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      “What’s with the extra dose of sass today? Did I not position the hand towel on the bathroom rack to your liking?” Andy stands there with his arms crossed and legs spread, his navy blue T-shirt sleeves tight around his bulging biceps. Like he can intimidate me.

      “No. You drank some of my orange juice that clearly has my name written on the bright pink label on the bottle. You probably drank right from it too.” I shiver in disgust, more to piss him off than anything else.

      His jaw ticks in that sexy way it does when I get on his nerves. “Don’t push me, kitten. You won’t like it if you do.”

      “Don’t push you? Oh, puh-leeze.” I lift my chin and prop my hands on my hips. “Whatcha gonna do?”

      His intense forest green eyes narrow. “This.”

      Like a snake, he snaps and grabs my face. Before I can mentally grasp what he’s doing, his lips are on mine and an astounding electrical current pulses through my veins, igniting desires I’ve been suppressing since we first met.

      Of course, he’s an amazing kisser. But no, I need to keep the upper hand.

      With the little restraint I have left, I yank myself free from his addictive mouth. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

      Desire flares in his eyes, destroying the last of my self-control. Our lips crash together again, and the kiss becomes wilder with every second. He sucks hard on my bottom lip and a low, uncontrollable moan slips from me. Suddenly he lifts me like I’m two pounds. My legs automatically wrap around his waist, knocking a lamp off the coffee table. I don’t care that I broke my friend’s lamp…I don’t care about my juice…just so long as he keeps kissing me like he’s starving.

      He drops me on the kitchen table, pulls my shirt over my head, and tosses it behind him. His feral eyes focus on my lacy, black push-up bra, and he licks his swollen lips. I rest back on my hands, enhancing my chest. I chuckle to myself because I’m sure he wasn’t expecting something sexy. Or me to reciprocate anything.

      His delicious mouth is on mine again, and he presses his gorgeous body between my spread legs, his hard length obvious and tantalizing. His strong, large hands squeeze my ass tightly with a hint of pain, pulling me closer to him, causing the most delicious friction. Without separating, I tug his T-shirt over his head, and he unclasps my bra.

      

      “We’re here,” my brother Sully announces, and I practically jump out of my skin. How dare he interrupt the hottest moment of my life…on replay in my mind. I don’t know how many times I’ve wished I could forget that day, but it’s not going to happen because of one big fat reason.

      Sully tosses me a weary look.

      I blow some unruly wisps of hair out of my face, swallow deeply, and take a few calming breaths. One… Two… Three… Sully pays the driver, and we shimmy out of the car. The sign in front of us says St. James Luxury Apartments. Luxury… Whatever.

      I follow him to the front entrance, even though I want to jump right back into the car to escape the inevitable. Maybe if I’m quiet enough, he won’t know I’m missing. He glances back at me as if I said that out loud.

      I shoot him an elusive look. “What? I’m right behind you. I can’t help it if you’re faster than me. And what’s the rush anyway?” This coming from someone who tries to be two steps ahead of everyone else.

      Come on, Tonya. Get it together! This is not the time to lose your shit, especially not in front of your brother. This elevator—if it ever gets here—will take us to Andy’s apartment. Oh. Excuse me. Luxury apartment. I roll my eyes.

      I’ve got a good reason to be out of sorts today. Nobody knows this, but Andy and I lived together here in San Francisco about two years ago. It wasn’t even a month, but damn! He was the most infuriating, hot-as-hell roommate…and he still stars in dreams like the one I was just lost in. No joke!

      We fought like cats and dogs because we’re complete opposites, and then, when frustrations ran too hot, we ripped each other’s clothes off. I had the best hate sex of my life—best sex, period. One sad little detail I’m embarrassed to mention is that he left before I woke up, and I haven’t seen or heard from him since. He disappeared like he’d never lived there.

      Was a freakin’ note too hard to leave behind? Was I that bad? I mean, I don’t have much to compare it to, but, man, it was a wake-up call for me. I had no clue sex could be like that, and now I’ll settle for nothing less.

      Hence “party of one” is tattooed on my forehead.

      What’s even more embarrassing—my favorite word these days—is that I told Olive, my brother Leo’s girlfriend, about this sexcapade, not knowing I was talking about her brother. Her fucking brother! Thankfully, I didn’t tell her his name.

      I never believed in coincidences before, but I sure as hell do now. She sent me a picture one day, and he was in the damn thing. Timing was horrible because I had a mouthful of soda. A second later, it was dripping down my laptop screen and all across the keyboard. Took me forever to clean up that mess, and I coughed the whole time.

      This situation wouldn’t be such a big deal if Olive didn’t know, but omigod! How will I ever look at her again when she finds out he’s the hate-sex guy? I haven’t told that story to another living soul except her—and she’s his sister. My face is going to melt off, I’m blushing so hard.

      The shiny elevator doors slide open, and we get in. Sully presses the floor number, and I grip my purse strap to ground myself. I nonchalantly check my reflection in the elevator mirror to make sure my mascara isn’t running and notice the red blotches on my neck. Then I look down and gasp in horror. A big, smeared handprint vandalizes the mirror. Where is my special self-concocted glass cleaner when I need it? Luxury apartments, my ass. This elevator should be sparkling!

      “What is with you?” Sully asks. He doesn’t look up from his phone as he chats with Ma about his cat, Smokey. “Since when are you so quiet and jumpy? You’ve been this way since we left the hotel. You’ve fluffed your hair and patted down your jacket more times than I could count. Did you miss a wrinkle?”

      I adjust my denim jacket and nudge his arm. “Har har. Like you’d notice anything. Ever since we landed, you’ve been worried sick about Smokey. She’s fine at Ma’s. You and Smokey can survive being apart for a couple of days.”

      Sully’s going through a tough time. He found Smokey when she was a kitten, and they’ve been inseparable ever since. It’s adorable, but I don’t think he’s ever treated a human being the way he treats her, including his ex-fiancée.

