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To my family, thank you for sharing me as I finished this novel. This year in particular has been a tough transitional period leaving a full-time job to pursue writing. The road less travelled is never easy, but your love and support made it possible. 
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Tasha Baxter had exactly ten minutes to finish her hair before she had to pretend her life was perfect on camera. 

“You want us to go where?” Tasha asked twisting her neck so fast her just flat-ironed hair slapped the side of her face.

“Youngblood Boxing Club,” repeated Cindy in her low sultry voice. Her best friend’s long blonde hair glowed like a halo over her slender figure moulded into a hot pink mini, wrapped around the leg stilettos, and pouty pink lips.

“I thought that was done.” Tasha switched off the flat iron. “We’ve posted the pics on Instagram.”

“No silly, to train.” Cindy continued touching up her lips in the mirror with lights surrounded by skincare products. “They offer ladies boxing lessons.”

“We don’t know anything about boxing. What if we get hurt?” The last thing Tasha needed was another distraction. Their brand was hanging by a thread, their sponsorships were shaky, and she wished that tonight’s influencer event might be the last time she wore borrowed designer clothes.

“It’s next level Tasha. Personal training is so boring, not to mention monotonous.”

Tasha rolled her eyes at her friend. “That’s ‘cos you train when you want, and don’t commit.”

“Well, maybe boxing is what I need to excite me.”

“Ooh, I get it,” Tasha said with a sly grin. “It’s not the boxing you’re after, but the Boxer.”

“What?” Cindy feigned ignorance. “Of course not.”

“C’mon Cindy. I know when you like a guy, you’ll go to any lengths to get him.”

Cindy tossed her tresses as she found the best angle to take a selfie in a ring light. “Okay, but you have to admit Dean Bennet is a snack.”

Tasha laughed joining her. “Yeah. But he’s taken.”

“No, he isn’t.”

“Haven’t you noticed how he only looks at the manager? You’re wasting your time.”

Cindy scrunched her perfectly straight nose. “Oh, but he’s not the only boxer around.” 

“You’re unbelievable!” Tasha grabbed her matching denim moon bag to leave. “If you want to flirt with a boxer, knock yourself out. Literally. But me? I need to stay focussed.”

“Maybe you need to hit something that can’t hit back. You stress too much.” Cindy said following her. 

Tasha checked her reflection in the hallway mirror. She didn’t look tired, but she didn’t look happy either. Maybe boxing classes wasn’t a bad idea.

“Our gig’s waiting and who knows, you may meet a hottie tonight and forget all about the boxers.”

“Yeah, let’s party.”

The Uber's headlights sliced through downtown San Diego’s haze. The tires screeched to a halt at the curb. The Gaslight Quarter shimmered with nightlife, and outside The Spin Club, a river of sequins, heels, and velvet jackets curled around the block, buzzing with excitement that matched the music pulsing from inside. Camera flashes popped as the red carpet beckoned, ropes taut between gold stanchions, the brass doors glinting like a treasure. Cindy and Tasha stepped onto the carpet, adrenaline quickening their pace, until a wall of muscle in a black blazer stepped into their path. Bald. Unblinking and unmoved. Tasha didn’t argue. She pulled her phone from her bag with practiced calm, fingers dancing across the screen. A brief ring. Then Blake emerged, cool and confident, whispering something into the guard’s ear. A pause. A nod. The heavy doors swung open, spilling music and light onto the sidewalk as they slipped inside.

Blake whisked them to the bar to order drinks. 

Tasha gazed at the plush couches, laser beams bouncing off the dance floor and clubbers gyrating to the music. The club scene was where she’d met Cindy. They’d become quick friends and soon collaborated as influencers.  

“I can’t wait to meet DJ Beats.” Cindy shouted. “I’ve heard so much about him.”

“Just your luck. You’ll be introducing his set,” said Blake handing them drinks. 

“Oh, I’ll do more than that,” Cindy tossed back a tequila shot. “I’ll give him a night to remember.”

“Slow down Cindy, we still have work to do.”   

“Chill, Tash.” Cindy rose, “I’m going to the DJ booth, I’ll see you there.” She swayed onto the dance floor as the crowd pulled her in. Tasha sipped on her mojito. It was going to be a long night, especially if she had to babysit Cindy.

