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PROLOGUE
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Hailey Bale

JULIA ROBERTS SAYING she's just a girl in front of a boy, begging to be loved.

Katherine Heigl falling for the scoundrel anchor who swears he knows everything about sex.

Julia Stiles falling for Heath Ledger and his damn dimple.

Kate Hudson almost giving up on a bet in ten days for a scoundrel bad boy who... okay, too hot, I'll let that one slide.

I had a playlist with all the songs I'd want in a movie of my life, if it were a romantic comedy. I ended up becoming the girl who tells all the girls to fuck off.

And, well, I kept watching each of those movies.

But that's not the point.

The point is, love is cute, sweet, funny, and sweet... until you feel like it's not for you. Until you become the center of a romantic comedy with a dark ending.

I first fell in love in high school. It was a cliché cheerleader-football captain vibe. Then he dumped me for a nerd a year younger. Clearly, I wasn't the protagonist of the movie I'd made up.

Two years later, I developed a crush on my makeup artist's son. We ran all over town together, had the night of our lives... and his girlfriend knocked on his door the next day. He even introduced me as a friend. Wearing his clothes. Five in the morning.

The worst part is that she believed it.

I was almost engaged to the Prince of England. I met the Queen. I gave up events, appearances, and boxed myself in because I was Kate, he was William, and even Anne Hathaway in The Princess Diaries would have loved that cliché.

And then they leaked pictures of the future King of England snorting cocaine off a stripper's breasts, right before they leaked screenshots of him sending pictures of me – naked – to all his idiot friends.

See? I had reason to give up on love.

I decided to fall in love with myself and forget about stupid boys. It was time for Hailey Bale to enjoy the single life.

I moved to another city. I moved to another country, actually. I decided to work and enjoy life in equal measure.

The problem is, when there are naked photos of you all over the internet, the last thing the media will do is let you live in peace. And when your parents are super worried, even though their love is the best thing in your life, it can all get a little... suffocating.

One agreement, one condition: have a security team.

And, well, they were right, considering an obsessed fan sort of broke into my hotel and almost found me with my mouth between the bellboy's legs. And the room door was locked.

The point is, after six months of living with security guards on my tail, I got bored. And they magically started quitting.

Magically, of course.

So my dad begged the heavens— and Hollywood's most powerful security firm— for someone to set me straight. I made it clear I didn't want to, but his bank account spoke louder.

And suddenly, a seven-foot tall, blond, tattooed closet, thirteen years older and as efficient as the damned British guard at protecting and never smiling, was my shadow.

Until he smiled.

And I think I became a little obsessed with making him smile.

What I didn't know was that he was much more obsessed with me.

And that the playlist with all the songs I'd want in a movie of my life, if it were a romantic comedy, would eventually return. Complete with the lamest pop songs on the face of the Earth and the saddest romantic songs in the universe.

I told him: find me if you can.

He told me: in hell, if necessary.

Adorable.

In our crooked and sarcastic, yet adorable way of being, we live the perfect cliché.

One that started with the coolest American on the planet chasing me around town, while I had fun escaping.

Until you no longer want to escape, in your bed, redrawing your tattoos with your nails and living a dirty secret, only ours and that romance films would dream of portraying, but would never be able to.

But I understood them.

Especially when Nathan Hartwell smiled. And even when he made me cry.
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Nathan Hartwell

MY FINGERS ARE ALMOST torn apart.

Still, I don't stop.

The sandbag slips from my hands, only to be hit and bounce away in a repetitive cycle. Hook, right, another hook, and the bandages on my palms tear with sweat and blood.

Burn. But I like it.

Especially when I can't sleep.

— You'll end up puncturing the sandbag — Aiko teases.

I kick the object hard and it ends up falling to the ground.

Gasping, I tear at the bandages. When I look to the side, my friend raises his eyebrows and widens his slanted eyes in shock.

— Angry?

— Stressed — I correct, noticing a folder in his hand.

— Any particular reason?

I shake my head. My lungs still burn and sweat pours down my body. Only the light over the dead sandbag is on. I didn't even notice everyone leaving the gym.

— Texas wedding invitation.

— Your parents for the thousandth time?

— Yes.

He laughs. I don't.

My parents play divorce-and-get-back-together games all the time and call it love. Every two years, I ignore the messages when they treat me like a teenager who has to choose which side they prefer in a divorce: Mom or Dad. Honestly, I haven't had the patience for that kind of crap for a long time. Especially since I'm thirty-eight, not fifteen.

— Is that all or is there something more?

“They canceled this week’s fight,” I confess, heading for the water bottle next to the ring.

"Of course they canceled," Aiko sighs, rubbing her temple. "Aren't you too old to be playing underground wrestling?"

"Maybe." I take a sip of water, my dry throat grateful. "Still, it's the only adrenaline I can get."

I see you've given up arguing. It's not worth it.

My theory is that every human being has a dark or forbidden desire. If not, more than one. Mine is to fight. If I couldn't become a professional fighter, I need to satisfy myself somehow.

“Let’s try again,” I say, nodding at the folder in his hand. “Straight to the point.”

— Stressed? — he hummed, once again.

— I bet I'll stay.

He nods and hands me the folder. I take a moment to take a deep breath before opening it, because I know what I'll find.

Hailey Aileen Carlson-Bale.

Twenty-five years.

Model and businesswoman.

The reason for Aiko's headache these past few months. And mine, since the company is ours.

Her blue eyes are so vivid in the 3x4 photo, I wonder if even her ID photo was a photoshoot. Her pale skin carries the same bronze as always. Her full, well-shaped eyebrows frame a fierce gaze, and it takes me a while to realize I've been staring longer than I should.

The bitch seems to want to smile with pure sarcasm, defy the world, even while pretending to be serious.

As far as I know, nothing is serious to her. Except her work. Sometimes.

— How much did he offer now?

— Initially? Three times more.

I let out a dry laugh. Damian Bale is going to end up bankrupt.

— If it were your daughter and you could afford it, you would do the same — Aiko says.

"Not if she didn't want the payment, and this one clearly doesn't." I close the folder, handing it back. "Who requested termination?"

— Johnny. I moved to another client.

I attach the sandbag to the ceiling again.

I was right. This conversation is going to stress me out.

— Do you already have someone to replace you?

— No. The others on the team said they'll only continue if they feel there's a leader to take control.

— And who would this madman be?

I punch the sandbag, but hold it and freeze when Aiko doesn't respond. I turn to him. He's got to be kidding.

— No way.

— Look... You like to get your hands dirty.

"You too! Why don't you do it then? It's not the kind of affair we like. I like danger, not a spoiled girl who neither fucks nor gets off."

— Aren't you curious to know why she accepts her father spending so much money on this?

I roll my eyes.

"She wants him to give up, Aiko. She doesn't want to disappoint Daddy."

"Maybe. But isn't it kind of funny that every security guard becomes friends with the creature and still quits?" Seriously, Johnny took her a box of chocolates to say goodbye.

"I don't care," I say through gritted teeth, returning to my punching. If they sympathize with a wide smile and a pair of blue eyes, that's their problem. "I don't have the patience to be a babysitter."

I punch again. Maybe if I ignore him, he'll give up.

"I thought you'd say that," Aiko sighs. "So... I'd like to say that... after the meeting with Mr. Bale, he offered a hundred thousand. A month. With a million-dollar bonus if there's no layoffs within six months."

My heart stops.

I stop immediately, and the bag nearly hits me in the face. I have to reach out as it comes crashing back toward me. When I turn, thinking I've misheard, Aiko smiles, showing all her teeth, and I need her to repeat herself. My voice comes out shriller than expected, as I almost scream: 

— As?!