      Instead of answering his questions, I focus on the floors we’re zooming past. I’ve played every scenario in my head about how Andy will react when he sees me. Maybe he won’t remember me because I was just another notch in his bedpost. But what if Olive showed him a picture of me? Would he have said something? Does Olive already know? I don’t think I told her enough to put two and two together…at least I hope I didn’t. She would’ve said something already if she knew. Wouldn’t she?

      I’m in full-blown panic mode. I wonder if Andy will have the ingredients in his kitchen I need to make my special martini.

      “Umm, Sully? Did you see a liquor store nearby?” He looks up and arches a brow. “We should’ve at least brought a bottle of nice wine or something.”

      “True. But you’re always on top of that stuff, not me.” He squints his eyes. “Again, something’s up with you.” He’s right on both counts.

      The elevator stops and the doors open. My stomach’s in my throat and my heart’s pounding in my ears. Sully and I find the luxury apartment and stand in front of the door. He’s still typing on his phone while I stare at the doorbell. It’s closer to me.

      “Are you going to ring the bell?” Sully’s voice startles me.

      I clear my throat and pat down the front of my jacket, halting halfway.

      “Jeez. Earth to Tonya.” He reaches over and pushes the button.

      The click of the door unlocking puts me on full alert, if I can be any more than I already am. I hope I don’t have sweat rings under my arms. Thankfully I’m wearing a white shirt. The door swings open, and I relax a smidge because Olive answers. I peek over her shoulder, but no one else comes into view.

      “Hi, guys. Come on in. I’m so happy to see you!” Olive says, ushering us in.

      “Olive, you look amazing,” I praise when we hug. “You’ve lost weight. Wait until Leo sees you tomorrow.”

      “Thanks. I told you I was going to the gym.” I haven’t seen Olive since the first week of January, but we’ve been texting nonstop. She’s like the sister I never had.

      Leo’s a hotel critic and travels a lot. He’s been gone four weeks, but he’s flying in for the weekend tomorrow. What he doesn’t know is that Olive has a surprise for him. One that freaks me out, and I’m not sure I’m going to go through with it. I might stay back and watch.

      Olive greets Sully next, asking about Smokey. He’s not a touchy-feely kind of guy. She knows this and respects his boundaries. But he seems to have a soft spot for her.

      “Do you like your hotel?” she asks.

      “Yep,” Sully mumbles, finally putting his phone in his pocket. “Leo always hooks us up with nice hotels and discounts.”

      “I’m sure.” Olive nods. “I can’t wait to see the hotel we’re staying at tomorrow.”

      I’m hyperalert and listen carefully for any signs that Andy’s here somewhere. Will he come out of the bathroom shirtless? In a towel and nothing else? Stop it!

      “Andy’ll be back in a few minutes. He freaked when he realized he didn’t have Sam’s favorite beer. So he had to go buy some.”

      Air releases from my lungs, knowing I have a few more minutes.

      “Can you say, obsessed?” Olive continues with a glint in her eye. “I dread the moment Andy meets him. Who knows how he’ll behave. Sam and Ellie are running late, by the way.”

      “No problem. Ellie sent me a text already.” I take off my jacket and hang it over my arm.

      Sam used to play for the LA Galaxy professional soccer team, and he’s Andy and Olive’s favorite soccer player. Ellie is Sam’s wife, and they’re Leo’s best friends. Andy has been counting down the days until he could meet him. Hopefully he’ll be so focused on Sam that he won’t even know I’m here. Then again, he might not recognize me, and all this worry is for nothing. Wishful thinking.

      Sully, Sam, Ellie, and I flew in from Seattle today to spend the weekend in San Francisco with Olive, Leo, and Andy. It’s Super Bowl weekend, and Andy invited us to watch the game here because he’s the one who came up with Amazon’s Super Bowl commercial this year. Would I have imagined that I’d be doing this? Hell no. I live a pretty structured life. This is out of my norm…which is probably a good thing.

      It’s all because of Olive. She showed up alone at my family-owned hotel on Orcas Island in January. Once Leo and Olive laid eyes on each other, there’s been no doubt they’ll end up married one day. I even made a bet with Olive that they’ll be married by the end of the year. We’ll see who wins.

      Olive finally closes the door, then swings her arm to the side. “So, this is Andy’s place. Isn’t it great? And you can’t beat the location either.”

      I barely registered the apartment until she urged us forward. I follow her into a spacious living room with an inviting open layout. To the right are three closed doors in a row. Which one is Andy’s bedroom? On the left is a decent sized kitchen with sleek black cabinets and wooden countertops. A central island with four leather barstools makes me want to have breakfast there or a drink after a long day. A kitchen table that fits six adds more space for larger gatherings.

      I trace my fingers over the soft, cool material of the couch. Real leather, not pleather. I’m not a leather furniture fan, but this big black sectional does it for me. A glass coffee table sits in front of it on a powdery gray carpet. I choose to ignore the obvious cup stain that’s screaming for me to wipe it off. The opposite wall is decorated with a massive TV, perfect for watching the Super Bowl. A gaming system with four controllers is neatly stashed on a wall unit under it.

      Black and gray decor usually induces a chill factor for me, but the floor-to-ceiling windows are amazing. Sunlight pours in, warming up the open, high-ceilinged space, giving it a cozier atmosphere. I approach the windows and check out the surroundings. The Golden Gate Bridge is in full view in the distance, and the beach is nearby. Luxury. Now I get it.

      What stands out most about this place is how clean and tidy everything is, other than the cup ring. The Andy I lived with was an utter mess. Clothes everywhere, dirty dishes piled in the sink, wet towels on the bathroom floor, dirty socks in the hallway, and old food in the fridge. It was like I lived with a toddler, always following behind him to clean up his shit. I swear sometimes he did it just to get under my skin. If so, I fell into his trap. Sometimes happily.

      He has to have a cleaning lady. Or maybe Olive cleaned before we arrived.