A few guys arrived at the bar. They rattled off a long list of drinks to the bar lady. Tasha turned her back to them as one of the guys leaned against her, bumping her. She tilted off her stool but managed to save the drink in time.

“I nearly dropped my drink you idiot!” Tasha confronted him.

The guy stared at her in surprise. In the disco lights, his white shirt gleamed like ice. But there was nothing cold about his body. A wide chest with firm muscles hid beneath the shirt, blue jeans caressed his long legs and sneakers complimented the look. Baby blue eyes delved into hers, stripping her naked.

“Wait a minute, aren’t you one of the influencers that came to Youngblood the other day?”

“Yes.” Tasha couldn’t remember him. There were many boxers and most were staring at them as if they were meat. “Am I supposed to remember you?”

“I’m sorry. I’m Shaun. Also known as Youngblood’s best boxer”. He shot a hand at her and when she took it, she immediately went giddy. Woah what was happening? 

“I thought Dean was. But if you say so, who am I to question?” She hid what his hand was doing to her.

“Dean’s good, but I figure I’m better.”

“I’m Tasha,” she said, removing her hand from his. The giddiness stopped and she was grateful to have her body under control. 

“What a lovely name,” he said, his voice low, almost dangerous. “But it pales in comparison to your beauty.” His gaze didn’t just meet hers it claimed it. Then it travelled, deliberate and unhurried, down the length of her body. It lingered on the curve of her hips, skimmed the lines of her legs and then settled brazenly on the swell of her cleavage. It should have irritated her. Usually, it did. But not this time. Something about him short-circuited her usual resistance. Instead of irritation, heat curled in her stomach. Her breath hitched. Damn it she was turned on and she hated that she was. But the real sin was that she hadn’t noticed him before at the boxing club.

“Cindy said she wanted to go back to Youngblood. For classes that is.”

“Great, what about you?”

“I’m not sure.”

“What if I trained you? Would it be better?”

She tore her eyes off him. The guy was relentless. If this was how she was reacting to him mere inches away, how would it be in a boxing club? She looked at her watch. It was almost 10pm and she had to find Cindy.

“Sorry, but I have to go.”

The dance floor vibrated beneath her heels, bodies packed shoulder to shoulder, shimmering under the strobe lights. She slipped between clusters of partygoers, dodging spilled drinks and flailing arms with the grace of someone who’d done this a hundred times before. At the edge, she found the back entrance to the main booth, half-hidden behind a curtain of fog, and flickering laser lights. She slipped through, catching a breath of cooler air as she reached the narrow staircase. One hand gripped the railing to see each step, no small feat in heels. The music grew sharper, clearer, more electric with each step. When she reached the top, the room opened into a DJ station, cables snaking like veins across the floor.

And there they were, Cindy and DJ Beats, heads bowed together in conversation, laughter caught in the curve of their smiles, lost in their world above the crowd. Cindy saw her, but made no introduction to DJ Beats. Instead, Tasha took in the crowd on the dancefloor below. The height of where she was made her feel queasy. Steadying herself on the railing, she searched for Shaun by the bar and couldn’t see him. Had he left already? Or was he busy chatting another woman up? She didn’t even know Shaun but her past was rearing its ugly head.

“Okay crew, are you ready?” Blake asked when he arrived.

DJ Beats gave a thumbs up. Expertly he handled the DJ deck, turning knobs, slowing the music, setting off the smoke machine while laser lights signalled his introduction. The crowd simmered, ready for the star of the evening.

“What’s up paaarty people!” Cindy bellowed on the mic, “Cindy Dante in the house! I’m ecstatic to be here, not only to launch the hottest Club in San Diego but to introduce none other than DJ Beats!” Clubbers raised their hands and cheered.

Tasha took the mic. “Hey everyone. I’m Tasha Baxter. I hope you’re ready to party hard. I know I am. Enjoy the night, take it away DJ Beats!”

DJ Beats belted the hottest party number as the crowd went ballistic. Tasha and Cindy danced to the electric beats along with the crowd. The attention they received, the high of seeing others happy, made her job satisfying.

A little later she followed Blake back to the bar. Cindy made no attempt to join her and stayed with DJ Beats. As Blake ordered another round of drinks Tasha felt a presence behind her and wondered who it was.

A familiar voice purred in her ear. “You were amazing up there.”

