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            To the Cinderellas of the world…

May you find your prince…

Preferably one who knows how to clean better than Brock.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter One

         

         He’s senile. Last night he asked if I believed in unicorns.”

         Brock suppressed a groan at Bentley’s insensitive statement. No doubt about it, or way around it. Their grandfather, the CEO of Wellington, Incorporated, was losing his damn mind.

         But still, someone should come to the old man’s defense, and ever since he was twelve years old, that someone had always been Brock. Always.

         His younger brothers—twins—were a united front against anything and everything that happened, not only within the family, but especially with Brock. It had always been them against the world, leaving Brock the awkward job of defending them to his grandfather while simultaneously living with the ever increasing aggravation of their sex- and alcohol-filled lifestyles.

         “His medication…causes…” Brock clenched and unclenched his fists, mainly so he wouldn’t do something stupid like punch one of them. Sleep. He needed more sleep, and a life outside of running a company he’d never wanted to run in the first place. “Visions,” he finished. Bitterness took hold like it always did when he thought of the company, his grandfather, and the heavy weight of the world on his shoulders.

         “You think visions of unicorns is bad?” Brant, the younger of the twins, gave Brock a disgusted look. “Just last week I found him skinny-dipping in the pool.”

         Brock frowned as the elevator doors opened to the main offices of Wellington, Inc. “Why is that strange?”

         “Alone,” Brant said. “Who skinny-dips alone?”

         Bentley smirked, pushing past both of them. “Not you…clearly.”

         Brant’s lips pressed into a smug grin. “Jealous?”

         “Of the skank from last night?” Bentley snorted and sent off a text, most likely to the very same girl who had left Brant’s bed the night before. Always a competition with them. “Hardly.”

         “Hello, boys.” Mrs. Everly, their grandfather’s secretary, was like family. She refused to acknowledge the brothers were well past the “boy” stage and had been for years.

         “Hello,” they all said in unison. Bentley reached for her hand and kissed the top of it.

         “You get younger every day. Amazing, almost like you’re aging backwards.” He winked.

         Brock’s patience was already on edge. Running the company for his grandfather was one thing. Keeping the twins from making asses of themselves was another.

         “Bentley.” Brock gripped his brother’s shoulders with a jerk and shoved him toward the door. “Don’t keep Grandfather waiting.”

         The twins exchanged an eye roll.

         “So responsible,” Brant said under his breath. It wasn’t meant to be a compliment.

         “So…old,” Bentley added, because that’s what he did. “Brock, when was the last time you even got laid? If you say anything past seven days I may need to disown you.”

         It had been more than seven.

         Way more than fourteen.

         But with a company to run…

         And two brothers to keep under control…

         Not to mention the accident that had nearly taken his grandfather’s life this last year. Resentment washed over him.

         When would he even have time?

         For fun?

         Sex?

         Women?

         Anything?

         “You’re not getting any younger,” Bentley interrupted Brock’s depressing thoughts. “Aren’t you turning thirty-eight this year?”

         “I saw a gray hair when he turned his head,” Bennett added. “Depressing as hell.”

         “It’s not gray,” Brock snapped, clenching his jaw so tight his teeth ached. “And if you haven’t noticed I’ve been busy.”

         “Boys?” Brock flinched at the sound of their grandfather’s booming voice. “Boys, is that you out there?”

         “He may be losing his mind but he sure hasn’t lost his vocal chords,” Bentley murmured as all three of them stepped casually into the office and shut the large wooden door behind them.

         It closed with a resounding thud and Brock felt an ominous current of anxiety travel down his spine.

         It was the same feeling he’d had when he was twelve and his grandfather had told him his parents had died in a plane crash.

         The same feeling he’d had last year when he’d gone head to head with his grandfather over an acquisition—and won. The board had approved his decision. And less than twenty-four hours later, he’d almost lost his grandfather in a car accident.

         As if reading the direction of his thoughts, his grandfather winced. The pain was still there, Brock knew, even if Grandfather refused to admit it.

         Charles Williams Wellington the Third was seated behind his desk as if he sat on a throne, his mass of silver hair flowing into a deep curl that fell over his forehead. His wrinkled and tanned face didn’t look older than seventy, though he was pushing eighty-two, only weeks away from celebrating his birthday.

         “I have decided”—he paused and stood to his full height of six-four—“to have an auction.”

         “Oh?” Brock was the first to speak. Business he could deal with. Numbers he could process. Anything outside of that and he was going to need a drink.

         Or ten.

         “What would you like to auction?” He pulled out his iPhone and started a new note. “One of your houses? A few of your stallions? Titus Enterprises had a car auction last year that was extremely profitable.”

         Grandfather’s face transformed into a wicked grin. “Maybe the other two should sit down.”

         “I think he means us,” Bentley said under his breath, while Brant shot Brock a worried glance.

         “I mean to auction…” Grandfather took a deep breath and raised his finger to point at them. “You.”

         Brant, the fastest of the bunch, jerked his chair to the right. “He’s pointing at Bentley.”

         Bentley, never the more clever of the two, faked a coughing fit and fell forward in a vain attempt to kick Brock’s chair closer to the middle.

         Rolling his eyes, Brock said, “He’s pointing at all of us.”

         “Actually…” Grandfather’s voice deepened. “I was pointing at you, Brock.”

         Brock had always done everything his grandfather asked. When he graduated high school he’d been pressured into going to Harvard, because wouldn’t it be so wonderful to go to the same school as his father? In honor of his memory?