      This place is more like a model unit than a home. No clutter or personal accents as far as I can see. Maybe I’m wrong, and the Andy I lived with isn’t Olive’s brother. The tension in my shoulders eases, but only for a moment. That picture proved it. That or he has a doppelgänger. Nope. Their names were the same.

      I snoop around and grab a doorknob to one of the closed doors, hoping it’s the bathroom. “Don’t go in there!” Olive yells.

      I let it go like it’s on fire. “Sorry.”

      She hurries over to me. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to yell. That’s Andy’s bedroom and I can tell you, you don’t want to go in there. It’ll either make you run out of this apartment, or you’ll be looking for rubber gloves so you can clean.”

      Ah-ha. That’s where the pigsty is. I knew it.

      I need things orderly and sparkling clean. And that’s putting it lightly. If a pillow isn’t placed properly on a couch, I move it. I meticulously fold and color coordinate my underwear and socks. And my closet too. Each pair of shoes is in its own separate box with a photo on the outside so I can see which pair is where. I polish my silverware when I take it out of the dishwasher, for fuck’s sake. And those are just a few things in my apartment. You should see my office. I know it annoys people, but this is who I am. Take it or leave it. Sometimes I wish I could leave it myself.

      Olive continues, “Cleaning isn’t his specialty. Thankfully he has a cleaning lady, and I helped straighten things up today.”

      Banging against the front door grabs our attention. I make my way to the middle of the living room as the door swings open and commotion blows in. Laughter and a loud familiar voice takes over the room. Goosebumps break out all over my body, and my stomach turns.

      “We showed up at the same time,” Andy exclaims, motioning to Sam and Ellie. “Can you believe it, Ol?”

      Andy’s voice. I’d recognize that deep fucking timbre anywhere. Unfortunately. I don’t want to admit that he left such a mark on me, but he did. One word from him always put me on edge. And I’m not talking out of fear or anger. Full-blown arousal was more like it, but I hid it with anger and snark. He would come into the apartment, and I’d be covered in goosebumps. Then a flash of heat would start from my toes, up my legs, causing a hit of pleasure between them, and then it’d travel straight to my nipples like it had a map of all my erogenous zones. Once it hit my collarbone, my neck and face would turn bright red. I couldn’t hide the effects he had on me. When he’d ask why I was flushed, I’d say it’s because I was allergic to him.

      Andy walks backward into the apartment with a six pack of beer in one hand. Sam and Ellie follow him, chuckling at his enthusiastic introduction.

      I can’t help but notice the slim fit of his gray T-shirt over his broad back and shoulders, reminding me of how many times I’ve seen his bare, sculpted muscles. And how they felt against my body. He strutted around half naked all the time. That was the only highlight of living with him. My eyes travel down to his dark jeans-clad ass. Perfection. He probably loves the squat machine. And just think, I held on to that toned ass once upon a time.

      Olive greets them at the door, and Ellie pulls her in for a hug. I love how Olive has slipped into our world like she’s been part of our group forever. She breaks free and takes the beer from Andy.

      “Sorry, guys. Andy’s been counting down the days for this moment. I had my time with you, Sam, on New Year’s Eve.”

      “I’m not complaining.” Sam chuckles.

      Ellie ruffles Sam’s hair. “You’re feeding his ego, Andy. Thank you. It’s an exhausting job.”

      Sam wraps his arm around Ellie. “Be nice. Your beauty is all the ego-boosting nutrient I need.”

      She crosses her arms. “Oh, how’s that?”

      “You’re my wife, and you chose me.” He pecks her on the cheek. Even though I know he’s joking around, that was sweet. They’re always schmoopy like this. Sigh. It must be nice to have someone to enjoy life and share your true self with.

      “Okay. Enough of this,” Ellie interrupts with a grin.

      Olive pulls on Andy’s sleeve. “Andy, give them some space. Now that you’ve met your sports idol, let me introduce you to Leo’s brother and sister.”

      I want to escape so badly that I’d be willing to torture myself and hide in his pigsty of a bedroom. I could organize it while I’m in there. Maybe if I blend in with the furniture, he won’t see me.

      After greeting Sully, Andy turns slowly toward me.

      I see his cheerful expression, and my eyes fix on his green ones.

      Fuck, he’s just as gorgeous as ever with his chiseled jawline, dreamy eyes, and sinful lips.

      I hate him. I hate him so much.

      This is a disaster waiting to happen.
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      “Andy, this is Sully. Leo’s older brother.” Olive motions to the big, bald guy leaning against the kitchen island. He looks like a lumberjack.

      I step forward and shake his hand. “Great to meet you, Sully. Glad you could make it this weekend. Make yourself at home.” He mumbles something and nods. Olive warned me he’s the quiet type. From what she said, he’s only here because of the surprise we have for Leo tomorrow.

      “And behind you is Leo’s younger sister, Tonya.”

      Tonya. My heart clenches. It does every time I hear that name. The one Tonya I knew drove me absolutely batty, but she was the hottest, prickliest, fit-her-in-my-pocket kind of woman I’ve ever known. I called her kitten because she was tiny, temperamental, and sassy. That pissed her off, which made me want her even more. And, boy, did her claws come out the one time we slept together. My back tingles just thinking about it. The best sex of my life.

      And then I ruined it. I ran out on her without a second glance. Yeah, I know that was a dick move, but it was for a good reason. By the time everything settled, I was no longer in the right mind space to try to find her. But that doesn’t matter—it was over a year ago. Or was it two? It’s not like I’m ever going to see her again anyway.

      I turn around and lock eyes with Leo’s sister. Familiar, fiery, unforgettable hazel eyes.

      My Tonya.

      Fuck, no! It can’t be her. This has to be a sick joke. The odds aren’t in my fucking favor today.

      Stay neutral. Do not react. Put on your magical smile.

      I’m successful in my job because I know how to handle every situation and every type of personality. I’m able to transform my reactions and facial expressions easily to blend in with any scenario. Somewhat like a gecko.