She came face to face with Shaun. He was so close, their bodies almost touching. Electricity coursed through her body, and it wasn’t from the loud music. She pulled back.

“Thanks, but do you always stalk women like this? It’s rather unnerving.”

“Only women I like.”

Shaun seemed cocky. She liked men who followed the traditional path of courting women. So far she’d only had two serious relationships and both were short-lived because of infidelity. She promised to protect her heart and not make the same mistakes again.

Blake passed a drink to her, and Tasha took it.

“You good Tasha?” Blake asked while sizing Shaun up.

“Yeah, this is Shaun. A boxer from Youngblood boxing club.”

“A boxer.” Blake’s eyes widened. “I watched the Vegas fights. You guys killed it.”

“Yeah we did.” Shaun grinned.

“I hope you’re enjoying the club?”

“Yeah this place is pretty cool.” Shaun soon zoned in on her. “Tasha knows how to get a party started alright.”

“You can say that again. Please excuse me, I must check on something.” Blake said, leaving Tasha alone with Shaun.

“For a moment there I thought you were taken.”

“What makes you think I’m not?” Tasha smirked.

“Are you?”

“That’s none of your business.”

“Okay, perhaps I’m coming on too strong.” He offered a smile, “why don’t we just have fun tonight?”

What the hell, does he think I’m an easy lay, a good time girl? “Oh, a one-night stand. Nice!” 

“No. That’s not what I meant.” He lifted his hands in surrender while shaking his head. “I meant, let’s dance and get to know each other better.”

Shaun seemed flustered, like he hadn’t had to work this hard before. But Tasha wasn’t convinced, especially when her body betrayed her around him.

“I must check on Cindy. Maybe another time.”

He grabbed hold of her hand. “Okay. But promise me you’ll give Youngblood a chance.”

The warmth of his hand on hers sent a shiver straight to her core. It would be so easy to give into him and not think about the consequences. But the last thing she needed was another complication in her life. “I’ll think about it.”

“See you soon, Tasha.”

She walked onto the dance floor and scanned the staircase in search of Cindy. DJ Beats’s set was almost finished and another DJ was waiting in line.

“Hey Cindy,” Tasha asked when she made her way back to DJ box. “You ready to leave?”

“Huh?” Cindy feigned deafness.

“Leave, I want to get out of here.” Tasha shouted.

“No, I’m waiting for him.” She pointed to DJ Beats. “Why don’t you carry on?”

Tasha stared at her friend and roommate in disbelief. Cindy had never asked her to leave before. She couldn’t understand why she was acting weird and choosing to stay with someone she barely knew. Tasha had thought she’d take care of Cindy if she’d had too much to drink but it seemed she wasn’t needed.

“Okay, if that’s what you want.”

She waited for Cindy to change her mind, but Cindy turned her back to her. Tasha treaded carefully down the staircase, making her way out of the dancefloor and club. Standing outside she waited for an Uber to fetch her. The evening had turned cool, and she wished she’d worn something warm as the sleeveless denim jumpsuit offered no heat.

The Uber arrived ten minutes later, and Tasha was thankful to be headed home. It pulled up outside her apartment block. Punching in a security code, she opened the glass panelled front door and rode the elevator that took her to the fifth floor. 

Opening the apartment door she locked herself in. She immediately took off her leopard print high-heels and dropped them next to the tripods leaning against the wall. What a relief! She looked at the clock, just after 2am.

Taking a quick shower and getting into pyjamas, her stomach growled. She made a sandwich and poured a glass of milk. Dropping onto the couch, she tossed aside unused product samples on the coffee table looking for the TV remote. Flicking through TV channels, she ate. Finding nothing worthwhile to watch, she turned the TV off.

Her mind drifted to Shaun. Young, strong, rough around the edges with enticing blue eyes that penetrated her soul. The way her body reacted to him was nothing she’d encountered before. Perhaps she should’ve fucked him just to get him out of her system. But she wasn’t easily fooled like Cindy. 

Her friend’s behaviour was worrying. They’d made a pact to always stay together at events no matter what. Cindy could overindulge at times and Tasha watched her back. But tonight, Cindy made it abundantly clear she could take care of herself and chose DJ Beats over Tasha.

