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For the readers who want a gent in the streets 


and a freak in the sheets, 
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Rock Bottom





Spencer





“You look like shit.”

“Thanks, Mom.”

“I suppose you were out partying?” she asks. There it is—the motherly condescension, the loaded criticism I’ve grown used to, which is also one reason for my banishment to the Bay for the summer.

“Not partying. It’s food poisoning,” I lie, running a hand through my messy hair, which is a complete disaster because of yet another night with little sleep. And what are these dark circles under my normally sharp blue eyes? Even after weeks on Oakwhite’s beaches, it seems my California tan has faded and I look, as she said, like shit.

Over my mother’s shoulder, I spot the framed cover of People Magazine’s 2013 Teen Heartthrob edition, a reminder of my better, and more put-together days.

Mom—more commonly known as Marilyn Perry, world famous movie star—purses her surgically altered lips, which only amplifies her severe, perceptive gaze that cuts through the phone’s screen. “Food poisoning?”

“I had some questionable seafood.” I offer a tight grin, popping the dimple that works wonders on women, but does nothing to lighten my doubtful mother.

My phone vibrates with a text from my dad: 

I’ll order you in some soup from Bayou & Bagel.



“Thanks, Dad,” I reply. He’s off camera, but he’s obviously in the room with Mom, eavesdropping.

Though the spicy Cajun soup would cure any hangover, there’s nothing that would cure this growing emptiness within. Not even the party last night or the early morning spent between Tiffany’s legs helped.

“Could you please let me talk to our son?” Mom scolds her husband, who pops into the frame behind her and smiles, making his bushy white mustache wiggle.

“He’s sick, Mar,” he says, rubbing her shoulders. “Go easy on him.”

Easy. Not sure she’s ever gone easy on me.

“Spencer isn’t sick the way you mean, John.”

“Don’t worry, I’ve never been healthier,” I correct, glancing down at my half-open, wrinkled shirt and boxers clinging to my bony hips. I cringe. I look more like a recovering alcoholic than a Hollywood heartthrob. Then again, I haven’t been a heartthrob in years. “The sea air and sun are clearing out all the shit.”

Not to mention helping me avoid my former life and all its issues.

“Good. Proud of you, Spence.” Dad nods with another wide grin.

“Spency…” Mom starts in a singsong voice she uses when she needs something. A tone usually reserved for directors. “Have you looked over what Walt sent you?”

The offer from my agent, Walter Mariani, and also mother’s reminder, came in two nights ago, along with a five-page contract. I scratch my two-day-old scruff and frown. “Nope. Didn’t get anything.”

“You didn’t?” Marilyn cocks her head, her platinum blond bob dangling while her eyes lose focus as she searches through her phone. “There. I’ve sent it again.”

Glad my phone is silent; I ignore the email that pops in. “I’ll check it out later.”

“Spencer, you need to give this serious thought. Opportunities like this one won’t fall in your lap every day.”

“I said I’d check it out, didn’t I?” The fingers I rake through my hair come away a little too greasy for my liking. “Listen, I love you, but I have to go home, take a shower.”

“You know, an assistant could handle all these things for you,” Mom continues, ignoring me.

“No, Marilyn. I don’t need one,” I snap. “I’m fine and more than capable of handling my life without someone holding my hand.”

“Exactly, Mar,” Dad interjects. “He’s a big boy. Besides, what does he need help with? He’s not even busy,” he adds, turning his blue gaze to mine. “Right, Spence?”

“Right, Dad.” I know he means well, but the words still sting. “Anyway, when I get the offer, I’ll look it over.” I hate lying to my mom. I drop my gaze to the floor, following the patterned lines in the Persian rug, sensing the sting of my mother’s disapproval even from three-thousand miles away.

When I finally lift my head, I’m met with her sad gaze, filled with what I can only describe as mother’s guilt.

“We’re just worried about you, honey,” she says, her tone kind. Mom-like.

“I know.”

“I’ll get Walt to call you later and we’ll talk about it, you and me, when I get to the Bay.”

“Yeah, about that…” I begin, sitting up straight.

“Spencer, I’m coming. Whether you like it or not. Besides, we have Bradford’s birthday party.”

“No, you have Bradford’s birthday party,” I reply, totally uninterested in attending yet another rich socialite’s get-together.

“Spencer, we’re not getting into this now. I have to run. Love you.”

“Love you,” I reply as the screen goes dark.

Letting my phone drop to the side, I walk outside to stare at the ocean beyond. Even with the sun high in the sky, there’s a chill in the air as if Mother Nature forgot summer began a few weeks ago. A cuss breaks the silence, reminding me I’m not at home.

“Who were you talking to?” Tiffany stumbles outside, hungover, or possibly still drunk. Her blond hair is messy and her silky negligee hangs loosely over her ivory skin.

“No one,” I reply before her swollen lips meet mine. I pull back. “I’m gonna head home.”

Her artificially smooth forehead makes an attempt at frowning. “What? Now?” She slides her hand into mine, bringing her body against me, smelling of vodka and stale cigarettes. “Why don’t you come back to bed for a bit?”

I step back, shaking her hand loose and turn to leave. “No thanks. I have stuff to do.”

“Stuff?” she snaps and I don’t have to be looking at her to tell she’s slammed her hands onto her hips.

“Yes, Tiff. Stuff.”

She follows behind me through the house. “I’m so done with you.”

Here we go again… 

I roll my eyes. “Okay.”

“Ugh! You are the biggest asshole.”

The only thing I can do is laugh as I grab my pants in her bedroom. 

“Tell me something I don’t know,” I say over my shoulder.

Tiffany’s glare is monstrous, but I have to give it to her; it’s been a year since I broke off our engagement and she’s still determined to win me back. Honestly, she’s fun, almost open to anything, but the reason we broke up remains: I’m not that guy. The commitment guy. The one who’s ready to settle down with a wife and have kids. I’m a bachelor and want to keep it that way. I might be thirty, but I refuse to be tied down. And even if I did, and wanted to give my whole heart to someone, I sincerely doubt Tiffany would be the one I’d give it to.

“Fuck you, Spencer!” she shouts at me as I get into my car.

I see her slam her door as I drive away, but sigh heavily because I’m not more bothered that she’s so bothered.





After a five-minute drive down Lyndhurst Road, I get home and rush to the kitchen, my bare feet shuffling against the marble floor. I fill the coffeemaker with water, then pull the near empty container of Panamanian blend from the fridge. 

Fuck.