      This situation, however, is the challenge of a lifetime. And today is not the day to fail.

      Then the kitten—I mean Tonya—slaps a friendly, bright smile on her gorgeous face, showing off her perfect teeth. The teeth and lips that left marks that stayed on my body for days. Get a grip, or you’re going to embarrass yourself quickly. She approaches with her hand extended, giving off no vibes that she knows me. That can’t be. We were intimately all up in each other’s business for hours, if you know what I mean. How could she forget that?

      Act fast!

      Whether she’s pretending or not, I have to do the same.

      Without taking my eyes from hers, I embrace her soft, petite hand and kiss the top of it. Unforgettable sparks tickle my lips, and I inhale a hint of her unique yet familiar addictive perfume—a field of wildflowers. It still gets me going. And don’t get me started on the way she tasted.

      “Well, hello there. So you’re the one who will eat me alive.” Chuckles echo off the walls. “According to Olive anyway.”

      “I second that,” Sam says. “She might be petite, but she’s a force to be reckoned with.” Ellie hums in agreement.

      That’s an understatement.

      Tonya thanks Sam, then looks at me again. There’s nothing there. No sign of recognition. Does she really not remember me? I don’t get it. I’ll have to ask Olive if Tonya’s had any memory loss recently.

      Get over yourself! Who says she even cared that you blew her off?

      Maybe the sex wasn’t as mind-blowing for her as it was for me. Nope. Not possible. I compare every woman I date to her. Even the one I’m kind of dating now.

      “I sure am,” Tonya says with a wicked sparkle in her eye. It’s an expression I’ve seen many times before.

      “Maybe I’d like that,” I purr. I go to kiss her hand again, but she slips it from my grasp.

      “Andy,” Olive warns.

      “It’s fine, Olive,” Tonya says. “I can handle his type. It’s my favorite.”

      Her type? What the hell does that mean? Not the point, Andy. Why is she pretending I’m a stranger?

      Olive’s my only sibling and my best friend. We tell each other practically everything—except about our sex lives. And I didn’t tell her much about the time I sublet an apartment with Tonya here in San Francisco. My job at the advertising agency was grueling and took up most of my time, and Olive was dealing with her own issues. Tonya was my entertainment or stress relief when I got home. I know that makes me sound like a dick…again. But the heated tension between us was electrifying. Somehow, I’ll prove to her I’m one of the good guys.

      “Olive warned me about you and your flirtatious ways,” she says. “It won’t work with me.”

      Believe me, I already know. Her voice is playful, but her eyes tell a different story. “I’m always up for a challenge.” I wiggle my eyebrows. “There isn’t one I didn’t love or win.”

      She lets out a mixture of a giggle and a huff. Another familiar sound. “You’ve met your match then, because so am I.”

      Well, all’s fair in love and war. Maybe I should change “love” to “like”—or would “hate” be more appropriate?

      I’m so confused. It’s like we’ve picked up where we left off. Well, before the sex. I refuse to believe she doesn’t remember me because we lived with each other for a couple of weeks, and we fought every day. And then we had fan-fucking-tastic sex for hours, mapping out each other’s bodies. And amazingly, not a drop of alcohol was involved.

      “All right, you two.” Olive grabs my shoulders and urges me toward the door. “Now that introductions are over, let’s go eat.”

      I check my watch. “Yeah, we gotta go. I made a reservation at this great Italian restaurant a couple blocks from here.”

      Somehow I’ll figure out if she remembers me.

      This is going to be fun.
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      “Is this okay?” the server asks, motioning to a very narrow table for six. I check the area to see if there’s a larger one available, but they’re all taken. The others agree, and I nod along with them, interrupting my seating arrangement conundrum.

      I don’t know which would be worse—to sit across the table from Andy or next to him. If across, I’d have to look at him at some point…and it would be a struggle. I never could keep my eyes off the man. Not that I wouldn’t like the view, but I don’t want him to think his presence affects me. On the other hand, if he’s next to me, I’m going to feel his undeniable body heat and I’ll fidget. I’m a fidgeter when I’m nervous. That familiar electricity already sparked between us back at his apartment. He has this magnetic pull like I’ve never experienced with another man. It’s undeniable with him. At least for me.

      But how can that be after all this time? It has to be because he’s even hotter than before. Or maybe it’s because I’ve only been on a few dates since our extravaganza. And no sex was involved with any of those.

      Just like Olive, he has thick, chocolate brown hair. It’s longer now with a slight wave to it. It kind of reminds me of Henry Cavill’s style. His gorgeous green eyes framed with thick lashes dazzle with mirth. Especially while rambling with Sam. As long as the focus is off me, I’ll be a happy camper.

      There was a gentle breeze when we walked to the restaurant. I had the pleasure of walking behind him. Whatever fancy, citrusy cologne he’s wearing is ridiculous. It makes me want to roll around in it like a cat in catnip. I’m totally screwed. At least we don’t live in the same city.

      You’re overthinking again. He might not remember you. Maybe not, but I have to be prepared for anything.

      I snag the first seat at the opposite side of the rectangular table where Andy’s standing. Olive takes the seat between me and Ellie, Sam sits across from Ellie, and Sully slides into the chair facing me. Saved! Andy takes the spot across from Olive. Still too close.

      Once we’re all seated, I grab the cocktail menu. Liquid courage is top priority right now. I zone in on the martinis immediately.

      “This place has great cocktails or mocktails if you’re not in the mood to drink. If you’re into martinis, I’ve heard the pomegranate cosmopolitan is really good,” Andy suggests.

      I drank martinis in front of Andy a lot. He knows I like them. Did he say that for my benefit? You’re really grasping. You aren’t the only one who drinks martinis. Ugh. If I could flip myself off right now, I would.

      “Pfft. You, a martini fan? Since when?” Olive teases Andy.

      “I was here a couple weeks ago. My date raved about it as she tossed a couple back.”