         Football, not basketball.

         Chess, never checkers.

         It was easier to keep the peace, to keep the smile on his grandfather’s face. And because he’d do anything to keep the old man from more grief and sadness. He’d seen those emotions on his grandfather’s tear-stained face when he’d told him his parents were dead. And ever since, Brock had said yes.

         To Harvard.

         To football.

         To business school.

         To taking over the company.

         To the women his grandfather thought it best he be seen with.

         But this? This was too far.

         “Auction a person?” Brock tried to clarify. “Why?”

         Immediately relieved they were no longer the focus of attention, both of his brothers had already directed their attention to their phones.

         Not even paying attention.

         Story of his life.

         Grandfather limped around his massive desk. Guilt slammed into Brock’s chest in perfect cadence with his increasingly erratic heartbeat.

         With a curse, Grandfather grabbed his cane and wiped his brow with the back of his hand.

         His eyes locked in on Brock. “Please.”

         Brock opened and closed his mouth.

         “It’s for a good cause,” His grandfather didn’t blink, just kept limping toward Brock until he had to crane his neck to stare up at the man he’d do anything for and had sacrificed everything for.

         The final nail in the coffin was when the older man lowered his chin and humbled himself by uttering, “Do it for me.”

         Fuck.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Jane!” Esmeralda shouted. “Hurry up! You’re taking way too long! We’re going to be late to the party!”

         “Maybe you should just go without me,” Jane offered in what she hoped sounded like the perfect balance between depressed yet content. She was exhausted from work—the last thing she needed was to babysit her sisters while they drank their body weight in vodka tonics.

         Esmeralda’s voice was loud and clear as day. “Jane! If you don’t come who’s going to fix my dress if something happens? Or watch over Essence; you know how she gets shy with guys! And you’re the best wingman.”

         Jane clenched her teeth together. What girls actually had their own personal seamstress? Though Jane was really more of a jack-of-all-trades. And she was probably the worst wingman in history.

         “You girls ready?” Essence asked.

         “Jane! Hurry up! We don’t want to arrive too late. It’s rude, and he may not notice us.”

         Jane barely managed to hold in her gasp as Esmeralda and Essence tumbled down the stairs and presented their dresses.

         Esmeralda’s tight black dress had just enough fabric to cover her surgically enhanced boobs and barely covered her ass.

         Essence’s was nearly the same style, except it was white.

         One wore purple lipstick, the other had on gray; they were always on top of the newest trends even if the trends were stupid—and ugly.

         At Fashion Week, they could get away with it.

         In Phoenix they just looked like Bratz dolls.

         “Yeah, I think”—Jane coughed into her hand—“he’ll notice.”

         “Aw!” Esmeralda clapped her hands and flicked her dark hair over her shoulder. “That’s so nice of you to say.”

         “Yes.” Essence twirled a few times to show off her dress to full effect. “How sweet of you, Jane.” With her eyebrows drawn in perfect arches, it was amazing she could even move them. “Jane, why aren’t you dressed?”

         “I think I’m just going to stay in,” Jane answered, tugging at her dress self-consciously. It was the best one she could find at the last minute. She hadn’t even known about the party until an hour ago, and the best she’d been able to scrounge up was a dress she’d borrowed for prom four years ago from one of her sisters.

         She’d tried her best to make the black cocktail dress appealing.

         But you couldn’t fix plain.

         And that’s what it was.

         What Jane was.

         Plain Jane.

         Her sisters gave her the same empty-eyed stare. Arguing with them was completely useless. When it was two against one, she never won, not that it mattered in the long run. Her sisters typically got their way regardless of what Jane said. They were pushy—but they were family.

         Swallowing back her insecurity, she nodded quickly. “I’ll just grab my purse, then.”

         Her sisters whispered under their breaths, though Jane heard every mean word.

         “Doesn’t she have any other dresses? Poor Jane.”

         “Hey, I offered to help her shop and she said no.”

         Jane snorted quietly. She’d said no because Essence’s shopping style was more like buy everything name brand and go into major credit card debt. At one point, Jane had had to use all of the money her parents had left them to pay off the bill.

         “Poor Jane,” Esmeralda said again.

         She hated pity.

         Especially theirs.

         She would move out of the house if she thought her sisters wouldn’t starve without her. Well, that and the fact that they were family and family stuck together. Even if family exhausted you, stressed you out, and made you want to scream at least ninety percent of the time.

         “Let’s go!” Esmeralda clapped her hands loudly and they were off…headed to a party that Jane didn’t even care about.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Admit it. This is one of the best ideas he’s had in years. The sheer publicity alone is priceless.” Bentley tossed back his third drink of the night and slapped Brock on the back then showed him his phone. “Hey look, you’re trending.”

         “I will literally break your phone in half with my bare hands if you show me one more tweet with my name and ‘auction’ in the same sentence.” Brock barely managed a polite nod in his grandfather’s direction as he greeted people filling the large downtown nightclub for the annual Wellington party.

         He tossed back a gulp of whiskey, watching as his grandfather winced in pain after a particular hearty handshake from a journalist chomping to get in on the story of the century. Brock grimaced. The press had gone wild when they’d caught wind of the auction.

         CNN.

         The World News.

         The New York Times.

         God, every damn newspaper in the universe thought the auction was the most newsworthy thing they’d ever heard of.

         One of the country’s richest bachelors was allowing women to bid on him.