She checked her phone to see if there were any messages from Cindy. None. With a sigh she opened Instagram. She found pics of Cindy and DJ Beats posted at the club. A stab of jealousy hit her as they hadn’t taken any at the club the entire evening together. Their business depended on it, and Cindy was messing things up.

Tasha rose, dropped her plate into the sink and padded to her room. She’d had enough of today, perhaps tomorrow would be better.
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Shaun arrived home at 3am after the Uber dropped the other guys at their homes. For once he wasn’t as wasted as everyone else. Normally he partied hard, but tonight was different. And it had a lot to do with Tasha. Since he’d bumped into her, he couldn’t stop thinking of her. 

She wasn’t like anyone he’d ever met. Curvaceous, sexy, and intoxicating. When he saw Tasha and Cindy for the first time at Youngblood, he thought they were celebrities and totally out of his league. Seeing Tasha again and chatting to her he knew he desperately wanted her. But she’d run away from him. And he wasn’t sure why. Perhaps she didn’t want to be with a mere boxer, considering the work she did. 

He opened the front door to the house and locked it behind him. Elijah was sprawled across the couch sleeping. The TV was still on so Shaun switched it off and nudged his brother to go to bed. But Elijah turned and slept on. Shaun covered him with a blanket.

Heading into the kitchen he went straight to the fridge. He hadn’t eaten and was hoping his mom had left him supper. But there was none.  Elijah or Stuart had probably scoffed it. He made a sandwich and drank the last of the orange juice. Sitting at the breakfast table he finished his late-night snack.

Walking back to the living room and treading up the stairs, he tiptoed past his folk’s room and the boys’ room to his own at the end of the passage.

The fact that he still stayed at home bothered him. He was 24, a plumber’s assistant and part-time boxer. He didn’t have the money to leave even though he’d been saving. He pulled off his shirt and folded his jeans placing it over a chair. Climbing into the single bed, his feet hung over the end as he fought with the duvet for cover.

Sleep evaded him with images of Tasha dancing around. He didn’t ask for her number and wasn’t sure if she’d ever return to Youngblood. What if he never saw her again? He hit the pillow and turned over, almost falling off. Fuck!

A banging at the door jolted him awake! Then his stepdad entered the room, crowding the space. Bill yanked the bedroom curtains open, letting in the morning sun.

“Shaun, get up. We’ve got an emergency to attend to.”

“What time is it?”

“8 am.”

“Nah man, it’s too early,” Shaun covered his eyes. “And it’s Sunday.”

“Which means extra cash for us. Must I remind you, you work for me, and one day this business will be yours! Now get your lazy ass out of bed. I’m leaving in 10 minutes.”

Shaun threw the duvet off and dragged himself to the shower. The cold water brought a second rude awakening but did nothing for the disdain he felt for Bill. The guy was an asshole. He paid Shaun a pittance to do all the dirty work. If it wasn’t for his mom, Shaun would’ve left a long time ago.

He found his mom in the kitchen making coffee.

“Hey Shaunie. I made you a cup.”

“Thanks Mom.” He bent down and gave her a peck on the cheek.

“You want something to eat? I can make something quickly.”

“No, Bill already laid down the law. Emergencies come first.”

“Then you better hurry up. He’s started the engine.”

Shaun downed the coffee and joined Bill in the truck.

“You look like shit.”

“A few hours of sleep will do that.” He didn’t bother looking at Bill, instead focusing on the road.

“You shouldn’t waste money hanging out with losers until all hours of the morning. That shit will get you nowhere.”

“I can do what I like. I’m not a child.” He bit down hard on the side of his cheek cursing himself for allowing Bill to get to him.

“Yeah, but you’re staying under my roof. And our work comes first. So, if you can’t cope, you can leave anytime you like.”

Shaun fisted his hands together. He’d like to punch Bill so badly. He treated Shaun like dirt, belittled him at every opportunity, making his blood boil. If he didn’t need the money he would gladly leave. But he had to suck it up and let Bill have his way.

Bill pulled into one of the nicer neighbourhoods in San Diego, Del Mar Heights. They stopped at a white double story estate house with grey roof tiles. The patio doors were all glass except for the front door which was frosted. Shaun gaped at it in awe. Bill pulled into the driveway beside a black Porsche Boxster. Heaving himself out of the truck Bill inspected the car.