      A wave of unwarranted rage and jealousy crashes over me, and I almost damage the plastic menu with my iron grip. Why do I care so much? I hate it that I do! She’s probably a model from one of his stupid commercials, the total opposite of me. Tall, blond, with long, perfectly wavy hair and plump, symmetrical lips. My upper lip is noticeably thinner than the bottom.

      Our sexcapade was a long time ago. I should be over him by now and not give a shit about anything pertaining to him.

      Olive leans in. “Oooh. A date. A new girlfriend? Do tell!”

      I keep my eyes on the menu. I have it memorized by now. But my ears are the size of an elephant’s.

      “You know me, sis. I never kiss and tell.”

      I ease up on my grip. If that’s true, then he didn’t tell Olive about me. And I was just his roommate at the time because Olive hadn’t met Leo yet. I mean, it was me, but it wasn’t. Get it?

      Olive sits back in her chair. “That’s true. You’re a good guy like that. But why am I only hearing about this woman now?”

      “It’s a new development. Nothing serious.” Another notch? “She’ll probably be at my party on Sunday.”

      I was already dreading his party, and this makes it worse.

      Andy shrugs. “Anyway, what were we talking about?”

      “Martinis and how no one makes them like Tonya does. Especially pink ones. She could create her own recipe book, I think.” She taps her elbow against mine.

      “I second that,” Ellie says, “but be careful. She makes them strong. Damn, now I’m in the mood for one. I think I’ll try the pomegranate.”

      “They numb you when you need it the most,” Sully adds with a dose of bitterness. He caught his best friend–business partner screwing his fiancée on his office desk months ago. And to think she was going to be my sister-in-law.

      “Martinis aren’t my usual choice, but I’ll try one of Tonya’s concoctions this weekend… or at some other family gathering. I’m assuming we’ll see each other again, with the way Olive and Leo’s romance is blooming.”

      Don’t look at him. But he’s being playful and funny.

      Olive shakes her head. “Great. I can already see you two are going to be the troublemakers in the corner.”

      How can they already see this? As far as they know, we’ve only met today!

      “Can we be invited,” Sam quips. “I want to see what they get up to.”

      Ellie chuckles. “I’ll bring the popcorn.”

      “Not necessary,” I toss out. “I’ll provide the food and refreshments.”

      Olive giggles and leans toward me. “Don’t let him corrupt you.”

      “Moi? Never,” I joke, shaking out my fabric napkin. “I’m squeaky clean.” It’s true in every way. I am black and white. The good girl who follows the rules. Always marching around with my tablet, making sure everything’s going according to plan and in order. There’s nothing wrong with that, but being Miss Goody Two-Shoes is exhausting and boring. Not that there’s ever much action, living on Orcas Island. Maybe I need an Andy to disrupt—no, corrupt—my status quo.

      He did it once. Why not again?

      Because he left you high and dry, idiot.

      “Sis, you know I love trouble. Fun trouble,” Andy says to Olive but glances at me with a goofy grin. “You only live once.”

      Did I mention I hate him?

      The server comes around and takes our drink orders. On purpose, I avoid the martinis and opt for a limoncello spritz. Olive asks for the pomegranate martini like Ellie, and the men order beer. My eyes drift to Andy just as he sneaks a look my way. His face is neutral, but his eyes say something I can’t decipher. I snatch up the food menu to distract myself before I get sucked into his stupid addictive orbit.

      Mmm, my favorite—chicken Alfredo. My stomach growls. I close the menu and place it on the table. Time to drown myself in some chicken and fettuccini tossed with thick, garlic cream sauce.

      Andy used to complain how the refrigerator reeked of garlic from my leftovers. That should keep him away from me tonight.

      He’s not a vampire.

      Maybe not, but he sure loves to bite.
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      “What’s good to eat here, brother? Any recs?” Olive asks, sifting through the pages.

      I scan the menu to remember what they have. It’s not like I haven’t been here several times. But all of my senses are focused on Tonya, and my brain is mush. Ah-ha! One dish catches my eye. Chicken Alfredo. Tonya ate a lot of takeout when we lived together, and it was often that.

      Yes, I remember a lot from that short time with her. She left a mark like no other woman has. I’ve been chasing the same high ever since.

      “The chicken Alfredo is really good,” I mention, focusing only on Tonya. No one notices because they’re perusing their menus. There’s not a flicker of reaction from her. Oh, wait! She drags her hand up her neck, then rubs the back of her head. Is her neck red?

      “Did your date rave about that too?” Tonya asks without looking up from her menu. “Or was she too drunk to remember?” Ooh, there she is. Kitten has come out to play. Yes!

      “She licked the plate and something el—” All chatter at the table stops. Maybe even the tables around us.

      Olive kicks my shin and warns, “We’re in public.”

      “Ouch. I meant this.” I lift my fork. “Get your head out of the gutter.”

      Olive gives me the stink eye because I should be making a good impression, not embarrassing her.

      That was out of line, I know. I blame it on Tonya. She brings out the worst and the best in me. I remain quiet while the server goes around the table and takes our orders. Tonya begins to polish her cutlery and checks her reflection in them. I wonder if she realizes she does this.

      When the drinks arrive, we make a toast for the weekend. Then I rub my hands together and look around the table. “So, who’s looking forward to tomorrow? I can’t wait to take the plunge. I’ve always wanted to skydive, but never had the chance. Are we all diving?”

      Ellie shakes her head. “No way. Deathly afraid of heights. I’ll be the photographer.” Sam reaches over the table for her hand.

      I turn to Sam. “I’m assuming you’re in. Olive told me you fly helicopters, so I’m sure it isn’t a problem for you.”

      “Definitely in,” Sam exclaims. “It’s been years since I went skydiving. The adrenaline rush is amazing.”

      “He’d live in the air if he could,” Ellie says, shivering. “I had to be drugged to get on a plane this morning.”