         And allowing his grandfather to pick a winner from the bidders.

         A winner that Brock would date—and even potentially marry. That was the worst part about the press: give them a crumb and they’d make a feast.

         Brock sure as hell hadn’t agreed to marry anyone.

         One of the newspapers had hinted at a future Mrs. Brock Wellington.

         And they’d taken it and ran.

         Date a stranger? He could do it. For the good of the company. For the press. And most importantly, for his family’s reputation.

         His grandfather had informed him that the Board didn’t trust his brothers to do anything right—hell, he agreed with that assessment—but Grandfather had also let it slip that they were starting to doubt Brock’s ability to be a team player.

         Because he wasn’t a team player.

         He kept to himself.

         He made them hundreds of millions.

         And they still weren’t happy.

         He stared into his empty glass.

         “Do it for me and for your reputation in the company.” Grandfather had slapped him on the back. “You’re a stick in the mud. Hell, have you ever even been to any of the company baseball games?”

         No, because he hated baseball.

         “Fine,” he’d whispered while his hands shook, with rage, with the need to hit something that would break.

         The only silver lining was that the money that would be raised was going toward cancer research—one of his passions—so there was that, at least.

         It was stupidity at its finest, but Brock had agreed to do it. Maybe because he was just as insane as his grandfather. Or, even worse, maybe because he was convinced he would never find love, nor cared to.

         Because what his brothers said was true.

         He was getting older.

         And he’d yet to find a woman who wanted him for who he truly was.

         Then again, did he even know himself anymore?

         He’d allowed his protective love for his grandfather decide how he would live his life, his future, his everything.

         With a groan, he stole Bentley’s drink straight from his hand and downed the entire thing.

         “Cold feet?” Bentley teased.

         “Go to hell,” Brock fired back.

         Bentley, as if sensing how pissed off Brock really was, quickly grabbed a flute of champagne from a passing waiter and shoved it into Brock’s waiting hand. “Look on the bright side. Grandfather said if you married the girl he picked he’d give you the ranch as a wedding present, so there’s that.”

         The ranch.

         Their home.

         Their safe haven after their parents had died, where their grandfather had pushed aside his own grief to give them the best life possible. Shit, he was screwed.

         “Hell.” Bentley let out a low whistle. “I’d even sleep with her for the ranch.”

         “Who?” Brock was too busy chugging champagne to notice anything except the constant beat of the techno music and bright red and white lights flashing around them. He really was getting old.

         “Her.” Bentley glanced at Brock’s empty glass and handed him another from a passing waiter. “Her lipstick’s purple.”

         “How…exciting.” Brock actually flinched when the woman waved his way. “She looks like she should be poking her head out of a limousine screaming, ‘What up, bitches?’”

         “Oh God, I’d sell my soul to hear you say that exact same phrase in a high-pitched voice while you rip at your shirt. Please, it’s just what this party needs.”

         Brock’s lips twitched into an amused smile as he let out a bark of laughter. “What? And steal her moment?” He nodded at the woman, who had just started convulsing on the dance floor with a friend. “I think I’ll let her have the spotlight.”

         Bentley grinned. “Imagine how they dance when they’re drunk.”

         “Are you under the impression they’re sober?”

         “Either way. Bad choices.”

         “Oh, shit!” Brock choked on his third drink. “They just saw Grandfather.”

         Brock prayed to God that his grandfather wouldn’t send the girls his way. Time slowed as Grandfather turned, made a face, and dismissed them.

         Both Brock and Bentley exhaled loudly.

         “Drink,” Bentley encouraged. “Maybe the caterpillars will turn into butterflies. Whiskey encourages these things.”

         “I’m only taking this drink.” He gripped it between his hands. How many had he just downed, anyway? Four? Five? “Because I see no other option. And believe me, I’ve done nothing but try to think of a way out of this.”

         Bentley crossed his arms. “What about no?”

         “No.” Brock shook his head vehemently.

         “You have no problem saying it to me or Brant on a daily basis, yet the minute Grandfather turns his furry eyebrows in your direction you turn into this…robot.”

         Brock stiffened. “Robot? Hardly.” He’d been called worse. But that was beside the point.

         His brothers didn’t get it; they didn’t understand the power behind a simple word, and how it was Brock’s fault that their parents were dead in the first place.

         Because the first time he’d said that word had been after an argument with his father.

         No, he’d said. No. No. No.

         The next day both of his parents were dead.

         His hands shook with the memory, as if re-living it all over again.

         “All right, then. So you said yes because you want to settle down? With a woman of Grandfather’s choosing?” Bentley chuckled. “The last woman he sent your way had the longest fingernails I’d ever seen.” He shuddered. “I had at least three nightmares, all of them including her nails impaling my…well, let’s just say I woke up in a cold sweat.”

         Brock shrugged, and his stomach warmed as the whiskey finally began to take effect. “She wasn’t so bad.”

         “Her name was Pearl.”

         Brock shifted uncomfortably on his feet while Bentley gave him a pointed stare. “Just march up to him and say ‘thanks for the concern, but I nominate Brant as tribute.’”

         Smirking, Brock glanced across the room just in time to see Brant press some random woman against the wall and kiss down her neck. “He seems occupied.”

         “When is he not occupied? Though the night is a bit young for him to start his sexual prowl.”

         “True.”

         The music got louder, seeming to rise along with Brock’s discomfort. “Maybe, one more drink, and then…”

         Bentley tried to hand him yet another drink, this time, champagne. Brock refused it. “And then, you and grandfather talk.”