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 2
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Hailey Bale

I STARTED CALLING THEM Snow White's dwarves the month before last.

Sleepy, Happy, Sneezy.

The security guard I nicknamed Doc resigned last week.

Too bad. I liked Johnny. He loved listening to me dish on celebrity gossip, and I loved listening to him talk about his ex and how he wanted to win her back. And he did. He thanked me for my advice before announcing he was leaving.

Now I'm missing three to complete my collection: Dopey, Bashful and Grumpy.

As much as part of me wants to use all seven nicknames, I can't deny that I'm happy with the fact that today, I'll be freer.

They gave up.

And, look, I understand their work and the need for it. I just don't understand why every time I want to leave, I have to go with all of them chasing after me, attracting so much attention. And... okay, I kind of like the adrenaline rush of running away.​

"The men in black will be missed," Ez laments, and they smile sheepishly. Slumped on the living room couch, I apply the clay mask to the face of Caden, one of my bodyguards. They agreed to a farewell party today. "You're truly a terror."

"No, I'm not!" I protest to my best friend, and Caden laughs. I point at him, Sneezy, by his chubby, red nose. "Stand up for me! It's still your job!"

— I'm sorry, Miss Bale. You're amazing. But you're also terrifying.

Ezra laughs so hard that the white clay mask on his face leaves some gaps between his wide smile. I grunt at my best friend and start defending myself: 

"Caden Jones, you love me." I point the brush at Ezra. "His little girl spent a whole day with me, she's a huge fan of mine. And we share strawberry shortcake together." I point my index finger at Sleepy Preston, who's in the armchair, in his impeccable suit, taking a selfie with his face painted white. "Preston James? He invited me to his wedding. And only his family is going." I point to the last man, drinking a strawberry smoothie I just made. "Jim Johnson has the worst jokes in the world, and his serious pose is just a disguise."

— Hey! — Jimmy the Happy protests.

"But I laugh at them all!" I reassure him, and the dark-haired, stubbly giant melts into a smile. "And he cries when I put on One Tree Hill during lunch. We hate Peyton together."

— Miss Hailey! — he whines.

"Hailey or Hay! God, it's hard to get me called right?" I demand, but it's impossible to correct myself at this point. Miss Hailey. Caden has even called me Miss Hayhay.

"How do you make them love you and want to quit?" Ez sounds dumbfounded.

— Running away until they get tired, but being polite anyway. Just because I hate their job doesn't mean I have to hate them.

Ezra shakes his head, as if to say, "This doesn't make sense," or, "You're impossible." The three security guards follow suit. In my mind, it makes sense.

— I didn't know it was a security guard's job to play skin care games.

I look up at the figure that has just entered the room.

Platinum hair, tattoos peeking out from his neck and hands, where his suit can't reach. White skin, barely tanned. And judging by the few expression lines, I'd say he's in his late forties.

He carries a distinct arrogance. Not only in his disdainful tone of voice, but in his hard gaze and the way he carries himself, keeping his hands tucked into the pockets of his tailored trousers and acting as if he owned this house. He doesn't.

How did he open the door?

"Sir, I c-c-can explain myself," Sneezy says nervously. The three security guards almost stumble off the couch.

— Sir, we were... — Happy seems anything but happy now.

— Just... — Sleepy tries to cooperate and freezes, swallowing hard.

"Just?" the man asks. "Just so inattentive that they didn't even notice someone entering the house?"

“How did you get in, anyway?” I ask.

His eyes finally reach me. A shiver paralyzes me. Their tone... is so dark. A peculiar pitch black, they're framed by thick eyebrows, one crossed by a scar. And they shine. The dark gray suit complements the imposing image, and I find myself a little curious to understand what tattoos are hiding beneath the fabric.​

A muscle jumps in his jaw, the only reaction I get.

It's as if time stands still. Everything becomes such an unsettling silence.

I shouldn't stare so much.

In my defense, neither did he.

The man looks directly at me, as if he sees my soul inside out.

— Nathan Hartwell— he tells me.

— Hailey Bale.

— I know who you are.

— That doesn't answer my question. How did you get in here?

— Through the door. With the security code provided by your parents. With their permission.

I narrow my eyes, my heart racing. Frustration builds in my chest, and time finally begins to pass again. This means...

— I'm your new head of security.

I move my tongue between my teeth. Oh, yes. I see. Perfect.

I stand up, skin cream in hand, and approach him. This Nathan Hartwell guy is so tall I feel like looking up at him like that will give me a stiff neck. And I'm not even short.

— I didn't hire anyone.

— Your father did.

— I was not informed.

He raises an eyebrow. Not much, but I notice. At least he's reacting. I was starting to think he was a robot or something.

— You're fired.

He keeps his eyebrow slightly raised.

"I don't think so," he says, looking at the others. "You have 24 hours to decide whether you want to stay or not. You asked for a leader, you received the boss in person. If you still want to leave, that's fine." He looks at me. "I can handle it myself."

I open my mouth, laughing. Ezra does the same.

"You come into my house uninvited, intimidate my security guards, and give orders?" I clicked my tongue. "A little arrogant, don't you think?"

"Call it whatever you want, Miss Bale." His deep voice echoes softly, and I grit my teeth to control my reaction. "I know you're not used to someone doing the job properly, so I understand the strangeness. But what you call arrogance, I call efficiency."

The way he speaks to me makes my eyes narrow. It's almost as if he's judging my superior, not the other way around.

"It could be efficiency and arrogance," I repeat. "I don't approve. You can go home."

— May I?

— Of course, and... — I squeeze the cream so hard into my hand and choke. It falls down his pants. — Oh, damn!

I lose focus.

"Shit, is that suit expensive?" I turn and he blinks a few times, looking down. The white cream spreads as I grab a wet wipe from the table. Damn, it's my favorite acid. "Holy shit. This argument isn't over, okay? But let me just clean up first and..." I rub the area.

— Hailey... — Ezra warns.

— I just need to clean up a bit.

“Miss Bale,” Hartwell says through clenched teeth, tense and a little startled, and I kneel down, just to clean it better.

— Seriously, this damn thing stains. You don't want to go around giving orders with a stained suit.

— Miss Bale, I really don't t-think it's a g-good idea — Sleepy says, his voice trembling and... Damn, congratulations, you idiot.

— Miss Bale! Nathan scolds, and I flinch, looking up. His eyes don't seem to hold anger, just extreme concern for the situation.

That's when I realize I'm on my knees cleaning my security guard's crotch.

I swallow hard.

The silence is awkward.

At least until Ezra burst out laughing.

— May I know what's going on here?

And silence returns. I stand up, trembling all over, and see my father giving everyone in the room a hard look. Mom, beside him, holds back a laugh, completely red.

I smile crookedly.

"Hey family, I was just saying hello to the security guard!" I joke, turning Nathan toward them and squeezing his shoulder with a huge smile.

He gives me a not very happy look.

— Wasn't I fired two seconds ago?

“Shut up?” I ask, through all the teeth of my forced smile.

I look back at my parents, hoping to die here and now.

— Skin care? — I offer.

But no one accepts it. Not the security guards with their faces already painted with clay masks, not my parents, and certainly not Grumpy next to me.

Excellent.
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“I DON’T LIKE HIM,” I say as soon as we enter the office. “I don’t want him.”

"You don't want any security, Hailey," Mom sighs, flopping onto the armchair and leaving her expensive Louis Vuitton bag on the table. "And how could you not like a boy you just met?"

— Correction: I didn't like him.

"He's here," my father points out impatiently. Nathan, hands in front of him, remains unresponsive.

"It doesn't look like it," I accuse. Nathan just blinks a few times. I feel like he could even check his nails right now.