“What a beauty.” Bill whistled. 

Walking up to the front door Bill rang the bell. A woman dressed in golfing attire opened and they spoke to each other. Only when Bill gestured did Shaun move. He pulled out Bill’s plumbing workbox that was heavy, but Shaun carried it with ease.

He greeted the woman by way of a nod. He followed them into house that was even more impressive on the inside. A marble staircase spiralled upstairs dominated the living area. Porcelain tiles gleamed and seemed to go on forever as they walked into a modern kitchen of white high-gloss cupboards and granite table-tops.

The woman pointed Bill to the problem where the pipes and taps were not working.

“No problem, Ms. Mackenzie. If you can show us where to switch off the water, we’ll have it sorted in no time,” Bill said in the voice he used to sweet talk the ladies.

“The control panel is inside the pantry. I’ll be back should you need anything.” Ms. Mackenzie eyed Shaun appreciatively, her gaze tracing the t-shirt that hugged his biceps. It made him feel like he was up for sale.

As Ms. Mackenzie left, Bill went to the pantry and switched off the water supply. Then he returned to the problem area to open the bottom cupboards and got down on his haunches to inspect the pipes. Bill was middle-aged, overweight, with grey hair sticking out on spots that weren’t bald. His trousers revealed the notorious plumber’s crack when he leaned down. Shaun had seen it so many times it was like watching a bad movie on repeat 

He muttered what the issue was, then barked for plumbing pliers which Shaun retrieved. When he struggled to loosen one of the pipes, Shaun was called to take over. Shaun got in easily, twisted the pipe and found the cause of the damage. The pipe was rusted and needed to be replaced. He got out and handed it to Bill.

As Bill searched for a similar pipe in the toolbox, a guy and girl entered the kitchen. They were still dressed in evening wear and Shaun swore he’d seen them before. It was only when he looked at the girl again that he made out her face - Cindy. Tasha’s friend at the club. And the guy was DJ Beats! Shaun’s mouth fell open.

“Who the hell are you?” DJ Beats questioned Shaun.

“Us?” Shaun composed himself while gesturing between Bill and himself. “We’re plumbers fixing the pipes.”

“Oh okay, what a relief. For a moment I thought there were gangsters in my kitchen.” He laughed and Cindy smirked. Shaun pulled his hand into a fist. He’d really love to deck the bastard and wipe the grin off his rich face. 

“Hey Cindy, you want anything to eat? After the night we had, I’m starving.”

Cindy stared at Shaun and for a moment he thought she’d recognized him. But she turned to DJ Beats. “Why don’t we get breakfast at a drive thru?” She kissed him on the lips and Shaun looked away.

“Okay. Let me get my wallet.”

DJ Beats sauntered out of the kitchen leaving Cindy waiting. Shaun approached her.

“Hi Cindy, I’m Shaun.” When she still didn’t acknowledge him, he continued. “A boxer from Youngblood Boxing Club. I was at the club last night where you and Tasha were.”

“Okay, yeah. I thought you looked familiar.”

“Could you do me a favour, please? I chatted to Tasha last night and I’d really like to see her again. Could you convince her to come by the club?”

DJ Beats returned to the kitchen. When he saw Shaun talking to Cindy he all but ran at him, nostrils flaring.

“What the hell are you doing?”

“Nothing man. I was just asking Cindy for a favour.”

“Get the fuck out of my house! Harassing my girl on my property.”

Bill intervened. “I’m sorry Mr. Mackenzie. Shaun was out of line. I’ll take responsibility for his conduct.”

“Good because if I let my mom know she won’t pay you guys and I’m sure you won’t want that.”

“Of course not, Mr. Mackenzie. We only want to get the job done and get out of here.”

“Good.” DJ Beats took Cindy’s hand and they walked away. She seemed surprised by her boyfriend’s reaction to Shaun, but said nothing.

When they had left the kitchen Bill hissed in a low voice, “What the fuck were you doing Shaun? You know you really are dumber than you look. Haven’t I taught you anything? Do your job and shut the fuck up!”

Shaun replaced the faulty pipe wishing he could crawl into the cupboard instead. Ms. Mackenzie came back, and Bill showed her his handiwork. She paid him generously on presentation of an invoice and they were escorted out of the house. The Porsche was nowhere to be seen.

