt shaker on the table. "I like you, but my life is too complicated."
"It sounds pretty simple to me. Music is what drives you; it doesn’t take much other than that to make you happy. The way I see it, we’re more similar than you want to believe. Acting’s a huge part of my life, it’s the only thing I see myself doing forever."
"But it’s not the only thing in your life. You have your friends, hobbies..."
"Are you saying you have no friends?" He pressed, a strange softness in his tone. "I imagine Alice would beg to differ."
I shrugged. "I don’t stick around long enough. People leave, or I do. It’s easier that way."
"I don’t know why you’re fighting me so hard on this. I’m not proposing to you."
"Give it time."
The comment was laced with dry humor, but he could see the seriousness in my face. "You’ve been hurt pretty badly before, haven’t you?" He surprised me by reaching out to take my hand in his, his thumb stroking my skin. "If you need to talk, I’ll listen."
"I know you would, and that’s what scares me." I pulled away. "You seem like a great guy, Sullivan. You’re certainly one hell of a kisser," I smiled when he blushed at the compliment, "but I’m not good for you. I’m not good for anyone, not even myself sometimes."
"If you give me the chance, I can change your mind about that."
"You don’t know when to quit, do you, Mr. Masters?"
He flashed me a dazzling smile. "So I've been told, Ms. Jones."

      [image: ]Venom was packed to capacity. I smiled at the crowd, throwing my hands up to excite them before setting songs on a loop. I turned to where Sullivan lingered in the booth. He had returned earlier that night, insistent on watching me play. "If you keep hanging out with me, people are going to think you’re a partying, bad boy. Surely you have better things to do with your free time?"
"I want to be here."
"Suit yourself." I glanced at the turner, momentarily distracted as I made sure everything was going smoothly. Judging by the crowd's reaction to the remix, everything was fantastic. "I wish you wouldn’t do that."
"Do what?"
"You’re just sitting there staring at me!"
"What do you want me to do?"
The temptation to see how far he was willing to go was too strong to pass up. "You could come over here and give me a hand." My breath caught in my throat when he rose from his chair.
"It seems you have everything under control."
"I wasn’t talking about the music."
He chuckled, sliding his hands up my arms. "I swear, I can’t tell which way is up with you sometimes."
"I could help you out with that."
He brushed his lips against mine. "I believe you."
I returned my attention to the turntable, smiling as he wrapped his arms around my waist. I couldn’t deny that what he had said earlier was true. There was something between us, and I desperately wanted to find out what it was. 
I only hoped once that happened, I’d be able to walk away without my heart broken into a million pieces.
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Just inside the door of my apartment, I stumbled, but he was there to hold me steady. I met his kiss without hesitation, barely paying attention as the door shut behind us from a well-placed kick. I ignored the butterflies that threatened to choke me, settling instead for hugging his neck. 
I jumped up to wrap my legs around his waist. I giggled when he caught me with a grunt, his hands gently cupping my ass. "My bedroom is the second room on the left."
"What about your kitchen?"
"If you prefer a table to a bed, that’s fine with me."
Chuckling, he lowered me gently to my feet. "I’m thinking more as I’m thirsty and could use some water."
I watched him walk into the kitchen, eyeing his backside appreciatively. I leaned against the doorframe, waiting as he found a cup and used the refrigerator's water filter to fill it. At the sound of my snort, he turned mid-sip to gaze at me from over the rim.
"I thought you were kidding." I watched him finish the entire glass. "Guess not."
"I’ve wanted something to drink since the club. I’ve filmed in places that went up to 106 degrees, but I swear, Venom felt much hotter."
"It’s all those bodies, sweating and moving together." I let my gaze trail his body. "It’s one of the many reasons why I love working there. The music takes over, and you lose yourself. It’s one of the best highs in the world."
"I’ve never thought of it that way. I can relax in my house to classical music and lose myself in the same way."
I took a few steps closer to him. "Classical music is a completely different ball game than dance and techno. You can’t get sweaty listening to Mozart."
Sullivan lowered his glass onto the counter. "Maybe you’re not listening to it the right way."
I raised my eyebrow at him when he moved forward to match my steps. "I must admit the image of you listening to Mozart is very sexy."
"I know what you’re doing, Rory."
"You do?"
He stroked the side of my face, sticking strands of my hair behind my ear. "You think that by seducing me, I’ll somehow lose interest and leave you alone."
I chuckled, a mock look of surprise on my face. "You won’t?"
"Nope."
"Well, damn. What if I let you seduce me?"
He laughed, the now familiar sound making my stomach do flips. "You’re too much." He brushed his lips against mine. "It’s late. I should go."
"To bed? You’re in luck, I’ve got one."
Playfully, he rolled his eyes. "I have to get up early to do some promotion tomorrow. When I’m free, I’ll call you."
"I might answer."
"Might?"
I tilted my head, letting a slow grin spread across my face. "I’ll think about it."
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