After rummaging through the cabinets, and not even finding my backup stock of Kona Peaberry blend, I dig my teeth into my lip, dropping my head with a long exhale. A quick online search says if I order now, I wouldn’t get it for another two days, even with express shipping. 

Double fuck.

In a place like Oakwhite Bay, all you can get is sub-par coffee, and I refuse to drive into town for that. Settling for the minimal grains left, I fill the machine. 

While the coffee brews, I search the fridge again, taking note. I’ll need to go into town, anyway. I hate grocery shopping with a passion, but when all that stares back at me are some beers, a half-finished pizza and some questionable looking takeout, I realize I won’t have a choice. Times like these, I agree with Mom; I might need an assistant. That or be less lazy.

The annoyance I still hold toward my former assistant Sydney—for his leaving me high and dry to work for someone ‘more famous’—simmers beneath my skin as I clean out the fridge, chucking the nasty leftovers into the trash.

I make my way upstairs for a shower. My bedroom is a mess and Mom’s judgment resonates in my ear, so I decide to change the sheets. Evaluating the current state of my life, I realize that I’ve sulked long enough. I should give in and find someone to help me out. I’m clearly failing at independence and it’s beyond time to replace Sydney.

In a matter of days, my folks will descend on this house, overwhelming my life and freedom with their rich friends and parties. But if Mom were too busy finding me a new assistant, then that would keep her off my back a little while longer. And then she’d stop pestering me about my life, my career, or lack thereof.

I tug on the messy sheets that seem to have absorbed the endless nights of sex and perfume, struck by a surprising nausea that rises from my gut. After popping an antacid into my mouth, I throw the bedding into a pile on the ground, then pick up some trash around the room. It’s not until I’m holding a nearly empty bottle of vodka that I realize it’s time for this to stop—the drinking, the partying, all of it. But then the crazy memories from last night with Tiffany have my body stiffening with need and I release a loaded sigh, falling back onto the bare mattress and rake my fingers through my hair.

Something has to change. The issue is I’m not sure how to do it.
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The sun beats down on me, each step on the sidewalk sticky with heat as I shuffle toward Camden’s Ice Cream Shop. My sandals slap against my heels with the rhythm of my thoughts: no job, no money, no semester in London.

But the second I walk into the shop, the blast of air conditioning hits me like salvation and I’m surrounded by the way summer should always smell: sugar, cream, and a hint of waffle cones baking. Sadly, even the sugary sweetness swirling around me does nothing to ease the knot in my stomach.

Behind the counter, my sister Marcy stands, laughing at something a customer said—one of those typical trust fund Oakwhite kids that invades the town every summer. The ones I like to call richies. Last summer, I was the one behind that counter, faking smiles and acting like I appreciated their flirtations. 

The complete opposite of me, Marcy truly enjoys the attention. Scooping mint chocolate chip into a sugar cone with practiced efficiency, with her brown hair pulled back in a high ponytail and a Camden’s visor perched on her head, she almost looks cool. 

I can’t help envying her a bit. Typical Marcy—effortlessly charming, always at ease. She makes even a polyester uniform seem stylish. Unlike me, who spent the entire day trudging through town with a folder of resumes and nothing but sweat and high cortisol levels to show for it.

“Hey, Marce,” I say, slumping onto a stool at the counter and rest my chin on my hand.

The too-charming young man nods at me and leaves, and even though I know I’ve saved my sister from being ogled by a jerk, she seems disappointed by the interruption.

Her smile falters when she looks at me. “You look like you’ve been walking through the Sahara. Cone? On the house.”

I shake my head. “Not in the mood for ice cream.”

Marcy’s eyes fly open with shock. “Yikes. That bad?”

“Worse,” I say, pulling a resume out of my bag and laying it on the counter like a defeated gambler showing their losing hand. “I’ve been everywhere. The café, the bookstore, even Jolene’s plant nursery. No one’s hiring. And if they are, they prefer someone who isn’t leaving for London before the summer’s over.”

Marcy gives me a sympathetic glance, flipping the paper over to scan it. “Your problem is that you’re too honest. You could not mention that you’re leaving.”

“Right, because lying would make me feel so much better.”

Marcy smirks. “No, but it might get you a job.”

I groan and drop my head onto the counter, appreciating the cool surface against my flushed skin.

“Why don’t you just swallow your pride and ask Mom and Dad for a loan?” Marcy suggests. “They’d say yes. You know they would.”

Raising my head, I guffaw. “No way. They’ve already pitched in so much and aren’t even fans of this whole London plan. I can’t ask them for more money. I want to do this on my own. Show them it’s not some… crazy idea.”

Marcy tilts her head, her expression softening. “It’s not crazy. It’s your dream. But you’re being stubborn about this. They won’t hold it against you if you need a little help.”

“I’ll hold it against me,” I mutter.

Studying me with the intensity of someone trying to figure out a hard puzzle, Marcy leans close with her elbows on the counter. “I wish I could help, Bee, but Camden’s is barely breaking even this season. Henry’s not looking to hire anyone new.”

“Don’t worry about it.” I give her a weak smile, sitting up and rubbing my temples. “I just… I thought I’d have more luck, you know? It’s July. I’m running out of time. I’m not even sure if I’ll be able to cover the rest of my tuition.”

We sit in silence for a moment; the void filled with the shop’s usual background noise of whirring ice cream machines and pop music. The bell above the door jingles, and Marcy straightens, her customer-service smile snapping into place.

I watch her work with the ease of someone who has done this a thousand times before. She takes the orders, scoops ice cream, while I handle a tantrum from a toddler who can’t decide between sprinkles and gummy bears.

Once the family’s gone, Marcy wipes down the counter. “Have you considered freelance stuff? Like tutoring or babysitting? You’re so good with kids.”

I wince. “Babysitting won’t pay enough.” I shrug. “I guess I could tutor if I don’t have a choice.” Like most English majors, I love literature, but I was looking forward to escaping it all and enjoying what might be my last summer in Oakwhite Bay. The idea of teaching high school students basic English causes almost as much tightness in my chest as the anticipation of moving across the Atlantic for a year.

“Hey, don’t knock it,” Marcy says with a grin. “Maybe there’s a market for niche knowledge. Someone out there needs to learn how to distinguish their Brontës from their Austens.”

I snort despite myself. “That goes beyond summer tutoring. I’m sure I’ll just end up convincing some spoiled kids not to use AI to write their essays.”

“True.” Marcy taps her chin, then brightens suddenly. “What about dog walking or house sitting? I bet house-sitting for a richie would pay loads.”