      Olive nudges Tonya. “I know Sully’s doing it, but have you decided yet?”

      Tonya takes a deep breath and lines up her spotless knife and fork on the white tablecloth. “No. I’ll do it last minute. You know I’m a control freak. Jumping out of a plane gives me none of that.” She chuckles. “I really want to support Leo and Corey, though. Plus, I shouldn’t let fear stop me.”

      “Each plane holds two tandem pairs. You can go with me,” I offer before I can stop myself.

      She crinkles her nose. “No thanks. If I do it, it’ll be with Sully.”

      “Too bad.” I pout. “I could hold your hand before you fall out of the plane.”

      “She’d kick you out before that’d ever happen,” Sam interjects with a laugh.

      Tonya flicks her eyes to me and smirks like the devil. “I think I’d enjoy that.”

      I cover my heart with my hand. “Ouch, woman. You already want to kill your future family?” Who you had sex with. That makes things even more complicated. Way to shake the family up.

      “You can do it, sis,” Sully says with a hint of motivation and less darkness in his tone. “You’re braver than you think.” I’ll have to ask Olive what his story is. Something’s caused the black cloud hovering over his head. I’m waiting for it to rain over the table.

      Olive only met Leo about six weeks ago, so talking about being a brother-in-law is pushing it. I already see it happening, though. Olive has never looked happier, and I’ll thank Leo for the rest of my life. She was in a dark place after the pandemic, and when our dad died suddenly, she got worse. Leo helped her find the light. Now, she’s the best version of herself she’s ever been.

      Their relationship is moving fast, but it isn’t either, in a way. Since he’s been traveling for work the last few weeks, they’ve only seen each other via video call. As Olive explains it, it helps them get to know each other without sex being involved.

      Tomorrow, Olive’s surprising Leo by taking him skydiving. Apparently, it’s something he’d planned to do with his cousin Corey years ago, but Corey died of cancer before they could do it. They were best friends. Leo’s been grieving ever since, and Olive has helped him find his way again. Now, since they never got the chance to do it, Olive wants to make it a tribute to Corey and a fresh start for Leo.

      Leo thinks he’s coming to San Francisco to watch the Super Bowl on Sunday with all of us, which is true. What he doesn’t know is that everyone is already here, and we’ll be waiting for him at the airfield.

      Conversation flows as we get to know one another. I avoid antagonizing Tonya anymore. Sam and Ellie are awesome. I can see why Leo’s friends with them. They interact with Olive like they’ve known her forever. Olive needs the change—I’m hoping she’ll find the courage to move away from the town we grew up in.

      Our mom has made it clear she doesn’t approve of Leo and has been giving Olive a hard time. It’s become so bad that I’ve gotten calls from Olive crying. Mom should be encouraging her to embrace her happiness—we all know how life can change. We have a lot of experience with that in my family. It’s almost at the point that I’ll have to intervene. I’ve done it before and I’ll do it again. It’s hard to when we live in different states.

      My phone vibrates in my pocket. I pull it out, knowing I shouldn’t, and see it’s my new boss. He knows I took the day off and he calls me anyway on a Friday night. I shake my head. When did that ever stop him before? He calls me on the weekends too. I’m tempted not to answer it, but⁠—

      “Sorry everyone. I need to take this call.” I give in only because I’m up for a promotion.

      I leave the table and go to the corner of the bar farthest from us where it’s quieter. It rings one more time and I answer. “Hi, Mario,” I say with a business tone. “What can I do for you on this Friday evening?”

      “Why haven’t you answered the emails I’ve sent you?”

      No “hello.” No “I’m sorry to bother you on a Friday night or your day off.” Nothing. He’s such an asshole. I miss my old boss. Why did he have to retire? Mario’s only about ten years older than me and loves to show he has power. Cocky shit. And his name is Mario McNutter. No joke!

      I pinch the bridge of my nose. “I told you I took the day off for personal reasons and I wouldn’t be working. And it’s after hours.” That’s what a day off usually means, but not to him.

      “A person in your position doesn’t get to ignore their tasks. The deadline for the Apple pitch was moved up.” Fuck!

      I snag a toothpick with an umbrella on the top and twirl it between my fingers, wishing I had something to stab with it. “It’s okay—you have nothing to worry about. I have a fantastic team and I’m confident we’ll be ready.” Liar!

      “I’m assigning Dillon to your team.” Not going to happen!

      Mario brought Dillon Farris with him from their previous company. He’s been pushing him on me and interfering with my work. I don’t like it.

      “There’s no need to add someone to the team now. That’d be more of a distraction than anything else. As I said, we’ll be ready.”

      “Dillon has a lot of experience. He’ll guide your team to success.”

      I clench my jaw to prevent myself from saying something I’ll most definitely regret. “Mario, I was given this opportunity because of my success and reputation. I bring new clients in. Check my file.” I’d love to remind him of my Amazon commercial this weekend, but I’ll be the better person. “Upper management is relying on me to snag Apple. I’m the leader of my team, and we’ve been working on this pitch for weeks. I won’t allow someone to disrupt us.”

      “And I’m your boss, and you’ll do what I say.” He must love pulling that line out of his ass. Nice threat, dickhead.

      I’m not in the mood to fight because it’ll be a waste of time and I have a group of friends to entertain. Having this conversation in a bar isn’t appropriate either. It takes everything in me to respond to him civilly.

      “I’ll give him an overview of the project on Monday.”

      Silence.

      I glance at the screen. Did he hang up? I put it to my ear again and hear his evil snicker before he says, “And he thinks he’ll get that promotion with the corner office.” Is he talking to someone? I don’t respond because I’m beyond speechless and I don’t want him to know I heard him. Right before the line disconnects, I hear a smarmy laugh in the background. Dillon. All I can do is stare at the phone. That fucking prick.

      When I got the call for the Apple pitch, upper management dangled a promotion and a bonus in front of my face. And this guy thinks he can steal it from me? I’d like to see him try.