         “Yes.” Brock frowned. “I mean no.”

         “Grow a pair of balls, brother. Your choice is either man up…” He pointed to the two girls dancing with mindless abandon on the floor. The girl in the black dress bent over, giving them a hellish view of her thong. Both Brock and Bentley shuddered and looked away. “Or it’s possible that the vision before you could be your future.”

         “I’ll talk to him,” he lied.

         “Good man.” Bentley sighed. “Now that my single good deed of the year is done, I’m off to find the first woman to catch my eye, one who possesses all her teeth and is of sound mind. I’m not picky; I just need sex.”

         “Shocking that you get so much ass with that attitude.”

         “That hurts.” Bentley tapped his chest. “Right here.” And then he smirked. “But not as much as right here.” He grabbed his crotch with a jerk, then laughed and walked off.

         Watching Bentley strut across the room like a rooster, Brock tightened his hold on his glass. Both of his brothers were free.

         While he lived in a prison of his own making. With gold bars. And a mirror where his grandfather stared back at him.

         He returned his attention to his grandfather and the group of people who had crowded around him. His vision was starting to blur, but only because of the lights. He could easily hold more alcohol than most.

         Then, in a sudden flurry of screaming, a woman was pushed onto the dance floor right into the two crazy women with even crazier lipstick.

         A catfight broke out as one of the women ripped at the newcomer’s dress almost hard enough to pull the entire thing off and leave her flashing half the club. The girl pressed her hands to her chest while the woman standing on her other side tugged at the girl’s hair.

         The hell?

         How drunk were they?

         He started toward the dance floor to pull them apart when suddenly the crowd parted.

         The girl glanced up at him with wide eyes.

         He stopped walking.

         Breathing.

         It wasn’t her face…her lips… It wasn’t the way her body looked poured into her tight black dress.

         No, it was her eyes.

         As if she was begging for someone to save her.

         Protectiveness slammed into him and he shoved his body through the remaining people watching the scene, and picked the girl up into his arms.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         Jane was pressed so tightly against the wall she would have sworn her body was starting to blend into the wallpaper. Most people didn’t give her a second glance. Then again, she wouldn’t give herself a second glance either.

         Women with fake boobs and injected lips mocked her while rich men in three-piece suits completely ignored her.

         She self-consciously tugged at hem of the short black dress. In a last ditch effort to modernize the dress, or at least add a bit of spice, she’d grabbed her mother’s long pearls, wrapped them around her neck twice and called it good.

         But the minute they’d arrived at the party she’d wanted to disappear. Her sisters were already semi-drunk, thanks to the vodka they’d had in the car. Against Jane’s protests they’d taken shots while she drove. And then she’d paid for parking only to hear them whine that she had parked too far away.

         They’d been here for twenty minutes and already she wanted to leave, or at least sit down, but most of the available space was taken by couples talking, eating…kissing.

         She was surrounded by the beautiful and rich.

         The only reason her sisters had even been invited was because they were complete and total social climbers, and had managed to gain an invitation from a friend who was an heiress to some french fry company.

         A waiter passed by with champagne.

         She grabbed a glass and downed the entire thing. The alcohol didn’t help her nerves, but at least the bubbles semi-calmed her stomach.

         Her sweaty feet slid in her too-big red pumps as she pressed harder against the wall to alleviate the ache in her toes.

         The music shifted to a loud techno song as the lights went from red to a bright white, and with a gasp she covered her eyes and then blinked a few times to clear her line of vision.

         The jumbled sweaty bodies moved aside as the music changed to a slow song. There was just enough of a break for her to see across the room.

         “Oh.” It was all she could utter, really the only word she was capable of as her breathing picked up. Without thinking, she grabbed another glass of champagne from a passing waiter, suddenly awkward. What was she supposed to do with her hands?

         Thick wavy auburn hair fell in disarray over his forehead. It was lush, shiny, perfect. Were guys born with hair like that? Or was his somehow chemically engineered? His full lips pressed together in a secret smile as the equally handsome man next to him said something, then erupted in laughter.

         The first man stiffened, then shook his head. His broad shoulders seemed to grow tight as a drum. A slight tic in his jaw was the only clue that he was irritated or maybe outright angry.

         And then his shoulders slumped as he was handed another drink and then another.

         Nervous. He must be nervous. But what could a man like that possibly have to be nervous about?

         He easily towered over most of the men in attendance. Suddenly his posture changed, then he smiled.

         Jane felt her mouth drop open in shock.

         Dazzling.

         He was…like a duke or a lord or a prince from a storybook. Clearly, she read too many romance novels, but his entire presence demanded attention; screamed authority, importance, and sex. Lots and lots of sex.

         Yes, his virility was a tangible thing, as if she could reach out and grasp it with her fingertips.

         “What are you doing?” Esmeralda yelled in her right ear, interrupting her blatant sexual fantasy about a complete stranger. Great. That’s what her life had come to. And sadly? It was the most fun she’d had all night.

         Jane turned to Esmeralda, prayed for patience, and answered. “Sorry, I was just thinking.”

         “You’re so boring.” Esmeralda rolled her eyes. “No wonder you got dumped.”

         Another fun fact? Esmeralda was mean when she was drunk.

         The reminder of the breakup burned like acid.

         It had been a year ago, not that it mattered. It still hurt that the last guy she’d dated had told her that although she was cute, she wasn’t really doing it for him anymore.