I hesitate, folding one of my resumes into a paper plane. “God, no. I don’t care how much it pays, I could never work for them. And they’d never hire me to house-sit.” Dropping my face into my hands, I puff out my cheeks. “Guess I have no choice but to pick up dog shit all summer.”

“Or…” Marcy trails off, and I can hear the hesitation in her silence before she continues. “You’ll have to suck it up and ask them, Bee. It’s a loan, not a handout. Tell them you’ll pay them back.”

I glance up and stare at her. The idea settles like a lead weight on my shoulders. How could I be honest with my parents and admit that I’ve had to dip into my savings? Tell them that despite the scholarship, despite the endless hours working two part-time jobs, I couldn’t cut it. This upcoming year in London requires the best, and I am struggling. Admitting to my parents that I don’t have enough money to go would be akin to admitting my failure. And despite how proud they are of my accomplishments so far; they would be heartbroken to find out I’ve been lying to them for the past six months.

“I really can’t.”

Marcy jams new napkins into a dispenser and sighs, shaking her head. “What’s the alternative? Not going to London? Missing out on the biggest opportunity of your life because you’re too stubborn to ask for help?”

Her words sting, but only because they’re true. For so long, I’ve been working on getting into the English Lit program for my final year of studies. I’ve poured my heart into the application essays, the interviews, the portfolio review. I’ve busted my ass writing as many articles as possible for the NYU papers and magazines for extra credit. London isn’t just a year abroad—it’s a step toward the future I want. The future I’ve dreamt of since I was eleven.

“I hate this,” I mutter, adding bent wing tips to my resume-jet.

“I get it, but sometimes, you have to do what you hate to get where you want to go,” Marcy delicately says. “And it’s not like they don’t have the money. They’d want to help if you explained it the right way.”

I breathe deeply, but the knot in my stomach doesn’t loosen. “I’ll think about it.”

“Good.” Marcy reaches across the counter and squeezes my hand. “And if you want, I’ll help you rehearse what to say. Mom’s less scary if you go in with a game plan.”

“Deal,” I say, managing a small smile.

The bell jingles again as another loud family walks in, their kids clamoring at the counter for rainbow sprinkles.

Marcy shoots me an apologetic look and straightens up. “Duty calls.”

I slide off the stool and sling my bag over my shoulder. “Thanks, Marce. See you at home.”

“Anytime,” she says, already grabbing a cone. “And hey, don’t forget, you’ve got this. London’s waiting for you.”

I step outside, the muggy air seeping back into my clothes and onto my skin as if I didn’t take a thirty-minute break inside the shop. Unable to shake the nagging doubts, I walk with my head down. 

Could I somehow find the courage to ask my parents for help? Would they be okay with it or would I have to deal with passive aggressive parent guilt all summer? Not to mention I’d still need to pay them back and I have no clue how I’d ever manage that. But then again, maybe Marcy’s right, and they’d help. It might not be so bad. 

All the same, as I round the corner onto Main Street, and get into my old Corolla, I know deep down asking for help goes against every grain of my being.
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Road Less Taken





Spencer





A fucking reunion? That’s their genius offer? A TV special filled with failed actors reliving the drama, the shitty scripts, hashing up secrets? Annoying baited questions like, Tell us, Spencer; were there any on-set love affairs? 

Of course, there were. Actresses, lead or background, it didn’t matter—I hooked up with so many of them. And that’s what these producers and fans crave: the juicy gossip and the shit we weren’t supposed to talk about back then.

They’ll never get enough.

“Spency, are you with me?” Tiffany grumbles from the bed.

“Sorry, what was that?”

She sighs, irate. “You weren’t listening.”

“No, I wasn’t.” I open the doors, letting some fresh air into the stuffy room and watch the sunrise break over the horizon.

“I was saying we should get back together. Like officially.”

If I wasn’t desperate for a release, I’d leave, but I’m still so unfulfilled, so I hold back and get back into bed. I slide to her side and press my lips to her neck, while she palms my bare ass.

“We’re having fun, right?” I ask.

She nods, shoving her thigh between mine, and rubs.

“So, why do you need to label this? I thought we were having fun.”

Her lips curl, and she shoves away from me. “That’s all this is to you? Fun?”

She bites her lip, covering herself with the sheet, but I shove my hand between her thighs and slide a finger into her wet pussy. Tiffany loves to fight; it turns her on. That’s the only thing we still have in common.

“Correct me if I’m wrong, but I think you find this a lot of fun, too.”

Her eyes slowly drift shut as she submits to the pleasure of my slow-moving finger, and moans. “But that’s not what I want…”

“So, then tell me what you want, Tiff,” I whisper, bringing my mouth to her ear and sucking on her diamond-studded earlobe.

“I want…” The more I circle her clit, the more her words become a jumbled mess. “I… Spencer…”

“Tell me what you want,” I repeat, but she stays quiet. I suck on her nipple and she tightens around my fingers.

She’s so easy to distract, it’s almost laughable. So easy, it’s boring. There’s no challenge with Tiffany; she gives in and seems to do whatever I want. There’s nothing to fight for. Not that there ever was. Since I can remember, people have thrown themselves at me like faithful disciples and after so many years of it, I’m so fucking done with it. I’m a thirty-year-old nepo baby who’s only ever gotten everything I could want, but never what I truly need. And I need something. Something I need to work for and earn.

A few minutes of robotic fingering later, Tiffany unravels while screaming my name, but I get no joy from it. Not like I used to. I’ve thought about finding a new girl, but just the idea of sifting through more spoiled trust fund babies has me considering becoming a monk. 

Tiffany’s breathing slows, and she meets my gaze with a lazy grin. She reaches down, grabbing my flaccid cock, and frowns. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. I’m not in the mood.”

She pulls back as if I’ve said something offensive. “You’re always in the mood.” 

She’s not wrong; I usually am. 

“Why don’t I help you?” she suggests, sinking beneath the covers, wrapping her warm mouth around me. Still, after a few minutes of pointless sucking, nothing happens. She throws the blankets off with a huff. “What the hell, Spence?”

I shrug and fold my arms behind my head. “Sorry, guess it’s not happening.”

“Is it me?”

“No, of course not,” I lie and kiss her hand before rolling out of her bed. “I’m going to head home.”

“But we didn’t talk about us,” she pouts, sitting up.

“What’s there to talk about?”

“I’m not a whore who’ll wait here until you have an itch you can’t scratch. I deserve more.”

Fed up with the same argument we’ve had countless times I pinch the bridge of my nose and release a heavy sigh. 