"Mr. Hartwell, I apologize for my daughter's behavior. I promise she's polite and very respectful," Dad says. "I don't know what the hell happened today, but it was an exception."

— I'm sorry for my behavior? Really?

— Do you want to discuss skincare with the security guards first or rub the new hire's dick in front of everyone?

“It won’t happen again,” I say, swallowing hard.

“Not at all,” Nathan assures me and I sigh, looking at him with pure boredom.

I turn my face to my father, arms crossed in his leather jacket, serious as ever.

— That's unnecessary — I grumble.

"Little fish... Love," Mom calls me with uncanny sweetness, and I wrinkle my nose. "Do you really need to call me little fish in front of the old man in the tie?" "Don't say protecting you is unnecessary."

"I don't mean that..." I huff, shaking my head. "Mom, I'm not dismissing your concerns or saying that protecting your family is unnecessary." "Not exactly. Maybe a little. But that's not the main point." "I just think maintaining a one-person security detail might be a bit much. I agree that at large events, it might be necessary. But to go to the mall or the grocery store? Do I need a boy band gunning for me?"

She smiles weakly and even my father laughs a little.

— Sometimes I feel suffocated. Protecting is one thing. Overprotecting is another. And it's harmful. I feel caged. I wish I had more freedom. That's all.

“Well, I’m sure we can review that,” Dad says. “Mr. Hartwell?”

"Well, I'll pass on our negotiations to Miss Bale," Hartwell says, approaching and placing a folder on my desk. His index finger touches it and drags the paperwork toward me. I narrow my eyes. How can his hand be almost the size of the sheet? Is that even normal? "You will continue to have a security detail. The amount or intensity of their work can be discussed between us, no problem. But the idea is that you always have someone to protect you. If it bothers you that we always wear suits..."

— Everything bothers me— I say.

"If it bothers you," he continues despite my interruption, and a slight change in his tone indicates he hates it, "we can think about blending in better while you're away, without attracting so much attention, and still get our work done. Is that okay?"

It's not a terrible idea, so I just arch an eyebrow like he did a while ago, encouraging him to continue. Mr. Hartwell licks his lips, his throat shaking. Nervous?

— I'll take that as a yes," he decides, to my utter frustration. "I'll be by your side almost all the time, unless I have personal matters to discuss. In that case, you'll be notified in advance. In particular, some Friday or Saturday nights I'll need to go out."

— That wasn't discussed well— my father points out, visibly uncomfortable.

"These are the times I go out the most," I add, seeing the discontent grow on her Hartwell face. Point for Hailey Bale.

"In those moments, Aiko can take care of you directly. And Aiko is literally the head of the security company. There's no reason to feel unprotected or unhappy with the service when the best are by your side. We're sure it will be a pleasant experience. For a long... long... long... long time."

I smile hugely and genuinely, from ear to ear.

He means he will not resign or allow himself to be fired any time soon.

He means he'll be my hell on Earth if need be.

We'll see.
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— And I made a drawing! Did Mom give it to me?

Luke pouts, sitting on Hope's lap, on the other side of my phone screen. My five-year-old brother looks so much bigger than when I saw him a month ago. As for Hope, I'm green with envy right now. She managed to take a break from her first tour to return to our home in Australia. My little koala is taking the world by storm at just nineteen.

My heart aches away from them. It literally aches. With every beat.

It's bizarre how much I can love something as much as I love my family.

"Yes, I did, honey," Mom assures, wrapping her arms around my neck. Dad continues cooking, even though he's visibly tempted to abandon the risotto to join in the conversation. "Hailey's going to hang it in her room." "She'll keep it as our secret."

— Lie! Seriously? — Luke looks so happy I'm speechless. — Hope, you've never done this!

"It's my turn now, I see," Ho complains, even though he's enjoying himself. "I'm going to give the little brat a bath now, I have to go. Hey, Hayhay? Call me later? I have a lot to learn from what I've heard."

I roll my eyes. She must be aware of the new hire, of course.

“Call me when you can,” I ask. “I love you both. So much.”

— We love it too — they say in unison.

— Very?

— Stop the drama, Hailey— Hope grumbles, and Luke scurries off her lap. I see my favorite blonde bring the phone closer, so that the lens almost touches her nose. — But yes, I love you so much. So, so much. Bye!

I grin from ear to ear. She hangs up.

Mommy squeezes me tighter around the neck. I lay my head against hers.

“I have the best babies in the world,” she sighs.

“You do,” I agree. I look at Dad, who smiles at us both. “You both do.”

— And you could stay close to us if you returned to Brightgate. Australia is safer.

"With the nine hundred and eighty-seven security guards they hire around here?" I scoff. "Impossible!"

"It's for your own good!" Mom reminds me, sitting on my lap. I wrap my arms around her waist, kissing her shoulder. Nothing makes me feel more at home than her scent. "We need our little fish to be safe and at peace."

— Yeah, I know. Actually... Did you really have to call me a fish in front of the guy?

— Oops... — She laughs and I roll my eyes, resting my chin on her shoulder. — Look on the bright side... At least this security guard is good to look at.

"Naomi!" my father grumbles, jealous. I laugh, failing to feign seriousness. "God, what should I do with you two?"

"Stay here a while longer," I suggest. "And let us spend your money for a day."

"I wish I could. But I have to help your sister with the album production. And your mom has the collection to finish. Luke needs us."

— Me too.

— Then go home.

I remain silent.

There are two places I've avoided since the leaked photo scandal. The first is England. I haven't seen Grandma there in a while because I'm afraid of the judgmental looks. Even though I have many fans there, they naturally defend the prince. Even though the prince was responsible for leaking dozens of my nudes, which are deleted daily by my team.

The second is Brightgate. My home. The town where I was born and raised.

At first, I wanted to leave because I couldn't bear to look at my family and think I'd let them down, even though they swear I never had. And then because... being such a small town, I felt like everyone knew me. And that I'd embarrassed the entire town.

And since being away from home worries my parents, I do what they ask. I accept the security. But since I love freedom, I run away. And since they hate it when I run away, they quit. It's a vicious cycle.

"Where will he stay?" I ask.

— Where the others stay. You decide.

I snort. I see Happy, Sneezy, and Sleepy arguing with Grumpy outside the house, through the kitchen windows. An irritating tightness consumes my chest every time I look at Hartwell, so serious, without showing any reaction, but clearly giving orders.

I curse the part of me that insists on being polite, even as the other, much louder part of me screams that he's going to be a real pain in the ass. This second part is called intuition. And I know, I just know, that it's right.

“I’ll be right back then,” I murmur. Mom gets off my lap when I pat her waist.

I walk out of the house and whistle. The four of them look at me.

— So, are you going to continue? — I ask.

“We’re deciding,” Caden replies. I nod, biting the corner of my mouth.

My gaze lands on Nathan. He looks back at me. There's something about the way he looks at me that... I don't know. It's so blasé and yet completely different. It makes me want to know what he's thinking, and I shouldn't.

I reluctantly approach and extend my hand.

— We started off on the wrong foot. Let's try again. I'm Hailey Bale.

He scrutinizes me, and his much larger palm finally touches mine. His skin is thick and rough, molding to mine, much softer. It unsettles me. As if a spark of electricity explodes at the slightest contact.

— Nathan Hartwell.

His deep voice makes me focus on his pink mouth and then his eyes... Green. They're green and dark. Almost black, yet green.

"I heard," I joke, but he doesn't smile. He doesn't pull away either. He just looks at me like... Like I'm a thrilling thriller that's gripping him down to the smallest detail, but he hasn't decided what he thinks about it yet. Much less figured it out.​

He looks at me like he doesn't want to miss a single detail. Like he's... trying to anticipate every move so I don't slip away. And it makes sense. It's his job.