         Right. Doing it.

         Maybe that was because she hadn’t done anything for him or with him, and he found that lacking. But they’d only dated for a few weeks. Did normal girls do that? Put out after a few weeks? Apparently.

         She wasn’t normal.

         But if that was normal, maybe she was better off being strange.

         “Jane, are you even listening to me?” Esmeralda whined. “Essence needs you to dance next to her for a bit. I’m tired and tipsy. I want to sit. Plus your dress blends in enough that it won’t take attention away from her.”

         No way. What? What had she just said?

         Jane wrapped her arms around her middle. “I’m sorry, what?”

         Without warning, Esmeralda grabbed Jane’s hand and jerked her toward the dance floor, causing Jane to lose her footing and crash directly into Esmeralda’s back. Then, with a ricochet like effect, she slammed back into Essence.

         Jane opened her mouth to shout out an apology, but Esmeralda was already too drunk to listen to reason. With determination in her eyes, she reached for the pearls at Jane’s neck but grabbed the fabric of the dress instead.

         Her poorly sewn dress ripped instantly, causing the fabric to slink past her strapless bra. A diagonal slit split up her thigh almost all the way to her hip. In an effort to cover herself, she took a step and tripped, thanks to her clunky shoes.

         And then she fell to the floor.

         Hard.

         Her sisters watched in horror—but neither of them offered a hand. They were probably kicking themselves for forcing her to come. Esmeralda leaned over but missed Jane’s shoulder by a mile, grabbing her hair and giving it a tug, which only made Jane wince harder.

         Both sisters were completely tanked.

         And she was less than two minutes away from being trampled by the other sweaty bodies around her.

         She glanced up.

         And into the eyes of the man she’d just been lusting after.

         Oh God, the humiliation was complete.

         That one glance told her he’d seen it all. She swallowed back the thickness building in her throat. Of course the only time he’d notice her would be when she’d ripped her dress and nearly took out a few guests on her way down to the dance floor.

         The crowd gathered around her.

         And the sexy man disappeared—probably off in search of a girl with perfect hair, perfect teeth, perfect clothes.

         She really should have stayed home.

         Tears filled her eyes as a heel pressed into her right hand. With a jerk she tugged her hand free, struggling to get up to stand on her wobbly feet, when suddenly she was pulled to a standing position and then swept up in strong arms.

         Jane’s eyes were still so blurry from unshed tears she couldn’t make out the man’s face as he carried her out of the crowd.

         He smelled like heaven.

         She fought the insane urge to press her face against his chest and just…close her eyes.

         Because he felt safe.

         Pathetic, when a stranger’s arms provided more safety than her own family. And yet he felt…right.

         In a world where things for the past ten years had felt so wrong.

         He felt right.

         Maybe she’d had too much champagne.

         “Are you all right?” he whispered in a deep voice with a hint of a southern drawl. He’d brought her into a private room where the music wasn’t quite so deafening.

         He set her on one of the black leather couches and kicked the door shut with his foot, muffling the music on the other side.

         Blinking, Jane glanced up and gawked, like a starry-eyed teenager. He was the same man she’d seen earlier, the one she’d been captivated by. “Yes.”

         “Yes?” He looked confused. His amazing eyebrows drew together, and a small line creased the center of his forehead. Even the line was gorgeous, just as gorgeous as the rest of him.

         His thickly muscled body screamed power. Her hands slid down the front of his chest. Even his shirt was smooth. She didn’t realize she’d been basically petting him until his muscles tensed beneath her palm. Oh crap.

         “I mean, yes, I’m fine.” She tried to stand then fell back down; her stupid heel was broken. “Or I was fine, until I got trampled.”

         The line in his forehead deepened. “You’re not hurt, are you?”

         Jane shook her head then pressed her hand to her chest and gasped out, “My pearls!”

         “Wait here.” He held out his hands. “I’ll get the necklace, I’m sure it’s where you fell and—”

         “No.” Jane slumped, defeated. “They broke off when my sis—” She corrected herself, not wanting to claim the crazies in the other room. “They broke apart when I fell.”

         The man sighed loudly and ran his fingers through his perfect hair. “I’ll talk to the club manager and see if anyone turns them in.”

         It was on the tip of her tongue to give him all the many reasons why they were irreplaceable, but instead she settled with, “That’s really not necessary. It’s not your fault I was a victim of the techno craze.”

         His upper lip curled. “I hate techno.”

         “Me too.”

         “Is there something I can do? Anything? You promise you aren’t hurt?”

         “Careful or you’re going to have me believe you got me trampled on purpose in order to trap me in a private room,” she joked as a smile tugged at her lips.

         “Had I known you were willing, I wouldn’t have had to go to such extremes to orchestrate it.”

         He appeared stunned by his own answer.

         Her breath hitched. Was he flirting with her?

         His crystal blue eyes twinkled with amusement.

         “So…” Her voice was hoarse, like an old woman’s. Great. “I should probably get back to the party.” Why did she need to go back again? All the reasons seemed to disappear as he maneuvered around the couch and popped a bottle of champagne that had been chilling in a nearby crystal bucket.

         “Why don’t you and I have a drink first?” He peered around the table. “I’ll need to send for some shoes. It’s the least I can do.” His gaze heated. “Shoes are appropriate to purchase for a stranger. A dress, I’m afraid…” The corners of his mouth tilted into a sultry smile as his eyes slowly raked over the scraps of fabric barely covering her breasts. “Not so much.”