“You’re right, you do.” I slip my pants on, then my shirt.

“Is that all you can say?”

“What? I agree. You deserve better than me.”

Her sharp glare cuts across the room and she sticks her tongue into her cheek. “This is it, Spencer. I mean it. I’m done. For good.”

I scratch my chin and stare blankly at her. I’ve heard these threats a million times before. “Okay.”

She clenches her jaw, then whips a pillow at my head, narrowly missing. It hits the wall with a muted thud. “Get the fuck out! I never want to see you again!”

I give her a small salute and grin. “Already leaving.”

She follows me anyway, screaming and cussing until I reach my car. Half-naked, she stands at the door, her mascara-smudged eyes glaring, but I can’t find an ounce of sympathy. She should have known that these benefits wouldn’t last forever and would dry up. Then again, I’m the one to blame. After all, the definition of insanity is doing the same thing over and over again and expecting a different outcome. 

I fall into the driver’s seat and my shoulders sink with my deep exhale. Here I am, once again, heading home with an empty void in my chest, questioning what my next step in life will be. There’s no way in hell I’m doing the stupid reunion—that’s purgatory for washed up actors. And I might be unemployed, but I’m not washed up. I’m just picky about my next role, that’s all.

Keep telling yourself that, dumbass.
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“You have everything? ‘Cause I’m not coming back if you forget something.” I arch an eyebrow at Marcy while she pulls her bag out of the backseat of my car.

“Or you could give me the keys and then you wouldn’t have to worry about it,” Marcy replies, leaning into the passenger side window, her arms crossed, her brow lifted like mine.

“Ha! You must have hit your head if you think I’d lend you my car,” I say, stroking the dash of the twelve-year-old gold-colored car I inherited from my parents.

“I’m sure I’m a better driver than you,” Marcy says, shaking her head, pulling away from the window. “Where you off to, anyway?”

I look at the time. “I’m going to call it an early night. Take a bath. Do some reading.”

“Pfft. You’re not that boring. You’re going richie-stalking, aren’t you?”

“Why do you call it that?” I look around anxiously, my lips pursed. The town’s fairly quiet tonight, but I can’t be sure someone I know isn’t about to round the corner.

“What else do you call creeping down Lyndhurst Road?” Marcy begins. “One day, someone is going to catch you gawking through the windows and you’ll get in shit.”

“First, I don’t gawk through their windows. I’m jogging. And it’s a free world; I’m allowed to jog wherever I choose. So what if I look at the houses?”

Marcy giggles, shaking her head, then types out a text while speaking. “You’re right, it’s a free world, but you know the richies don’t enjoy sharing.”

“What’s that mean?”

“It means if someone found out how you sneak around…”

“I get it,” I snap. “Don’t stay out too late.” 

“Yes, Mom,” she says with an eye roll. “Travis has an older brother, you know? If you wanted to come with, I’m sure—”

“Have a good time,” I cut in, uninterested in being set up on a blind date. 

“They’re not all assholes, Bee. Remember that.” Marcy smiles, then waves as she steps away from the car and crosses the street, heading toward the coffee shop to meet her now back on-again best friend, Travis.

Wondering if Marcy’s right, I glance at the running shoes in the backseat. I could run elsewhere, but now that Marcy has pointed out how I could get caught, she’s made it sound exciting. But really, I’m not doing anything wrong, and can go wherever I please. What gives the richies the right to own Oakwhite’s most scenic properties? Who gave them the ownership of the beach and the ocean beyond?

With a determined breath, I put the car in gear and drive off, resting my arm out the window. A light breeze drifts in off the ocean telling me it’s a perfect night for a run.





I was wrong. An hour later, there’s no breeze drifting across my sweaty skin. I’m near the end of the dark road, and I’ve only stopped to catch my breath, but that’s when the heat hits me like a freight train, hard and unrelenting. Dusk has settled in, so I’m surprised by this sudden heatwave. If I concentrate hard enough, I can almost imagine a slight coolness drifting up from the sea beyond the mansions.

Envy grows in my chest. Marcy was right; I should have stayed away. The rich and sometimes famous claim Lyndhurst Road as their own, reserving it exclusively, and often treat Oakwhite Bay like a disposable possession. Except for a few individuals, like my former boss Henry Camden who inherited his seaside cottage, most of those living by the ocean are not from the working class.

The richies hire people like my parents—the Buckners—for jobs they won’t touch, like keeping their lawns pristine and mansions sparkling clean. I’ll never own one of these palaces, but that won’t stop me from standing here and dreaming.

Shaking it off, I decide to run another half-mile before returning to my car. The faster I run, the more my legs strain, but I focus on the destination rather than the burn in my muscles.

I’m from the other side of Oakwhite Bay’s tracks, so to speak; Main Street being the metaphorical train track. The neighborhoods west of it are a few miles from the ocean and aren’t wealthy by any means. They’re where the down to earth, hardworking folks live.

I love Oakwhite, with its easy-living, quaint, small storefronts and kind-hearted residents. Which is why I can’t stand anyone who ignores the magic of it. Or how the richies bring their noisy parties and smugness here every summer. 

I mean, even if they don’t stay long, can’t they at least see how perfect the town is and treat it with respect? Is that really so hard?

Ahead, the road twists into a bend I’ve run along countless times in the past, under the stars of countless summer nights. Tonight, however, scattered worries consume my mind, ranging from Marcy’s words to my dwindling bank account.

Am I boring and predictable? Should I be enjoying my summer break, doing stuff like going to the movies and hanging out with friends? Or diving off the cliffs at Shipwreck Point and getting drunk at beach bonfire parties? I’m twenty years old, for Pete’s sake.

When did my life become so… lifeless?

The answer is pretty obvious. Juggling school and part-time jobs for years has left me with almost no social life. But that doesn’t mean I’m about to start dating. Nope. I’ve had my fill of gross, gropey guys at NYU and I’m definitely not looking for any summer flings.

Huffing out a grunt, I channel my frustration through running faster. The sweat makes my feet slip around in my socks and a bead of it runs down my back, too, past the waistband of my leggings.

The scent of the ocean and the sounds of the gentle lapping waves have me thinking about veering off for a swim. After all, the sea is closer than my shower at home.

I should leave and cut through the woods down the path that returns to my car. But instead, I take a left, heading down the road I shouldn’t even be on. I spot the small clearing in the trees that cuts through a private property straight to the beach and smile. 