I realize the handshake has gone on for too long. The enormous fingers catch my eye, and my hand suddenly feels as fragile as a sandcastle. I clear my throat, pulling away. He does the same.

"We have three houses, you should know. This property in Los Angeles, which is mine. In my own name. Purchased. When we're here, the small pool cabana has three bedrooms, and in this main house, we have a guest room on the lower level. You can divide it however you like."

He nods.

— The second is a penthouse in New York. When I'm working more, I stay there. It's rented. I don't know how we can organize it there, but...

— Don't worry. I can sleep anywhere.

I nod, uncomfortable with his rigid posture. Even the other security guards are the same way now.

— The third and last one in the Hamptons. It's my aunt and uncle's. I go there often. But there are plenty of rooms, so there's nothing to worry about. My house is your home. You can eat whatever you want, just wash what you use. The only thing I ask is that you don't bring anyone without telling me. Especially girls.

— I would never bring girls to work, Miss Bale.

I let out a nasal laugh. For some reason, I don't quite trust the super-upstanding image he tries to portray. With that face, that body, that arrogance, and the blatant mockery in his eyes? Everything screams "man with a history of villainy." Nathan Hartwell doesn't fool me.

— Your job now is a girl, Mr. Hartwell.

He doesn't like me, doesn't trust me, and won't leave me alone easily? I'll make sure it's delightfully mutual.

He narrows his eyes and nods. I step back, unsure if he's gotten the message, and touch the glass door of my house, about to return to my parents. However, one question won't leave my mind.

He has an American accent, but where? I can't quite place it.

“Where are you from, American?” I ask over my shoulder.

— My family is from Texas. But I grew up in New York.

I nod, but I'm still curious. I can't say why.

I return to the living room and see Ezra coming down the stairs, fresh out of the shower, ready to attack his favorite uncles' food. He gives me an amused look, realizing who I'm talking to.

— Evaluating your next victim?

"I would never treat my security guards like victims," ​​I blink innocently, following him into the kitchen, "but I don't think I'll like this one. Since he clearly has something against me."

— And what do you intend to do?

I turn to Ez, squeezing his chin.

“Me? Nothing. Him?” I tap him lightly on the cheek. “He’s going to resign, my dear Walker.”

Ezra laughs, a mischievous glint in his eyes. I join him.

Nathan Hartwell won't stay a week. Or my name won't be Hailey Bale.
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CHAPTER 3
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Nathan Hartwell

THE AUSTRALIAN ACCENT is unsettling.

It's not like I expected anything different from your voice. It's sweet and melodious, just like in all the material I've seen. Interviews, social media videos, and all the times you were friendly with the paparazzi... Your voice has always been the same. Yet, personally, it unsettles me.

In fact, everything about her frustrates me, for some reason.

The girl is... inexplicable.

I mean, how do you explain someone who makes security guards want to quit and wear clay masks while drinking strawberry smoothies?

It doesn't make sense.

But it happened.

I shake my head.

It's not enough that the girl is my work— and I have to remember that with all my heart— I had to study her. Talk to people who worked with her. Try to understand how her mind works. And now Hailey Bale occupies every corner of my mind. It's better to use the few moments of peace in my day to not think about her. She's already making my head hurt, and it's not an obsession I want.​

So I need to train.

It's the middle of the night, but it's the safest free time I have.

The Bales left this afternoon. I had a feeling Hailey would only behave as long as her parents were around. Now, she'll be up to mischief at any moment.

Before I left, Mr. Bale said I could use the gym and put my sandbag there. He implied he already had one and it wouldn't be difficult to install. I'm relieved when I see the hook on the ceiling.

I hang it up and look around, still a little awkward. The annoying Australian accent telling me I should feel at home messes with my mind again.

That's when I start punching.

Eventually it starts to feel like I'm training to forget someone I don't even know.

And it doesn't work.

Miss Bale lingers in my mind, irritating me like never before by simply existing and tormenting me in this way.

— Sir?

I stop, sweat pouring down my body. Holding the sandbag, I look at Jim. He's pale and panting.

It's three in the morning and I know exactly what Jim is going to tell me.

— She disappeared.

I snort, even though I want to laugh.

Of course it's gone.

— Well, — I hum, with a tight smile — let the war begin, then.

[image: image_rsrc8NV.jpg]

I KNOW I CAN'T TAKE risks and play with my work, but I confess I was curious to know how she operates. How she decides how to escape and where to.

It's not like I let her get away..., but it's also not like I was three times more attentive after her parents left. Like I should have been.

Maybe I wanted to understand how things work around here.

For tonight, if she wants to play cat and mouse, that's fine.

I'll give her that first night as a gift.

She can enjoy herself however she wants, but I'll stay around to keep an eye on her.

I just need to understand how he escapes from home, what kind of places he likes to go to, how often this happens.

Otherwise, I can let Hailey Bale have some fun.

As long as your parents don't suspect my methods, it's fine.

From what I understand, it's not hard to find Hailey. Her fans let her know where she is sooner or later, and she knows it. Which makes me think Hailey doesn't mind being found. It's just part of her annoying habit of being a rebel without a cause.

Today, however, it takes longer than I expected. We split up: Caiden and Jim in one car, Preston in another, and I in mine; the four of us in constant communication, sharing all the places she usually visits. They tell me about her usual escape times, her partying style, her favorite spots. As if I didn't have every imaginable report, I listen and try to reason, to put together probable scenarios.

I'm starting to get a little stressed about not hearing from Hailey so quickly. Luckily, Jim calls to let me know where she is.

Unfortunately, it's not one of the quietest neighborhoods in Los Angeles.

I park the car at the bar, where a few people are already forming a line at the entrance. Soon, everyone will know Hailey is there. There's a strange skinny guy in front of the door, and that's it. The bar is large, rickety on the outside, and looks like a warehouse. This could turn into a real mess.

"Nathan Hartwell," I say, showing the security guard my wallet. He sees my army badge. "Security guard like you, my client is in there."

"It's a private party." He pops a bubble of gum. "No invitation, no ticket."

The line grows impatient, and I give them as pleasant a look as I've ever received before staring intently at the son of a bitch chewing his gum like he's going to grind it to dust with his teeth.

— I won't say it again. My client is in there. Either you let me in, willingly or unwillingly.

— And what are you going to do? Get me out of here?

I mimic his humorless laugh. He laughs louder. I grab his wrist, twist him behind me, and press his chest against the wall.

— Yes. Did you like it? — My impassive face approaches his. His desperation is comical as I squeeze his other wrist, keeping him trapped.

— Calm down, man... Fuck, fuck! Stop!

— Do I need an invitation? — I ask.

— No.

— No?

— No, fuck!

I release him and he snorts, moving his wrists. I hear him call me a sadist and I ignore him.

I enter the bar, surveying the vast space with its walls as black as the dark sky, lights exploding everywhere. It's not at all difficult to find her, even with so many people.

Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

My heart freezes as much as my body. I widen my eyes at the scene. Hailey Bale is dancing on top of the bar with Ezra Walker. She's wearing a cowboy hat, her sharp heels scraping against the dark wood, acting like it's the night of her life with some extremely cartoonish country song blasting from the speakers. Drunk.

The smell of weed is absurd near the restrooms. Almost next to Ezra's foot, a guy is using coke, but I don't think they notice. I also don't think they notice the girl to my left who is clearly using some dangerous shit. I'm not a prude; I subscribe to the motto "it's your life, destroy it as you wish," but not when it comes to my work.

This is not a party for a girl like that.

Sorry, Hailey, Hailey. Change of plans. No parties today.