         Did people do that these days? Just send for shoes? Who was this guy? “Really, it’s not necessary. I’ll just stick to the shadows so I don’t scare anyone with my limp and I’ll be okay.” She sounded more confident than she felt, and her lower lip trembled a bit. Next time she was going to hold her ground, stay home, read a book, and be plain boring Jane. This wasn’t her scene. Not by a long shot.

         He leaned in close, so close she could smell his aftershave again. “A woman like you doesn’t belong in the shadows.”

         Uncomfortable, she tried to make light of the situation again. “Wow, a hero and good with words. I bet you’re just a regular handful, aren’t you?”

         “Me?” He laughed as if the thought was the funniest thing he’d ever heard. “No, that would be my twin brothers. They’re the handfuls. I’m…” He seemed to think about it. “Just Brock.”

         “Well, Just Brock…” Jane held out her hand. “I’m Just Jane.”

         His hand completely engulfed hers as their palms pressed against one another. He was so warm. And big.

         Huge.

         Huge hands. That meant something, right?

         Crap, she was still shaking his hand, and he was grinning at her as if it was the funniest thing that had ever happened to him. And he was looking at her. At her eyes, not at the fact that she was half-naked on a couch, with a broken shoe.

         With a jerk, she pulled her hand back and nervously reached to tuck a stray piece of hair behind her ear.

         “So, Brock.” Jane looked down at his shoes. That was safe. Shoes. Nothing sexy about a man’s feet, right? Except his were inside shoes that she ventured probably cost more than she’d ever see in a lifetime. “About those shoes.”

         “Shoes.” He repeated the word and then quickly stood. “Right, just wait here.”

         “But, you don’t even know my size!”

         His eyes heated as he eyed her up and down. “Would it be too cheesy if I said perfect?”

         “Perfect?” she repeated like an idiot. “I don’t think I understand.”

         “The perfect size.” His half-lidded gaze was causing her stomach to do flip-flops while she tried to keep a calm demeanor.

         With a smile he knelt down and touched her foot.

         Touched it.

         And then gazed up at her and said, “Eight? Am I close?”

         “Eight.” She nearly stuttered. “Eight and a half.”

         With a nod, he stood and disappeared, giving her the breathing room she absolutely needed, only to re-appear a few seconds later.

         Without shoes.

         She frowned; then again, what had she expected? That he’d bang some plastic Barbie over the head with his cell phone, steal her shoes, and then toss them to Jane?

         Brock studied her. “Your shoes should be here within the next fifteen minutes. I just sent my degenerate brother across the street. Saks is still open. The night is young.”

         Saks?

         Shoes from Saks?

         She’d never owned anything from Saks. Ever. But she knew the store; didn’t every woman? Still, the most expensive thing she’d ever owned had been the pearls.

         “That’s really…” She waved her hand in the air and stood. “Not necessary…you can tell him that—”

         Brock reached for her hand and lightly tugged her back. “Sit. It is necessary. And although I typically wait until the third date to buy a woman gifts, I think your nearly getting trampled allows me to break that rule.”

         Still tense, Jane nodded and took a shaky look around the small, private room.

         “To new shoes?” Brock grabbed his drink and lifted it in the air toward her.

         She lifted her glass and clinked it against his then took a small sip. The champagne was pink and sweet, with a tart aftertaste. “It’s good.”

         “You sound surprised.” Brock’s lips lifted in a smile.

         She scrunched up her nose. “I’m not much of a drinker, and I typically don’t like drinks that are the same color as my underwear.”

         The minute the words were out of her mouth, she froze, barely managing to suppress the urge to clap a hand over her mouth. She wanted someone to run her over with a car.

         With a choke, Brock nearly spit out the sip he’d just taken. Face flushed, he stared her down and then whispered, “You’re making me regret my decision to send out for boring black shoes.”

         “I didn’t…I mean, pink is fine.” Stop talking, stop talking. “Not all of my underwear is pink. I have black, too.”

         Brock’s lips parted with a greedy exhale, and he downed the rest of his drink. “Oh?”

         Hell in a handbasket.

         Why was she giving him a rundown of her lingerie drawer? As if he were a naughty Santa with a checklist in front of him, putting down little marks on the little boxes that read “red lacy thong”? Check. “Black boyshorts”? Double check.

         “I’m more of a boxer brief sort of guy,” he said smoothly, bringing her back to the present.

         “Huh?”

         “Too far?” He chuckled. “I figured if I knew the color of yours…I should at least show you mine.” He leaned forward.

         Had he said show?

         Just how drunk was he? Maybe that was the reason his eyes were zeroing in on her mouth. He blinked, and then seemed to sway a bit.

         Was he okay? And why was he still staring at her mouth? Did she have something on her face?

         Self-consciously, she pressed her fingertips to her lips only to have him suck in a breath and lift his right hand from his thigh as if wanting to touch the place where her fingers had just been.

         “Got the shoes!” a male voice yelled as Jane jerked away from Brock.

         What had just happened? And how had enough time passed for someone to find and buy her shoes? “Holy shit, you’re hot.”

         She recognized the man from before. He was about an inch shorter than Brock, but had the same perfect auburn hair. “I’m Bentley, and since this one’s about to get married, I feel like it’s only fair to let you know that out of the two of us, I’m the single, available one, who’s also—lucky for you—been given a higher rating in the sack.”

         Married?

         He was getting married?

         And hitting on her?