Despite the money that lives here in this neighborhood, their taxes aren’t being invested in suitable lighting. I can just make out the recess between two property lines, and I’m sure I could make it to the beach without being spotted.

The plan is plain and clear-cut: I’ll race towards the water, jump in while still wearing my clothes, and sprint back to my car. No one would be the wiser. 

I grin, already imagining the coolness of the Atlantic against my sweaty skin.
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Accidental Run-Ins





Spencer





“Shit!” The phone slips from my hands, falling through my legs to the floor. I dip down and reach between my feet, then under the car’s seat.

“Almost.” My fingertips touch the corner of my phone. I inch it closer, then lift and peek at it for a second. One measly second.

When I look up again, I see someone and slam on the brakes, cringing, hearing the faint sound of my tires screeching against the asphalt. My heart lurches when the car hits her. As I hit her. It’s nothing more than a tap—thankfully I wasn’t going fast—but it’s enough for the weight of her body to hit the fender with a thump.

The girl came out of nowhere, so it wasn’t my fault. Why was she there? Couldn’t she see me coming and the gate doors swinging open?

Shaking my head, I park the car then jump out, running toward the girl who’s sitting on the ground with her back straight and her legs outstretched. Despite her eyes being shut, a deep crease runs along her forehead.

“Are you okay?” I ask, panicked. There doesn’t seem to be any signs of serious injury—not that there should be, because I really wasn’t going fast. I touch her bare shoulder, her warm skin covered with a faint sheen of sweat. “Miss, are you all right?”

“Yeah,” she answers, her voice low, sexy, and breathy. She opens her eyes, revealing glossy, hazel orbs that are the most strikingly beautiful shade I’ve ever seen. I tear my eyes away and let them skim over her outfit. A black tank top and leggings mold around curves I’m embarrassed for noticing.

She groans and my breathing resumes. “Can you move?”

“I can’t believe you hit me.”

I run a hand behind my neck. “Um… yeah. About that, I’m so fucking sorry. I didn’t see you.”

“Well, I would hope not.”

“Are you hurt?”

“If I weren’t, would I be down here?” Her audible annoyance makes the corners of my mouth quirk.

“No, I guess you wouldn’t be. Can you stand up?”

“I think so…”

I wrap an arm around her waist and help her up, but she stares down at my hand with a grimace. “Should I call an ambulance?”

She laughs, dusting her hands off. “Don’t exaggerate. I’ll be fine.” She takes a step forward but grimaces once again.

“You’re not fine.” I reach my arm around her again, but she jerks away.

“No, seriously, I’m good. I just need a second. It’s not like I get hit by a car every day.”

I don’t get her sassy attitude. I understand she’s upset, but honestly, she needs to chill. But, dodging a possible lawsuit, I bite back what I’d like to say. My lawyers would love the extra work, but now’s not the time to set my mother off. I need to be smart and make sure this girl’s okay.

“Where were you headed? Can I give you a ride?”

Again, she pulls away from me as if I’m carrying some horrible contagious disease. A concerned frown darkens her face. “I was jogging.”

Offering my most charming smile while taking her in, I lean back against the car’s hood and cross my arms. She’s tall, with nice, plump curves giving her a pin-up type body that makes it difficult for me to take my eyes off her.

“What?” she spits, snapping me from my stare.

“Sorry, I was just thinking—”

“Oh, I know exactly what you were thinking.” She arches a brow. “Listen, this was as much my fault as yours. I wasn’t paying attention. So, don’t worry, I won’t sue.”

“I’m not worried about that.”

She smirks, her cheeks round, then looks over my shoulder at the car. “I get it. You’re protecting yourself. You all do it.”

“Who are you talking about?”

She makes a circling motion with her hand. “Lyndhurst Road people.”

Amused by her generalization, I bite back my grin. “To be fair, you don’t know a thing about me.”

She tilts her head and her long, curly, coffee-colored ponytail sways like a pendulum. A yearning to touch it creates mental images of me, fisting it in my hand, tugging on it while she—

“You’re right, I don’t,” she says.

I blink a few times, trying to clear my dirty thoughts away. 

“I’m sorry,” she adds.

“No need to apologize. But let me at least drive you back home.”

She shakes her head, frowning. 

“How about a drink, then?” I offer, nodding over my shoulder toward the house.

Her hazel eyes briefly meet mine, then she scrunches up her nose. “That’s even less likely.”

I can’t help but laugh. I should let her go, but there’s something about her…

“Listen, it would rest my mind if you came inside and let me make sure you’re okay. And it’s not to avoid a lawsuit.” Though it sort of is. I put a hand over my heart. “It would settle my worries and make me happy.”

“And I’m sure you’re used to always getting what you want, right?”

I’m left stunned, as if she’s read my innermost thoughts. Also, people don’t usually talk to me this way. Other than my friends, everyone bends over backwards for me. But not this girl; she’s got a backbone made of steel.

I entertain the idea that she might not recognize me, which seems impossible—everyone in Oakwhite knows the Larson-Perry family. This girl’s young though, early twenties maybe, so it’s possible she has no clue who I am. Either way, her opinion of me seems fixed, and I won’t waste the rest of my evening trying to change it.

“On second thought, it’s late. I’ve offered to help, you said no, so I guess I’ll be off. Have a great night.”

I get into my car, giving her one last glance, giving her one more second to reconsider.

Her full lips open into an O-shape as she scoots back to the edge of the driveway. But she doesn’t leave. In fact, she folds her arms, drumming her fingers against her arm, as if impatiently waiting for me to get out of her way.

I huff, putting the car in drive, and inch forward, then stop, lowering the passenger side window. “Can you at least give me your name?”

Her forehead puckers as her hazel eyes bore into mine. “Why do you need to know?”

“Call me curious.”

“Okay, Curious. Why should I tell you?”

A laugh tumbles from my mouth. “It’s Jack,” I reply, unsure why I’m lying.

Her mouth tilts into a little smirk that is adorable, but also creates a weird tugging sensation in my gut. “Drive safe, Jack. If you can, try not to hit anybody else tonight.”

Without another word, she stands there for a few seconds more, her smile slowly dropping, and then she turns to leave. I drive up alongside her and shout through the window, “Are you seriously not going to tell me your name?”

“Wow, you really are curious,” she answers with a sexy laugh that ignites a strange spark in my chest before she crosses the street and disappears into the shadows.





After picking up some groceries at Porter’s, I return home. My gut clenches when I see the telltale rear of the rented Lamborghini parked in front of the house. A dark SUV is beside it, no doubt belonging to Lewis Smith, the head of my mother’s personal security detail.