Driving home Shaun avoided eye contact with Bill. He didn’t want to listen to another lecture about what a loser he was. He’d heard it so many times, he was starting to believe it too. He never seemed to catch a break, no matter how hard he tried.

Pulling into their driveway, Shaun opened the truck door before Bill could turn off the engine. He dashed into the house and found his mom and brothers in the kitchen. 

“All done, that was quick.” His mom smiled at him. “I made breakfast.” She placed a plate of eggs and bacon on the table.

He pulled up a chair, grateful for his mom’s kindness. He was just about to tuck in when Bill walked in.

“Do you know what your son did today?”

Shaun clenched his jaw. Here we go again, and for all to see. When no one answered, Bill gave them a show.

“Mr. Boxer here interacts with my client’s family. Even goes so far as harassing the girlfriend and disrespecting the client on their property.”

“I didn’t disrespect anyone. All I did was ask her a favour. How’s that harassment?”

“We don’t fraternize with the clients. If you had any brains, you’d know that.”

“Bill, stop it.” Shaun’s mom came to his rescue.

“Stop what? The truth. He can’t make anything of himself ‘cos he doesn’t know how.”

Shaun got up. “I’m a boxer, that’s what I am. And maybe in your eyes that means nothing, but to me it’s everything.”

“So why isn’t your precious boxing making money for you to move out? ‘Cos you’re failing at that too, like everything else in your life.”

“Don’t you dare! You know nothing about my boxing career.”

“A career. You call that a career? Getting beaten up for a living.”

“Oh, and a plumber is a real man’s job, right. I don’t want to be a plumber. I’ve never wanted it. I don’t want to end up like you!”

Bill got into his face. “What did you say? Putting me down in my own house.”

Shaun grabbed Bill by his shoulders and was ready to sock him one.

“Hit me, I dare you.” Bill smiled at him taunting him further. 

His mom tried to separate them. “Stop it, both of you. I won’t have my house turned into a war zone.”

Coming to his senses, Shaun pushed Bill away. “You’re not even worth it.”

Bill’s eyes tore into Shaun despite the woman they both loved standing between them. Shaun knew no matter what she said nothing would change. It would only get worst.

He left the kitchen and ran up to his room. Breathing hard, heart pounding with anger, he roughly pulled down a duffel bag, filling it with his gym clothes and rushed out of the house. Normally he took Bill’s truck when going to the club but not today. Instead he walked there. Even though it was a distance away, he didn’t care, anywhere was better than home.

After a half hour he arrived at Youngblood Boxing Club. There were a few boxers inside but since it was Sunday, it was quiet. Dean was coming out of the locker room and they fist-bumped.

“Hey Shaun. Didn’t expect to see you today.”

When Shaun didn’t reply, Dean asked, “You okay, man?”

“Nah, just had a run-in with the old man.”

“He still giving you a hard time?”

“You have no idea.” Shaun shook his head. “But I’m done now.” 

“Okay, do you have a plan to get out of there?”

“No, that’s the problem. Boxing doesn’t pay the bills.”

Dean scratched his chin. “Maybe we can sort something out for you. I’ll speak to Sydney. She’s planning a big fight for me, but I figure you need it more than I do.”

Shaun raised his brows. “You’d do that for me?” He’d never forget how shitty he’d been with Dean when he first arrived at the club and won a title fight before him.

“Of course, I would.”

Shaun couldn’t believe it. Dean was prepared to hand his fight over to him. No one had done that before.

“Thanks man.” He hugged Dean. “You don’t know how much it means to me.”

Dean remarked, “Believe me, I do. Somebody gave me a break like that, and I never looked back. It’s your turn now.”








  
  

Three 
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The doorbell buzzed and Tasha woke in a daze. Her eyes were burning from not having enough sleep. Someone was expecting her to answer. Then it registered it could be Cindy and she dragged herself up. 

When she looked into the peep hole, she saw her roommate and opened.

“Hey Tash.” Cindy walked in nonchalantly.

“Hi,” Tasha answered in a clipped voice. She closed the door behind her and followed Cindy into the lounge. “Where’s your keys?”

“I must’ve forgotten them.”

“Oh, like you forgot to come home with me last night.”

Cindy caught Tasha’s eyes. “What does that mean?”