I approach the counter and Hailey sees me, breaking into a huge smile. I reach for her waist and she slaps both of my palms in a playful greeting. Son of a bitch.

— Hailey, get down from there!

— It's a nostalgia party, madman! They're playing Hannah Montana, can you believe it?

“Hailey, come down!” I repeat. She refuses.

— You're from Texas! This is country. — She puts the cowboy hat on my head. — Come on up and dance, you need it!

— Hailey!

In that short dress any little shit can see her panties. And she keeps dancing.

I roll up my sleeves and lose my patience. Just as I'm about to grab her waist, Hailey and Ezra slide across the counter in sync, still doing the annoying choreography. One girl climbs onto the counter, pulling the hockey player by his shirt into a dirty kiss, and he completely forgets the world around him. Hailey, meanwhile, spins, trips, and falls off the counter by accident. My heart races as I run to catch up with her.

Bale gasps in fright as she falls directly into my arms, and my breathing becomes rapid and shallow, the adrenaline of seeing her nearly hurt tearing me apart. And then... strangely, my heart calms, locked in the frightened blue eyes that, slowly, so slowly, become sweet, mischievous, cunning.

Dangerous.

She finds it all funny, with the wide smile that spreads across her mouth.

“Hey, Hartwell!” he says sarcastically, squeezing my chin. “It took you so long, my dear.”

— Let's go home — I say, through gritted teeth.

— What?

I walk outside. She looks over my shoulder, too close. Her sweet scent is fucking intoxicating.

— Hartwell! Nolan!

— Nathan — I correct.

— Put me down, damn it!

I obey, reluctantly. Only because so many people are watching. She huffs and straightens her dress— pink enough to give me a headache— which has ridden up an inch or two during her stupid prank.

"Let's go home," I resume my plan. The stress was greater than I expected.

— What?! No!

No?

There were people doing cocaine, for God's sake. And this dangerous, deserted neighborhood... I'll be killed if they find out this crazy woman came here. Damn, what kind of party is this?

What the fuck was this girl thinking?

“Miss Bale, anywhere else you want to go, I can protect you,” I say, trying to remain cordial. “But you’re not staying here.”

— American, there's a party going on.

A million dollars, Nate.

One million.

— Don't call me American.

— Aren't you?

My eye twitches. Maybe both.

This girl is going to kill me.

— Yes. But the point is...

— Senior citizens?

— No!

— Little blue?

“Blue...” I almost choke when I understand. “Miss Bale, that is completely inappropriate.”

I'm not even that old for that.

— Sorry. I went too far, American.

I open my mouth. I close it. And then I give up.

“Whatever,” I murmur, and then look deep into his eyes. “Get in the car.”

— There's a party going on.

— A party you shouldn't go to without your security.

— So, can you?

— Miss Bale! Get. In. The. Car.

She raises her eyebrows, as if she doesn't understand, and then repeats: 

— There's a party going on. And it's not over yet.

— A party in a shitty place in Los Angeles, with half the people using cocaine, ecstasy, marijuana and where I don't have an invitation.

"Yes, now you understand." She comes closer, and her smile tells me she's definitely enjoying herself. "You don't have an invitation. I do."

"You're the one who doesn't understand," I assured slowly, bringing my face closer to his. "When I don't have an invitation, you don't have an invitation."

Her gaze travels over my face, sliding down to my mouth. My heart races, and the word that returns to my mind for the thousandth time is "inappropriate." She has to look away from my mouth because I can't take my eyes off her. Ever. Not just because it's my job, but...

Damn.

— You don't look bad when you're angry, you know?

I struggle not to react, but I feel like grunt. I feel like cursing. I feel like doing anything. And I can't.

"You can protect me outside the party. Or wait for me at home, I..." I grab his arm as he makes to leave, and his body bumps into mine.

Hailey stops breathing for a moment and looks back into my eyes. The blue hue of hers, slightly gray, seems... electric, if that makes sense. For a second, I forget my own name, my job, what I'm paid to do. All that echoes in my mind is this spoiled, insufferable, and... beautiful girl.

Beautiful?

I regain consciousness and release her. She swallows hard, paralyzed, and...

And I take advantage of the fact that it's scattered and throw it over my shoulder.

— Wait, what? — Hailey screams.

I walk to the car door.

"American? American!" she thrashes, kicking her legs. "Son of a bitch, security guard, put me down! Hartwell! Mr. Hartwell!" she yells, and I almost smile, but I go back to being impassive as I put her in the car and lock the door.

Hailey knocks on the window, but I hear her scream: 

— This is kidnapping!

She remembers she can roll down the car window, and I'll block her way, holding onto the ledge that separates us. From the looks of it, she might even throw herself out.

Crazy as hell.

"It's not kidnapping. I'm being paid to protect you, Miss Bale. It's my job. When you breathe, I'll be by your side. When you consider running away, I'll anticipate every step. I'll be your shadow. I'll be in and out of every corner of your mind. And if I need to put you on my shoulders again like a bratty child, I'll do it for sure. Are we clear?"

She grits her teeth. I narrow my eyes. If you want to hate me, you can hate me. It'll make things more complicated, but I don't care. I don't need you to love me, adore me, or like me.

— Do we understand each other?

— Yes, Grandpa Hartwell — she spits the words, ironically.

— Good girl. Now close the window, put on your seatbelt, and behave yourself.

I move away, but in time to hear: 

— Or what? Are you going to spank me?

I close my eyes, clench my fists, and take a deep breath. When I look back at Hailey, she's rolling up the window, saving me from giving an answer I'd regret.

I get in the car, slam and lock the doors, and ignore his angry look.

I realize there's a cowboy hat on my head and I grunt, throwing it onto the passenger seat and starting to drive.

Damn Hailey Bale, but she's worth a million dollars.

And there's no way I'm going to let her get away.
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THE CARS PULL UP BEHIND us. Hailey stomps out of the car, on the phone, talking to her best friend, who was so preoccupied with another meal that he didn't even notice her leaving. I take my hat off the passenger seat, following her.

She takes off her heels, balancing the cell phone between her ear and shoulder, and when the call ends, she makes a move to slam the door in my face and I stop her.

"Your hat, Miss Bale," I tease, hoping my gaze makes it clear I'm not giving up so easily. I place my hands behind my back, moving closer so that her body is a millimeter from mine. Her furious eyes are narrowed. Her breath is heavy, escaping through her clenched teeth. Everything about her tells me she's furious. Exactly how I feel. "Angry?"

— What do you want me to say? Yes or definitely?

— I want you to tell us where you're going so we can accompany you, Miss Bale.

"For what? To drag me out of parties like a caveman?" I suppress the urge to laugh, even though I'm pissed. Caveman, really? "What the hell were you thinking? You can't drag me out of places like that."

— There were people using drugs, Miss Bale.

"People who will never be me. I would never do that to myself or my parents. And it's not up to my security guard to suspect or judge my intentions and pull me away from parties like that." She moves even closer, and I didn't even know it was possible. A lump lodges in my throat, as tense as my entire body becomes, and my nose almost touches his. He detects her scent. "That's not protection. I'm twenty-five, and you're not my father, my grandfather, much less a babysitter to tell me what to do and not do, where I should and shouldn't be."​

Why does she disturb me so much?

— If you're twenty-five, act like it. And not like a baby.

"I'm acting like one, Hartwell. It's called enjoying life. I have a life, in case you hadn't noticed. And this was my last night with my best friend before I left for work. If you like acting like an elderly person frustrated with life before you even become one and don't know what it's like to drink, dance, and have fun with the people you love, that's your problem. But thanks for fucking it up."

She steps back and I grab her arm. Hailey crashes into my chest and...

AND...

AND...