“Fuck.” I sit in my car, wondering if it’s too late to turn around and leave. I could do it, just crash at Hunter’s for a few nights. Or even straight to New York City to see Mitchell. But then images of those hazel eyes and round hips pop into my head, strangely making my heart race and my cock swell. Her rejection has stirred some long-forgotten feelings inside me. Beyond piqued, my curiosity is burning, and she’s all I thought of while walking through the aisles at Porter’s.

“Fuuuck,” I repeat, dragging out the one word as I get out of my car and grab the groceries in the trunk. 

Thoughts of the mystery girl weigh on me. I have no idea who she is, but something about her has me willing to stick around Oakwhite and deal with my mother to find out. And that’s saying something.

Even without the car parked out front, I know Mom’s here. There’s something different about the house when I walk in. A certain vibe. There’s also the strong amber and jasmine notes of her trademark Baccarat Rouge 540 perfume lingering in the air. It hits my nostrils, floating into my mouth where I can taste it. Some love the scent, but it makes me cringe. It’s too heavy, too in your face, which is the perfect fit for the Marilyn Perry persona.

That persona isn’t my mom. My mom didn’t use to wear perfume. She used to let her hair down and chase me along the beach, laughing until she swooped me up into her arms. That was before the massive career and golden statues. Sometimes, I miss having that mom around.

I hear her in the kitchen, ordering Lydia, her housekeeper, around, and roll my shoulders back with a deep breath when Bruno comes running up, welcoming me home.

“Hey buddy.” I crouch down to stare the big dog in the eyes. “How’s my guy doing?”

At thirteen years old, Bruno is ancient compared to his Bernese counterparts. The result of costly breeding, diet, and grooming, he’s still my little fur baby and not seeing him every day sits heavily in my heart. One more thing I had to leave behind when I came here, but I cheer up knowing my mother brought him along with her this time.

Bruno shoves his big, furry head against my knees, nearly knocking me over. Sure, he’s old, but he still weighs over one hundred pounds. I give him a scratch between the ears, then stand.

“Let’s see what grandma’s up to.”

He lets out a short, deep bark as if understanding and leads me through the house. After reaching the kitchen, he goes left and rushes through the open French doors, running towards the beach.

Marilyn, with her legs sprawled out across the bar stools, sits at the kitchen island, her blond bob hitting just below her square jaw. She balances her cell phone in one hand and a tall glass of champagne in the other—Cristal, no doubt. At the stove, Lydia is busy cooking something fragrant.

“Hey, Mom,” I say, placing the paper bag on the counter.

Marilyn looks up, her blue eyes darkened by way too much smudged liner.

“My baby,” she chimes, but doesn’t get up from her seat, of course, and tilts her head, patiently awaiting my kiss on her cheek. “Where were you?”

“I went to Porter’s. Where’s Dad?”

“He’s outside,” she says, sitting up. “Taking a dip.”

I turn to put the groceries away, but Lydia’s beaten me to it, already emptying the bag. So, I grab a beer and pop the cap, chucking it onto the granite counter. Lydia tsks, aiming her brown eyes at me like daggers, while throwing the cap into the garbage.

“Thanks, Lyly,” I reply with a wink, but she just glowers back at me.

Lydia Marchulli has been in my life for most of it, but it’s always been clear she’s Marilyn’s friend and employee, not mine. She never lets me forget it, either, always speaking to me in sharp tones and with a slightly condescending attitude.

“So, you’re here early,” I say to my mother.

Marilyn stares at me without blinking. “I guess he forgot,” she says, but she’s speaking to Lydia. The latter replies with some choice Italian words under her breath before returning to the stove. 

“Forgot what?” I ask. 

“Bradford’s birthday… Tomorrow?” 

“Oh… that… right.” 

She rises from her chair and walks over, pinching my cheek with her expertly manicured fingers and runs her French tips along my scratchy jaw. “You need a shave. You look like a bum.”

“Thanks, Mom. I’ve missed your positive reinforcement,” I reply, deadpan.

She huffs with a dismissive wave. “Spency, I’ve let you mope around here long enough. You need to start pulling yourself together. The fundraiser is in a few weeks and I need you in tip-top shape for it.”

“Why? No one is coming for me. They’re your friends.”

“Nonsense. You’re a Larson-Perry. We’re a team and you have an obligation to be involved.”

The weight of her words slams down on my shoulders, and I lean against the counter with a heavy sigh. “I’m sure I wouldn’t be missed. Actually, I was thinking I’d take a few days off and go somewhere,” I say. “Maybe visit Kevin in Montreal or Kammy in Cali.”

She looks up, frowning. “You’re kidding?”

“What? I haven’t seen them in a long time.” 

“You couldn’t care less about your cousins. Anyway, Kammy got a part in a Hallmark movie filming in Montana. And Kevin is touring with the band or something.” Again, she waves her hand dismissively, taking her seat. “I need you here for the fundraiser. So, you’ll be here.”

Her arched eyebrow says what her lips won’t—I’m staying put, and that’s that. When I think about how close I’d been to leaving town, I sigh. Now it’s like I’m trapped in a snag.

The Larson-Perry parties may be incomparable, but they’re one more way Marilyn flaunts her wealth and fame to her East Coast friends. Still, despite my lack of interest in attending, I’m aware of all the energy my mother has spent helping me over the years and I know I owe her. The lingering dutiful son inside refuses to leave her, even if every part of me wants to run for the door.

I haven’t been to one of my mother’s soirees in ages. If I can avoid the rich benefactors asking for photo-ops, or the leeches my mother claims are her closest friends, I might have fun. 

But there’s another reason staying in Oakwhite might not be horrible—the tall, gorgeously curvy brunette with the sassy comebacks. Who knows, she might be there.

“Mom, do you have any friends with a daughter in her early twenties, with long brown hair, sort of curly, and hazel eyes?”

Marilyn lifts her chin and raises an eyebrow, as much as her Botox lets it. “Another girl, Spency? Really?”

I take a sip of beer, wishing I’d kept my mouth shut. “Not another girl. Just someone I… ran into.” I smirk at my joke. “She was nice, but I didn’t get her name and haven’t seen her around before.”

“What happened to Tiffany?”

“Tiffany and I will never work, Mom,” I snap. “Accept that.”

She purses her lips, then rubs a fingertip along the lower one. “No one comes to mind.” She looks away, then sits upright. “Oh, maybe she’s the Reiners’ granddaughter. They mentioned she’d be spending the summer here.”