“Exactly what I said. Since when do we part ways and do our own thing at gigs?”

Cindy sneered.  “Sometimes I need space and want to get with guys.”

“Communication goes a long way, Cindy.” Tasha sighed, “I was worried about you.”

“You don’t think I’m capable of doing things on my own? If I want to drink more than usual and stay at clubs with other people, that’s my prerogative.”

“I hear you. But we agreed to look out for each other. We can’t trust any guy who buys us a drink or wants to flirt with us.”

“I’m not naïve Tasha. I only go after who I like.”

“Which is almost every second guy in San Diego!”

A tight smile flickered and failed on her lips. Her eyes dropped for a second, then dashed back to Tasha, her jaw clenched. “Really? Thanks for thinking so highly of me!”

“I don’t mean to be nasty.” Tasha touched Cindy’s arms. “I care about you, that’s what friends do.”

Cindy’s eyes softened. “I guess I didn’t think last night through. I didn’t mean to make you worry.”

Tasha hugged Cindy. “That’s okay. I’m just glad you’re safe and back home.”

Cindy relaxed into the hug. They could both be so headstrong at times, but under the surface there was genuine love and friendship.

Thereafter Tasha went to the kitchen and pulled out apple juice from the fridge. She poured herself a glass and offered one to Cindy.

“No thanks, I had breakfast.”

“Oh, with DJ Beats?”

Cindy smiled broadly. “Yeah.”

“Okay, spill it,” Tasha sighed, planting herself on the couch beside Cindy.

“We had the most amazing time. DJ Beats finished his set, and we hung around the club for a while. Then he took me for a drive in his flashy Porsche. Tasha, besides being damn fine, the guy’s loaded. He took me to his mansion in Del Mar Heights. He’s room was ginormous and we ….”

“Alright.” Tasha held up a hand. “I think that’s all I need to know.”

“You wanted the tea.”

“I get it, you’re into him and he’s into you. Good, I’m glad for you,” Tasha placed her glass on the table.

“But there’s more.”

“Really?” Tasha wasn’t sure how much more she could take. She hoped her friend hadn’t done anything silly.

“Yes, you won’t believe who I saw at his house.”

“Who?”

“Shaun.”

Tasha wasn’t sure if she was referring to the same Shaun and feigned ignorance. “Am I supposed to know anyone named Shaun?”

“Yes, silly. He said he chatted to you at the club. He’s a boxer at Youngblood.”

“What would Shaun be doing at DJ Beat’s house? While you two were…” 

Cindy laughed. “He was doing plumbing work. He saw me and asked me to bring you to the boxing club.”

Tasha rose and returned to the kitchen. Suddenly she needed something stronger, like a tequila sunrise.

Cindy followed her, sitting at the breakfast nook. “I think he likes you. In fact, he’s desperate for you.”

“I don’t go for desperate men. Or men who are egotistical. He’s all of that.”

“Oh Tasha. The guy’s hot. He likes you and you won’t give him a chance.”

“I don’t know the guy and I don’t care to.”

“When was the last time you went out on a date? Not all men can be classified as evil like your ex’s. At the rate you’re going you’ll end up a spinster.”

Tasha rolled her eyes, “Thanks for the faith you have in me.”

“C’mon Tasha. I feel bad for the guy. Let’s go to the club and join their boxing sessions. At least get to know him.”

“I don’t want to lead him on or waste my time either. This career is busy, I don’t want to complicate things with a boyfriend.”

“Dammit Tasha. Give him a chance. What do you have to lose?”

Tasha headed to her room. Before walking in she spun around. “Okay, I’ll go to one session. But right now, I need sleep. We have a bikini shoot at 3 and I don’t want to have raccoon eyes for it.”

“Shit, I forgot about that.” Cindy checked her watch. “I’ll join you.”

By two p.m. they piled into another Uber ride. The car wound its way along the coast as the echo of waves crashed, intensifying as they neared the Paradise Hotel, perched right at the edge of Pacific Beach.

The lobby buzzed with energy, and on the outside terrace, Joey Barnes was already waiting, camera slung over his one shoulder, hoodie half-zipped, his familiar grin flashing under the beating sun. Just two years ago, their selfies barely made it past a hundred likes. But Joey had believed in their hustle back in college. He saw something in them, and once he started framing them through the lens, the world began to see it too. And somewhere along the way, they stopped being just faces on a feed and started building something real.