His gaze slides to my mouth. The lack of oxygen makes my lungs burn, and the air that leaves me is hot and heavy.

"I'm not your father, your grandfather, much less your nanny," I warn through gritted teeth, "but I demand respect, even as an employee. I won't remove you from your role as boss, Miss Bale, but the deal is that you let me know where you're going so I can do my job properly. I don't mind if you drink or dance on a counter, but if that puts you at risk, I'll get you out of there."

"You seemed to care a lot, Hartwell." I take a deep, deep breath. She lifts her head, a mischievous glint in her blue irises. "You said I'm your boss, right?"

I nod.

— You're fired.

This again?

— You're not my boss at that point — I tease.

She laughs derisively and lets go.

"The counter wasn't going to turn into a monster and kill me. The drugs weren't mine. And if that happens again, I'll make you regret taking this job," she warns, turning her back.

"It's not that hard, miss. It'll be impossible to make me quit," I assure her, knowing this is her plan. My heart races with adrenaline, as if the spoiled brat were a battle in a ring. And I hate the part of me that enjoys it.

— If you say so.

— Let me know when you want to leave.

“Find me if you can, Mr. Hartwell,” she refuses firmly, climbing the stairs.

— In hell if I must, Miss Bale.

She lets out a grunt and heads upstairs. I stomp to my room and angrily take off my shirt, considering going back to training until the anger subsides, but my gaze catches the photos and documents scattered across the table. Hailey, Hailey... and Hailey.

I put my hands on my hips and take a deep breath.

"Cavemen."

"Find me if you can."

I touch the bridge of my nose, furious, but it's so absurd that I end up letting out a dry laugh, in disbelief.

I look back at the photos and hold one in particular, in which she looks as dangerous as she did minutes ago, facing me.

The anger still seems to be able to engulf me, but there's something... almost compulsive. A visceral need to release these irritating feelings in some way other than fighting. And I change my plans.​

I open my drawer, take out my notebook and pencil, sit down in front of the papers, and take out my anger in doodles, until a face forms. A face that frustrates me. I only realize what I've done when I'm finished and I'm standing in front of the image of Hailey Bale, the sun rising and illuminating the room through the windows.

But... what... the... fuck?
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CHAPTER 4
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Hailey Bale

THE IDIOT IS IN A SUIT on the beach.

It's unbelievable.

It's just unbelievable.

And he's doing it to stress me out.

Because I obviously asked them to at least try to hide it, and it's blazing hot, but Nathan Hartwell is in a suit. On the beach. And his stressed, arrogant look tells me it's the price I have to pay after last night.

Scoundrel.

Idiot.

"He'll dehydrate if he dries out that much," Ezra warns. I set my board down on the sand, unable to look at my friends on their beach towels.

"It's her plan," Amelia murmurs. I glance at the redhead, who laughs, taking a sip from her long neck.

"He's hot, I don't blame you," Emma says. I throw sand at her shin. "What? Jealous?"

— As if. I'm jealous of a cocky security guard I just met. It would only help if my friends supported me instead of drooling over the insufferable hunk.

— Hottie... — Ezra scoffs, laughing. — You're noticing your cocky security guard's muscles too much, Hails.

— What can I do if any suit looks like it's about to explode on this... ugh, disgusting American brute.

"What's your problem with Americans? We all are," Emma points out. I look at the girl with jet-black skin, her hair tied in a high bun. "And we're good."

As if.

— Australians are superior.

— On what planet? — Ezra asks.

I ignore him, returning to face the security guard. He sips his water, staring at me. I'm wearing a loose T-shirt covering my bikini and a blue cap, trying to protect myself from the sun. Ez and I signed a lot today and are finally at peace. There's no reason for Nathan to stare so much.

I raise my eyebrow, wanting to ask if he likes the view. Because I definitely don't.

— I'm going to the water — I tell my friends, still without taking my eyes off him.

The sun seems hotter and it bothers me. I take off my shirt and the sensation gets worse.

Nathan parts his lips, licks them, and looks away. If I'd known that all it took to get his eyes off me was to take off my clothes, I would have done it sooner. Maybe walking around the house in a bikini is an option.

I lift my board off the sand and walk into the water. The heat ignites me again, and I glance over my shoulder at him. And he's staring at me, relentlessly. I have the impression he's biting his lip, and it unsettles me.​

I wade into the ocean, dive into the waves, and climb onto my board. I try to distract myself. And yet, in the freezing water, the boiling sensation won't go away.

As I sit down on the board, tired, Nathan continues to stare at me.

And I hate the part of me that wonders if the sun is really the problem or the hellish look of the angry guy on the other side of the beach.
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“WE LEAVE IN AN HOUR,” I say reluctantly when we get home.

Saying goodbye to my friends in Los Angeles was frustrating. I'll only be in New York for three weeks, and I love Manhattan, but I've been obsessed with the ocean since I was little. The concrete jungle isn't my favorite place because it doesn't have a beach.

"Our bags are in the car," his deep voice echoes. "If you need help with yours, just let me know."

— Are you going to put them over your shoulder too or do you still know how to carry things like a normal person?

He doesn't answer, but somehow I sense his irritation. I end up smiling.

He will resign.

Oh, it will.

I come downstairs an hour later, consumed by the post-shower sea air, after checking all my bags. My phone vibrates as I push them out of the room, and I sigh, staring at the screen.

Uncle Ollie-Boo: 

We are waiting for you.

The photo of Maeve Zhang, my goddaughter, laughing in her lap melts me. Her pale black skin, her small, slanted eyes, her little heart-shaped mouth full of drool... Oh, I love children. One day, I'll have a house full of them.

The Zhangs are in New York for Aunt Jasmine's project, and I miss her terribly. Uncle Ollie is like a second father to me, and Aunt Jasmine is everything I want to be as a model. She was the highest-paid model in the world for years and is now considered the most iconic actress of her generation. I'm lucky to have her in the family, considering my grandmother married her mother many, many years ago.

"Hailey, need some help?" Jim yells.

— Yes! Please!

I put my phone in my pocket and open my mouth to thank him, but when I look up, Nathan Hartwell is walking towards me, right behind Jimmy.

— I'm not going to put it over my shoulder.

I almost choke on his provocation. I could swear this was a joke, but he doesn't react.

I let him carry part of the bags, murmuring a thank you which he responds with an incomprehensible murmur.

Once in the back of the car, I ignore his furtive glances in the rearview mirror. Or I try. It's hard. Why does he stare so much?

I look back, finally. Hartwell looks away, exhaling regretfully. I watch him now. With every second closer to the airport, Hartwell seems more uneasy.

Nathan opens the car door and pats my back as I step out. Uneasy, I glance at him. He swallows hard and ignores me as we walk into the airport. Jim and Preston surround me, and I pull my sunglasses down, adjusting the beige cap that matches my matching suit. It's not as if it disguises anything, but it prevents some flashlights from getting a good look at my face.​

We head inside, and I hear some whispers and shouts for photos. I usually answer everyone, but I'm late.

"Oh my gosh," Hartwell mutters. An employee has his camera trained on me, and he stops in front of me, blocking my view.

“It’s okay,” I sigh, not understanding why he’s so nervous.

— How do you stand this?

— It's been like this since I was little. There's not much more I can handle now. It's part of my life.

He tenses his jaw and continues to stare at the clerk. Up close, I can see how angular his face is. His cologne is both strong and smooth— a duality I don't understand— and it's more pleasant than I'd like to admit.

The sound in his ear makes me struggle to hold back a laugh.

They act like I'm the president.

"Miss Bale?" Preston calls. We look away at the same time, and something terrible almost happens. "The jet is waiting for you."

I smile in gratitude.