“That’s probably it.” The possibility that the stunning mystery girl could be a Hollywood heiress fills me with disappointment. I’m so over the dating pool around here; the women with fake hair and tans. I need to distance myself from that world and every curvy inch of my mystery girl looked real, so real my hands tingle at the mere thought of touching her…

“My god, you’re blushing!” Mom exclaims, interrupting my thoughts.

“No, I’m not.” Avoiding my mother’s scrutinizing glare, I step outside, whistling for Bruno. Panting, the dog traipses back over the dunes, returning from chasing gulls, probably. I pet his head and smile when he whines. “Don’t worry, bud. You’ll catch them next time.” I return inside and fill up his water bowl. “I’m going to call it a night.”

“But it’s only nine,” Marilyn points out, glancing at her gold Rolex.

Shit, is it that early? The entire run-in—so to speak—with that girl feels like hours ago. “Long day. I’m beat.”

“Goodnight, my love. Get some rest. You need to be in top shape for tomorrow.”

With one foot out of the kitchen, I pause and grimace. The irritated, cold glare my mom gives me speaks volumes and I blow out my cheeks. “Got it. Wouldn’t miss it.”

Before she can attack me with any more questions, I leave and head upstairs to my bedroom. My parents prefer the main floor master bedroom—Mom because she doesn’t like the wind gusts on the top floor, Dad because he enjoys walking straight out and jumping into the pool every morning. Either way, the upper-level master suits me fine. I step out onto my balcony that looks out over the ocean.

Like a gleaming silver lining to an otherwise gloomy cloud, this girl is stuck in my thoughts, looming over me. I bring my arms up and cross them behind my head, lacing my fingers and close my eyes, recalling every detail of her face, but they’re already fading. Even the shape of her body is blurring.

With a grunt, I reach for my phone. After a quick search through my mother’s true Facebook account, the one she uses to keep in touch with her real friends, I find the Reiners and, after some digging, pull up their granddaughter’s profile. I burst out laughing. There is no way she’s the girl I met today. First off, she’s seventeen. Second, she’s a blonde. And third, she might be pretty, but she’s not stunning like the feisty person I met earlier.

“Hey, Spence.”

I peer over the railing. With a towel wrapped around his waist, Dad waves up at me. “Hey, Dad.” 

“Lovely night, isn’t it?”

“Yeah, great.”

“Did you speak to your mom yet?”

“Why else would I be hiding up here?”

His hearty laugh fills the air. “Have a good night, Spencer.”

“See you in the morning.”

Unsure how I’ll find this girl again, I tap my phone to my chin. I could wander around town, looking for her dark chocolate curls, or could ask around and risk being ridiculed. But whatever I do, it definitely needs to go beyond hunting her down online, because I need to get this girl out of my head.
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One Size Fits All





Bethany





“Leave your tits alone,” Marcy snaps, swatting my hand from my chest.

Helping my folks with their catering events is one of my least favorite things to do. That and having to wear these stupidly tight uniforms. The pay is only experience and affection, and even if I could use the extra cash, I do it because I love helping my parents. God knows they’ve helped me out more ways than I can count. 

I only wish helping them meant not having to wait on spoiled rich snobs. I’d much rather dive headfirst into the dark Atlantic than serve appetizers to richies.

“I swear this shirt shrank in the wash,” I complain, tugging on the white button-down shirt, irritated by how snug it fits and how rough the starched fabric is against my skin. I haven’t gained weight since the last time I wore my uniform, but my breasts strain so much against the front, I’m worried a too-large inhale might make a button pop off. “There’s a fair possibility I’ll accidentally flash someone tonight.”

“Imagine the extra tips you’ll get,” Marcy jokes, adjusting her black pencil skirt, then tucks a stray tendril of chocolate hair behind her ear. “Stop worrying about it.”

“I hate these things.” I glance from the kitchen at the spacious living room—deserted, except for the staff moving back and forth from the backyard.

“Oh, yeah, it’s so tough being around all these rich, hot guys,” Marcy says, applying a dark shade of lipstick to her bow-shaped lips.

Marcy is way more adventurous than me. I worry about what she’s up to when I’m not around and what she’s thinking of doing with these rich, hot guys.

“All right, people, listen up.” Samira Farran-Buckner claps her hands, getting the staff’s attention. To them, she’s the head chef and co-owner of Buckner’s Bites, but to me and Marcy, she’s mom. Everyone huddles in the humongous, immaculately clean kitchen.

“Tonight’s a big one,” Mom continues. “We have about a hundred guests out there, so be kind, be courteous, and please, for the love of God,” she turns to Marcy and adds, “don’t flirt with the trust fund kids.”

Marcy rolls her eyes, her lip quirking, and the staff heads out, picking up silver trays loaded with food and champagne.

“You all right, Habibi?” Mom lays her hands on my shoulders, a deep frown shadowing her beautiful face.

“Never better.”

She caresses my cheek with her small, slightly callused hand. “Are you sure? You’re a little pale.”

“Tired, I guess.”

Samira nods over her shoulder. “Help yourself to some coffee. It’s the expensive stuff.” She wiggles her dark eyebrows, then walks up behind our dad, Chris, wrapping her arm around his waist and sampling the sauce he’s cooking.

Taking a deep breath, I adjust my tight shirt once again and grab a tray of drinks before stepping into the July night. 

The subtle ocean breeze kisses my flushed skin and I inhale the salty scent of it. The proximity to the sea is why I love jogging down Lyndhurst Road and I’m consumed by a deep-seated sense of unfairness, knowing that I, who’s always called Oakwhite home, can’t enjoy the simple pleasure of the seaside, while the spoiled richies revel in it.

A band plays soft jazz while guests mingle around tables covered in white, floor-length tablecloths. I zigzag between them, quietly offering glasses of champagne, some guests dismissing me as if I’m nothing but an alcohol-delivering robot. I’d like to say I’m no longer bothered by it, but even after years of serving them—whether it’s ice cream or appetizers—I’m still not used to being unseen.

In situations like tonight, the sad truth is I don’t exist. Like the other night when that jerk, Jack, hit me with his car. He was probably too focused on his reflection to care about anyone else, certainly not a girl like me.

Now that I think about it, this place isn’t too far from the house he left the other night. Maybe he’ll be here tonight. Most of the guests are much older though—older than my parents, that’s for sure. The host, Bradford Bradshaw—yes, that is his real name—is a self-made business tycoon who likes his women like his yachts; shiny and new. 