      A couple of text messages pop up from my coworker and good friend, Jarvis. He’s from the marketing department. We’ve been working together since I started there. We’re each other’s eyes and ears in the company. According to the messages, Mario’s hounding Jarvis too. I’ll talk to him on Sunday when he comes to my party.

      I shove the phone in my pocket, roll my shoulders, and take a moment to myself. Why did they hire this dick? Maybe I should call my old boss for some advice. We were pretty close when he retired. He’s the one who gave me a chance and I succeeded. He also treated his team with respect, unlike McNutter.

      My dad and Uncle Bruce owned a website and hosting company since they were in their twenties. From the moment I turned fifteen, I spent as much time as I could there. One summer, Dad had me work in the marketing and advertising department, and I fell in love. They offered me the option to take over the company when Dad retired, but I declined. I wanted to prove I could be successful on my own.

      And prove myself, I did. I graduated from college with a double major of marketing and advertising. Then I obtained my MBA. Now I work for a top advertising agency on the West Coast. My salary alone is amazing, and that doesn’t include the bonuses. And I’m only thirty-one. Speaking of my age, I think that’s a problem for some coworkers who have been working there for several years. It’s not my fault they haven’t gotten promoted. I’m creative, have a strong work ethic, and put my all into every job I’ve had. And advertising comes easy to me.

      If Mario keeps up with his attitude and demands, I might push up my ten-year plan of starting my own business. Jarvis and I joked recently after a couple of drinks about opening one together. We haven’t discussed it again, but maybe it’s time to re-engage.

      Someone passes behind me and a light breeze skims the back of my neck, reminding me that I’m here to have fun. A cloud of that familiar scent of wildflowers tantalizes my senses. I glance over my shoulder and watch as Tonya heads to our table. She had to pass the bar to get there, so she must have gone to the bathroom. Did she overhear my conversation?

      It doesn’t matter. I push away from the bar and shove work issues out of my head.

      Days like this suck because the only person I want to talk to is my dad.

      But that’s no longer possible.
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      I spent most of last night punching my pillow instead of sleeping. Not that I’m surprised. If I wasn’t fretting over skydiving or analyzing every move Andy made or every comment that came from his delicious mouth, then I was thinking about his conversation I overheard when I went to the bathroom at the restaurant.

      Did I really need to go to the ladies’ room? My lips are sealed. I’ll admit this, though—not willingly—I passed him at a snail’s pace so I could eavesdrop on his conversation. I figured it was his girlfriend—not that it was any of my business. But the only thing I could pick up on was his stern voice. I never heard that tone before, and my body noticed immediately. A shiver shot through me, and my skin flared up in tiny raised bumps like an enflamed rash.

      That’s what I’m telling myself anyway. Take the rash out of the scenario, and you know how his voice really affected me. He and I loved to spar, but his voice was always pitched to irritate or antagonize me. What I heard at the bar proved to me that he’s not just a goof who doesn’t take anything seriously. This was a deep, firm, self-assured timbre that was incredibly sexy and dominant. I could tell he was pissed but trying to keep his cool. Not just by his voice, but his body language. His body was rigid, like he was supporting the bar himself.

      I know how that feels because I deal with demanding people every day. As the event manager of my family’s hotel, I have to be flexible and patient with the clients. Don’t get me started on managing my small team. However, my sass breaks free sometimes to put the self-righteous ones in their places. What’s that saying—the customer is always right? That’s bullshit most of the time. But there are moments when I have to pick my battles.

      I’m not sure if this is what I want to do for the rest of my life. I’ve had different opportunities, but so far I’ve always chosen to go back to Madrona Inn. The hotel has been in my family for several generations. It started out as a small inn and as the years went by, it grew into what it is today—top-rated and one of the largest hotels on Orcas Island.

      My grandparents handed it down to my mother, and when she retires, she’ll hand it over to me or Leo. Sully’s already said he’s not interested. I’m always on the fence. I thought Leo would do it, but now that he’s found Olive, I don’t know what the future will bring. It’s too early to say, and I can’t think about that right now. I have time.

      “Come on, Tonya,” Sully yells outside the bathroom. “There’s no need to wipe down the mirror or polish the floor. Ellie and Sam are waiting in the lobby.” I crack a smile—he knows me so well. Leo booked us a two-bedroom suite in the same hotel as Ellie and Sam. It’s gorgeous. It’s great to have connections.

      “Coming.” I check myself out in the mirror one more time. There’s nothing special about the way I’m dressed—khaki cargo pants with a plain long-sleeved white cotton shirt and white Nikes. Comfortable and cute. I spritz myself with perfume and double-check that everything is organized so it’s easier for the cleaning crew to tidy up the rooms. A few minutes later we exit the elevator into the lobby.

      I stop short when Andy approaches Sam and Ellie with a giant smile and his arms spread wide. They burst out laughing when he spins around and points at his navy blue shirt.

      “Hey, everyone. What’s so funny,” I ask.

      “Hey! Come look!” Ellie points to Andy’s shirt with a chuckle. Andy turns around again and shows me the back. I realize it’s a jersey from the LA Galaxy soccer team with Sam’s last name and his team number in gold. It’s a little snug, but I’m not complaining.

      “You’re a riot, man,” Sam says. “I think you’ve become my favorite fan.” Psychotic fan.

      “Right?” Andy expresses, throwing his arms out again. “I can’t believe it still fits! Olive had one too. I should’ve told her to wear it.”

      He and Sam hit it off yesterday. And while I really, deep down in my bones, hate to admit this—Andy’s charming, even likable. Another side of him I never saw. I might have gotten to know his body well, but it hits me that I don’t know him at all. We saw each other almost every night, but all we did was poke and prod each other’s nerves. We never tried to get to know one another.

      Before I fall under Andy’s spell again, I have to remind myself that he disappeared. And he’s dating someone. I don’t want to be bitter, but I am, dammit! I need to be strong today and tomorrow. After that, I won’t have to see him for a while since I live in another state.