         Or was she hitting on him? After all, she was the one who’d mentioned underwear. Ugh, she wanted to crawl under the table and die.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Five

         

         Bentley!” Brock barked and shook his head.

         “What?” Bentley shrugged then smoothly walked over to Jane and pulled out a box of black high-heeled pumps in a size eight and a half. “Your foot, milady?”

         Brock rolled his eyes. “Give it a rest, Bentley. She can put on her own damn shoes.”

         Bentley completely ignored him. “I love a woman’s foot.” He grabbed Jane’s broken shoe and tossed it to the side while his hands danced along the arch of her foot. His fingertips danced along her skin. Seduction by foot rub? That was new.

         “It’s sexy, the arch.” He leaned over her, his lips parting just enough to give her the impression he was thinking about kissing her. “The curve of a woman’s foot reminds me of her body…see? Sexy.” He slid the shoe on a very terrified looking Jane and stood. “Perfect fit.”

         Jane’s mouth opened then closed as a rosy flush crept over her face. “Th-thank you.”

         “I bought you my favorite brand.”

         Her eyebrows arched. How did he know about Manolo Blahnik? “Oh.” And then she nodded and said loudly, “Ohhhh! That makes sense!”

         Bentley’s eyes narrowed. “Me buying women’s shoes?”

         “You wearing them,” she explained. “That’s great. I mean, good for you. I’m sorry I’m so awkward at things like this, but it’s good you’re…you know…” She bobbed her head and sputtered. “Out and…comfortable with it.”

         “Out?” Bentley repeated. “I’m confused.”

         “Of the closet,” she said slowly then saw the scowl on Bentley’s face. “Or maybe you just like to dress like a woman?” She straightened her shoulders and tried again. “In either case, congratulations on your choice to wear women’s clothing!”

         Brock about died laughing as Bentley’s horrified expression went from stunned to genuine confusion.

         “You heard her.” Brock held his laughter in check. “Congratulations, brother. I’ll take care of the press release: Bachelor Playboy Bentley Wellington and his private women’s shoe collection.”

         Bentley let out a strangled laugh. “Yes, and while we’re at it why don’t we remind the press that the clock is ticking on that auction of yours? Hmm?”

         “Auction?” Jane asked.

         “Don’t.” Brock shook his head. “You don’t want to know.”

         “But she probably already does.” Bentley pointed out. “Unless she doesn’t read the news…?”

         They both stared at her, waiting for an answer.

         “I, uh…” She ducked her head, blushing again. “I read books.”

         “How pure.” Bentley smiled and sat down next to her. “And just so we’re clear.” He leaned in as though he was going to kiss her. “My bat only swings one way…and I can assure you, every time I get thrown a pitch, I hit it out of the park.”

         “Incredible,” Brock muttered. “I’ve never seen you try so hard—especially with a woman clearly not interested in what you’re offering.” Brock gripped his brother by the shoulders, aimed him toward the door, and gave a hard shove. “Go.”

         Bentley cursed Brock the entire way.

         Brock turned back to apologize to Jane but she was already trying to sneak past him, both of her hands clutching her dress so it wouldn’t fall down.

         What the hell?

         Logic told him to let her go, but her eyes…damn those eyes, he wanted her to stay. “Enjoy the shoes.” He pushed his lips into what he hoped resembled a smile and took a step back. The right thing always won out with Brock. God, he hated himself sometimes. “Jane.”

         She turned quickly and he had to suppress a groan. Her legs went on for days in those shoes, damn it.

         “Thanks again.” She smiled self-consciously, but at least it was a real smile. “For the save.” She gave him another awkward smile as she pointed behind her. “Out there.”

         “Any time,” he murmured as she disappeared back into the crowded club.

         With a sigh, he fell back against the couch and stared up at the ceiling. The best part of his night so far had been spent with a woman who had no clue who he was.

         And he’d loved it.

         He glanced down at the floor. A small smile spread across his lips.

         Jane had left her old shoes.

         Curiosity had him picking up the worn shoes. The brand on the inside was worn away from use.

         What did he expect to find? Her name and address written inside?

         Every cell in his body was telling him he needed to see Jane again. To find out if the connection he’d felt with her was real.

         She’d made him laugh.

         And engage.

         He’d wanted to have an actual conversation that had nothing to do with his money, his brothers, the auction, or his grandfather.

         It had been nice.

         She had been nice.

         And now she was gone.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Six

         

         Jane!”

         Jane pulled her pillow over her face, and for one brief moment wondered if it would be possible to suffocate herself. Not that she was suicidal, but Mondays with her sisters? They always made her violent.

         “Jane!” Esmeralda screamed at the top of her lungs. “It’s seven! I’m going to be late for work! I’m starving!”

         God forbid her sister pour her own coffee.

         Grumbling, Jane crawled out of bed, tossed on a ratty sweatshirt, and ran down the stairs just in time to get shoved against the wall as Essence moved breezily past her in a cloud of cloying perfume and cigarette smoke.

         Both of her sisters sat at the table expectantly, checking their phones.

         “Eggs okay?” Jane asked with fake cheer as she made her way over to the fridge.

         Neither of her sisters answered.

         Her parents had hated Mondays—and early on had established a family tradition by starting the week with a home-cooked breakfast. Jane had kept the tradition alive—long after she suspected that she was the only one who cared about the tradition.

         And then one Monday she’d poured them all cereal, thinking she was too tired to keep up the tradition no one else seemed to care about. Her sisters cried.