But this crowd doesn’t strike me as Jack’s type. A guy as young and attractive as him doesn’t strike me as the type to hang out with middle-aged socialites and multimillionaire magnates.

Attractive? I chuckle inwardly. What do Jack’s looks have to do with anything?

After handing out my last flute, I pick up some stray empty glasses, reminding myself that I shouldn’t get distracted by him, the tall man with enchanting blue eyes and a gorgeous thick head of wavy dark golden hair.

“Gah, stop it, Bethany,” I mutter, shaking my head.

Returning to the kitchen, I spot a stunning blond woman laughing, surrounded by a crowd of men. She has a phenomenal body—if you find a skinny body with a wide thigh gap and large breasts phenomenal, that is. And even from several feet away, I can tell she has the most amazing green eyes. When Mr. Bradshaw approaches and wraps his arm around her tiny waist, pulling her in for a kiss, I gag and turn my gaze away.

“Excuse me.” A short, balding man grins up at me. He can’t be over five-feet tall, if that, and reminds me of my late grandpa Buckner. He seems kind, with a twinkle in his eye. “Grab me a gin and tonic, will ya’?” He jiggles his empty glass in my face before slamming it down on the tray. All similarities between him and my grandfather vanish with his glossy-eyed sneer.

I force a tight smile, then head to the bar. While I wait for his drink, I fiddle with my skirt, tugging it down, but there’s no hope—it’s a sausage casing and I’m the meat.

On stage, someone taps a finger on the microphone. “Excuse me, ladies and gentlemen.”

An audible hush spreads through the crowd as a tall blond woman steps up, gazing down at the guests like a marble statue. Her white satin dress caresses her body in ways I’ve seen no woman her age pull off and I can tell why everyone is watching her, mesmerized; Marilyn Perry is captivating.

“Thank you so much for coming to this little shin-dig tonight. It’s been ages since I’ve seen most of you, but it’s always nice to come home to such familiar faces. Faces that seem to have gotten younger, too!”

The crowd laughs, and Marilyn waits a few beats before continuing. “This evening isn’t about me, but in a way, I suppose it is. I have known Bradford for over thirty years, our children grew up together and I consider it an absolute honor to be one of his dearest friends.”

“And the one woman I could never get into my bed!” Bradford shouts, met with raucous laughter.

I cringe and signal the barman to hurry. He places the drink on my tray and I move through the crowd in search of the Minion who ordered it, who of course has vanished in the sea of bloated middle-aged wealthy men and their trophy wives.

Marilyn speaks of Bradford’s global significance, but I ignore her, noticing the Minion at a distant table. With another fake smile, I extend the tray out to him, but someone bumps into me, spilling the drink all over my too-crisp white shirt. Thankfully, the crowd applauds, drowning out my screech.

The Minion’s beady gray eyes go wide as they focus in on my chest. “Not the way I wanted my drink served, but this suits me fine.” He licks his lips salaciously, forcing me to bite my tongue to curb the words itching to get out and my urge to vomit.

“I’ll be right back with a fresh drink.” Quickly, I rush back to the house, dipping my chin and dodging the curious stares I get along the way. Deeply aware of how transparent my shirt now is, I hold the tray in front of me like a shield, my face on fire.

In the kitchen, I run up to my mother. “Please tell me you’ve got a spare shirt somewhere.”

Her eyes widen, then she presses her lips together, fighting a laugh. “You poor thing. Check in the van.”

Head down, lips tucked, I exit through the side door, avoiding parading myself through the mansion. The van’s unlocked and I duck inside, searching through a clear plastic bin labeled uniforms. The men’s sizes are black and wrinkled and only meant for big men like my dad. Then, I find the women’s sizes, and groan.

“Who even wears extra small?” I whine aloud, shoving the shirts back into the bin, then hop out of the van, slamming the doors behind me. “Crap.” I lean against the van and squeeze my eyes shut.

“Everything all right?” comes a deep, gravelly voice that I recognize right away.

I peel my eyes open and wish the ground would swallow me whole.

“What are you doing out here?” Jack walks toward me, his eyes drifting between my face and chest.

I fold my arms over myself, trying to hide the sheer mess I am. “Someone spilled their drink.”

“Ah, fuck, that sucks.”

“It really does.”

Underneath his fitted cream jacket is a white shirt, unbuttoned at the top. I scan down to his dark jeans and then his black shoes. He’s dressed casually, but still sexy.

“These people…” he begins, directing his gaze toward the party in the back. “They’re real assholes. I hate coming to these things.” 

He leans against the van, right beside me, close enough that his arm brushes mine. Other than the juniper and botanical mix soaking my shirt, I smell his deep, woodsy scent and try to focus on that instead of the stickiness on my breasts.

Fighting the urge to scoot closer and meet his gaze, I notice his eyelids drooping a little. Is he drunk?

“So, who are you here with?” he asks.

I frown, unsure of what to say. I should probably admit that I’m hired help. I mean, after all, the clothes I’m wearing gives me away as staff, don’t they? Glancing down at my shirt, which is tucked into my pencil skirt, I wonder if he’d still hang out with me if he knew who I really was. Maybe it’s not that obvious.

“My parents,” I answer. Technically, I’m not lying. I’m just not admitting everything. “How about you?”

His brow creases. “My mother—” he stops, shrugging his shoulders. “The Bradshaws are family friends.”

“Same.” I sweep my eyes away from his so he doesn’t see how much I suck at lying and watch him kick the ground with his foot.

“Sounds like you’re having as good a time as I am, then,” he replies unenthusiastically.

“Totally.” I cringe, hating that I sound like a valley girl.

Jack smiles, but it doesn’t meet his eyes and I can tell he’s forcing it. Still, I enjoy the way his mouth perks up at the corners and makes his cheeks dimple. God, he has dimples! A tickle fills my stomach as he stares into his drink and sighs.

“Well, I guess I’ll see you around.”
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It all became a bit too much. Bradshaw’s trophy wife—number four by my last count—was all over me, almost begging me to take her out back to fuck. And I’ll admit I considered it for a second. What can I say? She’s hot. But I’d rather be anywhere but here and it’s killing any buzz I’d need to act on my impulses.

All night, people approached me, asking when I’d return to TV or if I’d fund their next project. And when my mother stepped on stage, radiating magnificence but was also cold and detached, I had to fight the urge to flee. I was outside, finishing my drink, almost on my way home, when I saw my mystery girl by the caterer’s van. The loud, yet reserved cuss she’d let out was so cute and I was relieved when she stuck around to talk.
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