As we board the jet, I greet Phillip, the pilot, and he smiles at me. We take the customary selfie for him to send to his wife, and I settle into one of the seats in the back.

Nathan stands near the door, puts on his belt, and rests his hands on his knees.

Jimmy, Preston, and Caden lay out Uno cards on the table, and I suppress a laugh at Grandpa's look across the table. He looks like he hates every second of it.

When the plane takes off, I put on my headphones and stretch my legs. There's a room in the back, and I even consider sleeping, but I like to admire the clouds as the sun sets.

I relax when we're in the sky, meters high. Here, I feel like just another ant in the vastness of the world.

I look at Nathan. He's pale.

I open my mouth when I understand. Is he afraid of heights?

I get out of my chair and he straightens, adjusting his shirt collar. I sit down next to him and he exhales regretfully, still not looking at me.

— Are you afraid of heights?

— No.

The plane climbs a little higher and he curses.

Translation: yes.

— It's five o'clock.

— And a half.

"We'll be taking longer flights, you know," I say good-naturedly. "I have a trip to Greece soon."

— I don't know if they informed you, but using other people's fear is a bit low.

— So you're afraid?

His chest heaves with a shaky breath. Nathan trembles. I could sound disgusted at the way he acts toward me, but my parents taught me compassion.

— I'm not using your fear to get you fired. I want you to leave, but I'm not a bitch, American.

— You and that word.

— Aren't you?

— It's not a nickname, just a fact.

— Do you prefer Angry?

— I'd prefer you put your belt on a chair further away.

— And you'll be able to protect me from so far away? — I interrupt.

— From what? From the clouds?

"So you recognize that you have nothing to fear?" Nathan turns his face toward me.

Too close.

The lashes are dark, but not too dark. They frame the definitely green irises. Dark, but green. There's a gold ring around them that's... shit, it's so pretty. And they sparkle.

When he swallows, I slide my gaze to a tattoo on his neck. It looks like Renaissance art, yet scribbled.

— I know you want to strangle me, but you don't need to look at my neck so much.

— Who designed it?

— Miss...

“Bale,” I conclude. “You say that often.”

— That's your name.

— My name is Hailey, Mr. Hartwell.

— And mine is Nathan.

"I heard." He grits his teeth. "Why do I bother you so much?"

— Because ten of my security guards quit. You're a headache.

“You too,” I say, settling in and stretching my legs out on a coffee table in front of us. “I work out too, you know? I can put you over my shoulders.”

— And do what?

"I wouldn't throw you out the window because it would mean our deaths and you're afraid of heights," I tease, and he grits his teeth. I end up laughing. "Damn, you're fun to annoy! It'll be sad when you leave."

— Hailey, I'm not leaving.

I smile widely, despite the frustrating sulk in his voice.

— What?

— You said.

— Said what?

— My name — I answer, amused, looking at my cell phone.

— Miss Bale...

— And here we go... — I see out of the corner of my eye that he presses his lips together. I laugh. — Just when I was starting to despise you a little less.

— It's just your name.

"And none of them call me that," I say, indicating the others and relaxing back into my chair, unlike him. "I like being just Hailey."

— I understood.

— Reminds me that... I'm just a Girl — Gwen Stefani hums, her lips trembling. — Man, I almost made you laugh. You want to laugh.​

— I don't want to.

— If I make you laugh, will you resign?

— It won't happen.

— Laugh or resign? — I watch him with interest.

Hartwell bites his lip. Firmly. And I... I stare with even more interest. The color is like cherry. If only his appearance matched his personality... What am I thinking?

"Both of us, Miss Bale," he says, low, gravelly, and too hoarse. Everything in me is restless. Every particle.

— We'll see — I tease, uncomfortable.

The air becomes different. Dense. I don't know why I oscillate between his gaze and his mouth, unable to break free. And it's mutual.

The plane shakes. Turbulence.

I gasp in fright and Nathan curses.

— Is it serious?

“It was just a little shake,” I say, hating that I can’t hold back my laughter.

— Fuck.

“Hartwell!” I grab his face and regret it. He looks at me, startled for a moment, and then... No more. “It’s okay.”

His stubble is rough against my fingers. His lips are parted, and nothing escapes. Only when I break contact does he breathe again.

Me too.

We looked ahead, both of us uncomfortable. What the hell?

The plane shakes again. Nathan huffs, rubbing his face.

— You must think I'm an idiot.

"No. But if I lie and say yes, will you resign?" Nathan gives me a look. I grin from ear to ear. "It doesn't hurt to try."

Hartwell looks ahead.

— I was scared when I was very little.

— Stop teasing me.

"I'm not. I'm trying to say I was scared, but Dad put me on his lap and asked me to look out the window. He squeezed my hand. And he said the only way to overcome fear is to face it until it seems meaningless. And when you live against your fear for too long, it disappears. And you gain courage. And with courage comes the freedom to enjoy the clouds at the top of the world."

The security guard watches me. I raise my eyebrows.

— Hartwell, look out the window.

The plane shudders.

— No way.

— Nathan, look out the window.

His name is heavy on my tongue and he stares at my mouth for the thousandth time. And he gives in.

Nathan looks out the window. His frightened look doesn't fade. The plane shakes again, and he turns, putting on my seatbelt.

"We're not going to fall!" I say, amused.

— Miss...

"Look out the window," I repeat, calmer, putting our anger aside for a moment. He snorts and obeys.

A huge, brutish man, frightened by his height. It's lovely to see some vulnerability. It makes me realize there's a human being beneath all that coldness.

Nathan watches the clouds.

I squeeze his hand, huffing at how much I'm giving in here, and so quickly. He almost dodges the touch, but I squeeze his hand as another turbulence hits, and he does the same. Too hard, until he calms down.

— I'm not going to offer you my lap — I warn.

— Go away... — I see the exact moment he remembers he's working and grunts. It amuses me.

— Careful. Offending your boss is dismissal for cause, American.

— Give up.

I chuckle happily. Because annoying him will actually be fun and distracting.

Nathan relaxes without realizing it.

— About yesterday... If I overdid it... It was just my job. I won't say I regret it. But I didn't mean to stress you out.

— I can't say I ran away to stress you out, I wanted to hang out with my best friend... But, okay — I roll my eyes —, it was a little to stress you out.

Nathan shakes his head. Not even a smile yet, but I feel like I'm getting close.

Your body relaxes into the chair after an hour or two. I don't let go of your hand.

The hues shift from blue to orange to a pitch-black star-studded darkness. And I admire them, so close to them, with the most arrogant, irritating, and arrogant guy I've met in months.

When we get off this plane, I'll get back to focusing on your dismissal. Not so much now. Just now.
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CHAPTER 5
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Nathan Hartwell

I ASKED FOR A BLANKET when she slept.

Hailey tried to stay awake, but fell asleep in the second hour. Still, she didn't let go of my hand until landing.

It doesn't change the fact that I find her a thorn in my side these days. But I confess that the girl showed compassion, and that baffles the hell out of me.

I don't know how to handle vulnerability. Much less when someone treats me like this. So I'm grateful when we land, because I realize I'm more nervous about what just happened than the flight itself.

She wakes up, wiping her mouth.

— You snore in your sleep — I lie.

— A “thank you” would suffice, you know.

“Thank you,” I say, too quietly, standing up.

Hailey sighs, and I know I'm not being the best guy in the world right now, but this moment on the plane can't and shouldn't change anything. Still, she looks down at the thick blanket wrapped around her and at me, processing what happened, and my chest tightens at the gratitude in her eyes.​

— Thanks too, I guess.

Nod.