      “Let’s not forget that today’s about Leo and Corey, not me,” Sam says. Exactly!

      Andy props his hands on his hips. “You’re right. I had to wear it today because tomorrow my Forty-Niners jersey is coming out of the closet.”

      “Boo,” Ellie says with her thumbs down. “The Chiefs are going to win.”

      “Don’t let her fool you,” Sam says. “She just wants to see Taylor Swift cheer on Travis Kelce.”

      “Are you a Swiftie, Ellie?” I ask. “How did I not know that?”

      She shrugs. “What can I say? I have a weakness for her music and her sports romance.”

      “Me too, girl. Me too,” I say. “Nothing like an athlete who’s a big ole teddy bear.”

      “And come on”—Ellie rests her chin on Sam’s shoulder—“I married a soccer player. Our relationship screams sports romance.”

      “Why don’t you write a book with a sexy guy with bulging muscles who works in advertising? I could help you out with research.” Andy flexes his arm like he’s a body builder. And I know how solid he is under those clothes. Meow.

      Sam’s shoulders shake with laughter.

      “I’ll add it to my list of plot ideas,” Ellie says with a wink.

      “As soon as you left last night, I ordered your first book,” Andy adds. “I can’t wait to read about how you and Sam met. It sounds wild from what you told me last night. Especially the part about the helicopter.”

      Ellie shivers and rubs her arms. “Ugh! Please don’t remind me. I’ll never step foot in a helicopter again.” Sam drapes his arm over her shoulders and kisses the side of her head. “And I hate when people I know read my books. It’s so embarrassing. Let alone a guy,” Ellie admits.

      Andy cocks an eyebrow with amusement. “Are you saying men don’t read romance?”

      “Well…do you?” Sam eggs him on.

      “Umm.” Andy scratches his head. “No. I don’t need to because I’m the king of romance myself.” Sam and Sully smirk.

      I bark a laugh. “King of romance, huh? I’ll have to ask Olive about that. Or your girlfriend we might meet tomorrow.”

      Andy swats his hand. “Go ahead. I have nothing to hide. I take after my dad,” he retorts with a grin.

      I roll my eyes. He’s got plenty to hide—we both do. But I remember Olive mentioning how in love their parents were. Maybe it’s true.

      “And she’s not my girlfriend. We’ve only gone on two dates, maybe three.”

      “It doesn’t matter. Thanks for the clarification, though.” My phone chimes and I read the message from Olive. “Olive’s at the airport waiting for Leo. It’s time to execute her plan.” I tap my watch. “Tick tock.”

      A few minutes later, I find myself in the front passenger seat of Andy’s gorgeous Range Rover with sleek, beige leather interior. It’s spotless. No coffee rings in the cup holders, no empty fast food bags, not a speck of dust on the dashboard, and the floor looks like it was recently vacuumed. I can’t even see a fingerprint on the head unit. Forgive me, but I expected a total mess. Sully’s truck is the same. He’d clean it every day if he could. My neighbor vacuums the inside of his car every Saturday morning. What is it with men and cars?

      Since I’m the smallest in this group, how did I find myself in the front seat? Sully should be up here with all his bulk.

      I stare out the window as we cruise along, not paying attention to the conversation in the car. Usually I’m talkative and ready to have fun, but I’m nervous as all hell. I haven’t decided whether I’m going to jump. And I won’t admit my nerves also have something to do with the guy controlling this car.

      Suddenly, horrendous music disturbs my overthinking. “What kind of music is this?” I complain, covering my ears.

      I see he still has bad taste. There were times I had to bang on his bedroom door because the music was so loud. Sometimes it was soft rock, sometimes heavy metal. The song playing now is a slight improvement.

      “What? It’s K-pop.” He glances at me, then back at the road. “Don’t tell me you don’t know what K-pop is.”

      I twist in my seat. “Of course I do.”

      “Hey, I like this song,” Ellie confesses behind me.

      “Thank you, Mrs. Moore,” Andy says to the rearview mirror.

      “I’m with you, Tonya,” Sam adds. “Not a fan.”

      I check out Andy’s Spotify list. “Really? The next song is from Barry Manilow. And then AC/DC. Were you high when you made this list?”

      “I like a bit of everything. It all depends on my mood. Don’t judge my music. Do I need to change it to calming classical music for you? Or maybe opera? Or how about Disney classics?”

      “Tonya likes Rick Astley,” Sully speaks up. “She loves all those quirky songs from the eighties and nineties.” He ratted me out! His own sister!

      “Oh, and you don’t?” I say to Sully over my shoulder. He cocks an eyebrow. “Remember your obsession with Duran Duran?” Ellie snickers. “And who doesn’t love eighties and nineties music anyway?” I point out, getting comfortable in my seat again.

      Sam starts singing “Never Gonna Give You Up.” Andy cracks up, then commands Siri to play the song. At first, I’m pissed at Sully. But once everyone joins in and Andy proceeds to sing to me, I give in and sing too. The rest of the car ride is spent belting out eighties music lyrics, and I can’t stop smiling.

      That’s until we arrive at our destination. We get out of the car, and I watch a plane take off. My nerves wake up and I scratch my neck. I’m crippled with fear. It’s hard to even take a step forward.

      “I dare you, kitten,” Andy whispers in my ear as he passes me, never looking back.

      My breath catches. Kitten.

      Damn him!
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      Holy hell! That gasp! Was it worth it to give up my cover to hear that noise? Fuck yes. Now Tonya knows that I’m very aware of who she is. I couldn’t help it when I saw her freeze when we got out of the car. Her fear of skydiving is obvious. I have to wonder if she’s always so intense. Everything I’ve witnessed in the past and even now screams yes. It’s something to ask Olive before she leaves on Monday. So many questions!

      She was quiet while we were driving here too. When she brought up the music in the car, I had to do something to keep her talking. Thankfully Sully got us started on Rick Astley and eighties music.
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