“Hey Joey.” Tasha nudged him playfully. “What’s the 411 today?”

“Ah, my girls. Looking gorgeous as ever. Soon you’ll need a manager and a glam team for shoots.”

“Do you think it will ever happen?” Cindy’s eyes danced in hope.

“I have no doubt about it. I get so many people asking about you two.”“I wish,” Tasha laughed. “We’re not raking in the money.”

“Not yet.” Joey winked. “Stay with me and I’ll make you famous.”

In the ladies dressing room they changed and returned in bikinis covered with sarongs. Joey wanted them to pose at the hotel pool. Cindy went first. She sauntered into the pool in slow motion, long legs and blonde hair glistening in the sun, turning seductively. Joey barely spoke, the shutter clicking steadily.

A few guests had arrived at the pool, and watched them.

“Tasha, you’re on,” Joey called. She took off her sarong and looked at the people before proceeding with the same routine as Cindy.

“Tasha, what’s happening?” Joey asked.

“What do you mean?” Tasha turned around, heat flushing her face.

“You’ve not relaxed.”

“I need a few minutes okay.” Tasha pleaded. No matter how many times she did a public shoot, she struggled. 

“You okay, Tash?” Cindy called, watching them from the distance. 

“Yeah,” Tasha knew people gawked at her because of her curves. She wasn’t a natural in front of a camera and had to camouflage her insecurities. But today was not going to be one of those days. She stood tall and claimed her curves.

“Let’s do this Joey.” Taking a deep breath, she tossed her hair and leaned against the railing.

“Now we talking!” Joey grinned sheepishly.

Tasha looked into the camera as she would a lover. What she lacked in confidence in front of crowds she poured into the lens.

Joey had Cindy join her. With Cindy, Tasha was comfortable, like an unofficial marriage.

Moving to the beach on the perimeter of the hotel, Joey had them posing on the shore. First separately, letting the waves lick their toes and the sunset carve their silhouettes. Then together, legs and bodies intertwined, feeding the camera. A big wave hit them unexpectedly and they broke into laughter to the endless clicking of Joey’s camera.

The sun kissed the skyline with colours of fiery roses as they trekked back to the hotel. Cindy and Tasha changed out of their wet swimsuits and emerged a few minutes later. Joey was sitting with a couple who’d been watching them from the poolside.

“Girls, please join us,” said Joey.

As they sat in pool chairs, Joey introduced the couple. “This is Graham Pinto and his lovely wife Wendy.”

“Pleased to meet you,” Tasha and Cindy replied.

“Graham is the editor of Pacific Magazine,” Joey explained. “He saw us shooting and has a proposal for you both.”

Tasha’s eyes widened. “Not ‘The Pacific Magazine’ in San Diego?”

“The one and only.” Graham confirmed. “You girls are exquisite. I’d like to feature both of you in our magazine.”

Cindy and Tasha looked at each other in disbelief.

“Wow,” said Cindy. “I read your magazine all the time. Celebrities grace the covers.”

“Most of their careers began at our magazine.”

“It sounds too good to be true,” Tasha whispered to Joey and Cindy.

Cindy glared at her. “We’d love to do it. Opportunities like this don’t happen every day.”

“Wonderful! Do you ladies have an agent?”

“They don’t,” said Joey, “but I’m acting as one.”

“Great, here’s my card. Come by tomorrow and we’ll discuss the finer details before the shoot.” Graham handed a business card to Joey.

After making their goodbyes to the couple, Tasha and Cindy left the hotel and Joey walked them out.

“You see, girls. Fame has finally found you.”

“How much do you know about the Pintos?” Tasha quizzed.

“There you go again!” Cindy threw her hands up. “You never trust anyone, not even an opportunity of a lifetime!”

“We must take precautions Cindy. Not everyone is trustworthy. More so because we don’t have an agent.”

“They’re kosher, Hun.” Joey explained. “I’ve heard about their photographer and she’s one of the best in town. You can’t go wrong with them.”

“We didn’t even speak about money. We don’t want to be naïve about that too, since we don’t know what the going rate is for magazine shoots.”

“I can do some research,” Joey said. “But if you’re not okay with it, perhaps we shouldn’t do business with them.”
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