I help her unload her bags from the plane and open the car door for her. She climbs into the back seat of the armored vehicle without a word, still wrapped in the blanket. Preston gives me a wicked smile I'm not sure I want to understand as he takes the passenger seat before I can, forcing me to sit next to Bale.

When we start driving around New York, I'm shocked. It's not like I hadn't noticed before, but it seems to have gotten worse. There's not a single billboard that doesn't feature my client's face. Perfume ads, clothing ads, lingerie ads... And this last one is so huge, taking up the entire wall of a building.

Brave, I think. After everything that happened, exposing yourself like that? It must have been a lot of money. After all, your ex-boyfriend let people see a lot more than that online.

Fucking scrotum.

I look at her. Her eyes shine in the city lights, but Hailey doesn't seem to mind. She's used to seeing herself everywhere.

“I thought we were going to the Hamptons,” I comment.

"I have a meeting tomorrow morning. And a photo shoot. And a dress rehearsal for the Dior show."

Jesus.

"I have a series of commitments in the next few days before we head to the Hamptons. And then we'll be back here soon after."

— What are the chances of you not giving me a heart attack by running away in the most chaotic city on the planet?

Hailey laughs, stretching.

— I hope your heart tests are up to date, Grandpa Hartwell.

I roll my eyes, swallowing the "I'm not old" because it's no use. Hailey Bale has discovered she loves to annoy me. So be it.
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I'VE BEEN IN THIS PLACE for a few hours and I still haven't gotten used to it.

The penthouse is enormous. It occupies the top two floors of one of New York's most expensive buildings— three, if you count the rooftop terrace.

The long glass windows occupy almost the entire space. From the top, you can see the entire city.

There's a pink grand piano between the dining room and the living room. Everything is in shades of pink or blue. And yet, it's sophisticated. The wood floors, the granite countertops... I can't explain it. It's sleek and modern, yet all the color gives it a homey feel.

I shake my head, heading to one of the spare rooms Preston shares with me. It's not hard to sleep, the flight was so tiring.

When I wake up the next day, I'm startled by the sound of laughter in the kitchen and some random pop song. I open the bedroom door, confused, and find Hailey cooking for the security guards, next to a light-brown woman in her fifties, and a woman in her thirties, much taller, beside her. She looks up and sees me.

"Hey, you must be Grumpy!" I open my mouth, not understanding what she means. Hailey stifles a laugh until she sees me in the doorway, far away. I'm not wearing a suit. I threw on the first t-shirt I could find.

— Angry? — I ask.

"It suits you," Hailey replies, a dimple deepening in her cheek. "Hartwell, meet Priyanka. My aunt's manager and part of my career management team." She nods to the older woman. "And this is Ahana Bowie. Her daughter, my manager."

Now I recognize her. According to the information I've received, Ahana is thirty-two years old, of Indian descent, like one of her adoptive mothers, Priyanka; and a sister who was Hailey's Cheers coach in high school. Tall, long hair, big, dark eyes... She's beautiful, and from the smile she gives, she thinks the same of me. Strange that I don't care as much as I usually do.

“Hey, handsome,” Ahana says and Hailey wrinkles her nose in annoyance.

"We'll hole up in the office and be out in two hours." His tone of voice is less friendly. "We've got eggs and bacon, coffee, and strawberry pancakes. I thought I'd order some croissants..."

“Okay,” I reply. “I didn’t know you woke up so early.”

— Now you know.

— I'll get the car and things ready in a minute.

— Two hours, Hartwell.

I ignore it, closing the door. I hear laughter outside. With my back to the door, I exhale regretfully, wondering why I want to hear what they're saying.

— See? Angry.

— He's not that serious — Caden defends me.

— You don't believe that either — Hailey retorts.

— He is when he's working, but outside of work... Nathan is a nice guy, you know.

— Well, I don't want to meet Hartwell outside of work.

— It seemed different yesterday— Jimmy hums.

— What happened yesterday? — One of the other women says so. I think the youngest one.

— They traveled hand in hand.

— Uhh... He throws you over his shoulder, holds your hand on the plane... Hayhay... — The other woman says.

"It's not like that, okay? It was a truce for a personal reason. But I still don't like Nathan Hartwell." They laugh and she grumbles. "Seriously. I really won't. I still want him out. Being polite doesn't change things when he definitely isn't."

I run my tongue between my teeth.

I don't know why it bothers me, it's mutual. I didn't like her either.

"So you won't mind if I hit on him, right?" Ahana teases.

— Believe me. He's all yours.

I grunt, take off my shirt, set aside my suit, and walk to the shower.

All yours.

Angry.

I still want him out.

Well, she can want me to "get out" at will.

It's not going to happen.
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ON THE WAY TO THE PHOTO shoot, Hailey Bale's face is still all over the billboards, and her constant laughter next to Ahana in the car... How can someone's existence stress me out so much?

For a moment, just for a moment, I forgot her true intentions. Her sweet smile, her cute way of caring for me, her irritating jokes... It was probably all a way to get around me so she could pull something off when I least expect it. It's exactly what she does with all the security guards.

I won't let this happen anymore.

Hailey Bale won't mess with me again. Not like that.

"You don't have to stand outside the room, you know," Hailey tells me, gripping the doorknob. I keep my arms behind my back, standing next to the entrance to her dressing room.

I tense my jaw.

— I'm just saying I'm not running away today.

"I don't trust you. And from what I've heard, the truce only applies to airplanes, because you can't throw me out the window, right?"

— What's your problem? What happened?

A derisive laugh catches in my throat.

“Why are you being polite when I’m clearly not, Miss Bale?”

The confusion on your face disappears.

"Seriously, Nathan? Because of this? You're almost forty and you're pissed about it?" She approaches and signals for Ahana to enter with the rest of the photoshoot crew.

— I'm not mad, Miss Bale. Just doing my job.

She laughs, pure sarcasm.

"I'll continue to be polite when you clearly aren't, American. And just for the record, you don't look as cute when you throw a tantrum as you think you do. If it bothers you to hear the obvious, then you're the one who needs to grow up here. Do you think helping you not freak out on a plane will erase anything?"

"I'm doing my job, Miss Bale. Why don't you do yours?" I avoid looking at her.

Hailey laughs again.

"There's a place to sit, Nathan. You don't have to stand there. But if that's what you prefer, enjoy it. There's just no need to stay outside."

— I'm not staying inside.

— Certainly not.

— I'm not missing much.

I realize what I said. Worse than that, I realize it sounds like I don't want to see her naked, because I know it's no big deal. Because I've seen it before. And when I look at Hailey, I regret using those words, because that's not what I meant, and I know how it affects her.

— Hailey...

— Miss Bale for you, Hartwell. Remember?

She walks in and slams the door. I lean my head against the wall, exhaling heavily. Sure enough, we're back at war. And I've completely lost it. I need to apologize; that's not what I meant.

A long time later, the door opens. Hailey comes out in a robe, on her phone, and I grab her arm. A few people around us stare at her in the studio, and she looks at me, stunned.

— What are you doing?

— What I said... I wasn't thinking about what happened to you.

Her gaze slides to my hand wrapped around her robe. Part of it slides off her shoulder, exposing her skin and her cleavage... The curves of her breasts... Damn, she's wearing lace. This isn't a lingerie shoot, is it?

I swallow hard, so hard it hurts.

I shouldn't be staring at my client's cleavage. Much less the valley between her breasts and how deep it is due to the fullness... Nathan Hartwell, stop.

I look up at her face, and she exhales regretfully, tensely. Her eyes slide from mine, to my mouth, to the tattoo that moves as my throat sways. I could stand on a stage and talk for hours about how Hailey Bale disturbs me, but right now, that discomfort is frustrating and so close to a peak, and yet, I can't back down.
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