         It was horrible.

         Manipulative, yes.

         But also horrible.

         Everyone mourned in their own way; it didn’t matter that their dad had been gone a few years already, and their mother longer. It was still hard to be without them. Sometimes it was the only thing Jane thought she had in common with her sisters—their sadness over the loss of their parents.

         Sighing, she quickly made the eggs and fried some turkey bacon.

         “Finally,” Essence grumbled, swiping the bacon off the plate. Her bleached hair was pulled into a knot on top of her head. “Can you stop off at the dry cleaners and pick up my clothes?” She slid a receipt across the table.

         Jane had to resist the urge to slap her sister’s hand with the spatula.

         “You know…” Jane said as she pulled out a chair. It squeaked across the wood floor, causing both sisters’ heads to bob up. “I’ve been thinking, about the whole cooking and errands thing. Why don’t we take turns? I’m swamped with work.” Okay, that was a lie; she wasn’t exactly swamped. More like overwhelmed.

         Both girls were silent and then Essence reached across the table and grabbed her hand. “I’m sorry I yelled at you.”

         Jane’s heart clenched.

         “Yeah,” Esmeralda said. “It’s just, you’re so good at those things, and nobody taught us how to cook. We’d probably starve without you. Besides, you’re in that cleaning van all day zipping around town so it’s easier for you to run errands. We’re stuck in an office building all day.”

         “True,” Jane admitted, “but—”

         “Promise we’ll think about it.” Essence squeezed Jane’s hand one last time then pulled away. “But, Jane?”

         Oh no.

         Essence’s eyes filled with tears. “You cook just like Mom used to. And you’re so good at it.”

         The room fell into a tense silence.

         The silence made Jane’s heart ache with memories of laughter and food fights.

         No.

         At some point she had to have her own life, away from taking care of her sisters twenty-four seven.

         “Yes, but—”

         “So it’s settled.” Essence stood and clapped her hands. “You’ll keep helping us around the house! And cooking!” Her lower lip jutted out. “It makes us feel like a family again. Besides, it’s what you do for a job anyway. I mean, you own your own cleaning company. How is this different?”

         And there it was.

         The guilt.

         The other reason Jane stayed.

         She had sworn to her father that she’d keep the family together at all costs.

         “Family,” he had said between coughs, “is all we have in this world. I was never a rich man when it came to material possessions.” Another coughing fit had ensued as Jane tried to hold back the sting of tears. “But, my Jane, I’ve always had you.” His eyes were blurred with tears. “Your sisters don’t have your same heart, Jane, and they won’t deal with this like you will. I need you to keep them strong. You’re the youngest but you’ve always taken care of them. Don’t let the family fall apart.”

         He’d died the next day.

         Lung cancer.

         Cancer had stolen both of her parents.

         Jane stood and started clearing their plates while her sisters chattered endlessly about work.

         It was hard to believe that they were both successful lawyers. On the other hand, maybe that was why they were so good at arguing with her, wearing her down, making her feel small.

         The front door slammed and Jane looked up.

         Would it kill her sisters to say good-bye?

         With a sigh, she ate the leftover eggs in three bites, dumped the dishes into the sink, and ran back up the stairs to her room to put on her uniform.

         Torn jeans and a white T-shirt.

         She never deterred from it. She’d ruined way too many of her favorite shirts because of multiple bleach accidents.

         Humming, she opened the curtains to her small room and smiled. Today would be a good one. She wouldn’t let the rocky start ruin the rest of the day.

         After all, last night had started out terrible. But it had ended on a good note. She touched her lips. Brock hadn’t kissed her, but she could imagine what his kiss would feel like all the same. Brock was so out of her league it was laughable, but he’d treated her like an equal, something she wasn’t used to even in her own family.

         Pushing that depressing thought away she turned away from the window to grab her tennis shoes, only to stumble over a pair of heels that cost more than she made in a week.

         They were even prettier in the daylight.

         The soft leather glistened.

         A small smile formed as she picked up one of the shoes and examined it. These were the kind of shoes that made her feel like she could click the heels together and she’d end up with a different life.

         A life where her boyfriend didn’t dump her because she was too boring.

         A life where her sisters respected her.

         A life where she didn’t live with the constant nagging guilt of keeping the family together.

         A life where men like Brock asked women like her on a date.

         She slipped her right foot into the pump and stood on one leg, then slid her left foot in the remaining shoe.

         Immediately she was reminded of his smile, his hard muscled body as it pressed against hers.

         Jane clicked her heels together and whispered, “I wish…” Her eyes filled with tears. “I want…” She stumbled out of the shoes and stared down at her naked feet.

         “I just want more than this,” she finished, looking around the room she’d been forced into since both of her sisters had claimed the bigger rooms in the house.

         And then her gaze fell on her own reflection in the mirror.

         Straightening her shoulders she stared herself down. There were people worse off than she was. She was just being emotional.

         Tears blurred her vision—this reaction was so unlike her.

         Maybe it was the fact that right above the shoes was a pile of bills that she knew she’d have to pay. Bills that her sisters didn’t feel it was their responsibility to help out with.

         She kicked one of the heels and crossed her arms—actually, her reaction made perfect sense. Because for one fleeting moment she’d been something more than the Jane who cleaned office buildings and bailed her sisters out of shopping debt.

         She’d felt beautiful.

         Powerful.

         How pathetic, that all it took was a well-dressed man with a gorgeous smile and a pair of shoes, to completely disarm her.
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