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      Desperate times called for fake measures!

      Luke Winters and I were a perfect match.

      At least that was what I thought … until it all went horribly wrong. 

      Suddenly homeless, I showed up for my Blind Date at one of the most expensive restaurants in town dressed in soggy jeans and a T-shirt. Don't ask. What a way to make an impression on my dream date with the CEO of the company I wanted to work for.

      I begged him to give me another chance. 

      Instead of refusing, he offered me a job and $50k to be his fake girlfriend for a wedding. With his dreamy hazel eyes and dark hair, I couldn’t say no.

      I believed in second chances, and this could be my chance to shine. I soon discovered every force was against me and pretending was turning out to be a lot harder than I thought…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About Sarwah Creed

          

        

      

    

    
      Sarwah is a Steamy Contemporary Author with Sass! She has a secret fantasy, to have her own harem and her books are an insight into her kinky imagination.

      

      Learn more about Sarwah by connecting with her on social media:

      

      Newsletter  ---- http://eepurl.com/g0cLoH
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      April

      

      It was time to get up, I had a hot date tonight and a lot of work to do, to get ready for it. Every day, I had to listen to one line from Nelson Mandela’s motivational speech and set it as my alarm.

      The alarm clicked on followed by Mandela’s voice. “It always seems impossible until it’s done.”

      Pretty accurate for my day because I had a hot date with the CEO of Tech Winters. A blind date, but I knew everything about him. Thank goodness for Google. Just one click and it popped up with every sordid detail about the man. I didn’t have a social profile—if I did, then he wouldn’t have agreed to the date, and I had everything riding on it. 

      My social profile would say, “Currently working three jobs, underqualified as I only had a high school diploma, and lived in a shared apartment with a teenager.” 

      But Luke Winters was as hot as sin, and he had a bank account to match it, but this wasn’t why I was going on the date. 

      “Keep the noise down!” Karen, my roommate and landlady, shouted through the door.

      No doubt she was passed out on the sofa again. She seemed unable to make it to her bedroom these days. She screamed at me every single time my alarm went off.

      “Not that new age crap again.”

      “We’ve been over this.” I sat up and stretched. “It’s a quote from Nelson Mandela.”

      “Who?”

      It was sad that she didn’t know who he was and didn’t understand why I had to listen to it every morning. “He was a philanthropist and the President of South Africa.”

      “Do you originally come from Africa?” she cocked her head to the side, her hand on her hip as she appeared at my door uninvited.

      I had no response to her question. It wasn’t worth replying to, so I smiled at her, thinking about how ignorant she was. The process of trying to educate her would be the same as trying to explain the origin of the mathematical symbol for pi. I’d done it once, and her response disturbed me back then. “What do you need symbols for when there’s calculators? You’re so old.”

      Yeah, nothing out of her mouth made any sense to me, but she seemed to think the same about me. 

      I responded like I did every time I spoke to her—by agreeing and trying not to annoy her even more. “I’ll turn it down, so you don’t have to hear it every morning.”

      “Better still, go listen to some motivational speech from someone your own age, like Meryl Streep or something.”

      Karen was only nineteen, and her parents had given her a trust fund. She’d used it to come to L.A. to pursue her dream of being an actress like nearly everyone else in L.A. who wasn’t famous. She spent her time at the airport hanging out with her friends and at night going to parties to meet the one director who would change her life. She’d heard the story from so many supermodels being seen at the airport and decided it would be one of the places to go and get her big break. She hardly slept at night. She spent most of it posting pictures on every social media outlet there was, from Snap Chat to Instagram, but not on Facebook—she said that was for people my age. Anyone above twenty-five was old in her book and should only post on Facebook. She’d used most of her trust fund to get her boobs, nose, and other things done. She showed me the first time we met, when she’d interviewed me for the room. The surgeries were why she needed someone to rent the spare room. Her funds were low, and she needed the extra income. 

      I was tempted to tell her to get a job, but I’d heard her explain to her groupies she couldn’t work, otherwise, she would miss out on her golden opportunity at the airport or at one of the parties. Work took time, something she didn’t have because she was so busy working on getting famous. 

      I rented the room because it was cheap. Luckily, Karen didn’t do her research, otherwise she would have noticed she was renting the room at half the price compared to the other apartments on the block. 

      My daily ritual consisted of getting ready for one of my three jobs. I didn’t want to see my star on Hollywood Boulevard—that wasn’t the reason I was in L.A. No, I came here to get ahead in education, to help people like Karen further their knowledge, and not use technology to do everything for them, but to think outside the box. Then again, if she did think outside the box, then she would know the real rent to charge me.

      There were pros and cons to everything. 

      Speaking of which, I needed to pick out my outfit for my blind date. Tech Winters was one of the largest tech companies in education, and it has been my lifelong dream to work for a company. Luke was the CEO and could be my ticket to fulfilling my dream, and I knew I had to dye my hair to appear to be a natural blonde.. I’d seen photos of him with ladies, and I knew he had a thing for blondes. I bought a dress which would appeal to Luke, so he would listen to my proposal. It was a little revealing, but not too much. I wanted him to know I meant business, not pimping myself out for a night of pleasure.

      I’d been working on my proposal ever since I left high school. I didn’t go to college—I couldn’t afford it, and neither could my parents. It didn’t bother me at the time, and it still doesn’t. I would get on with it, like I did when I packed up all my things from Minnesota and moving out here. 

      I learned the hard way having no degree was a big issue. Nearly every company I’d applied laughed at me. They’d ask me for my qualifications, thinking I’d left them out on my resumé. I believed in experience and knowledge, but most places wanted a degree or even some kind of certificate. I knew I had something to offer, I just needed the chance. I was about ready to give up when my weekend job of babysitting Hayley’s kids led me to the golden opportunity I’d been waiting for.

      A blind date with Luke.

      It was crazy to think she wanted her babysitter to go on a date with him, but I was grabbing the chance and there was no turning back. My desire to settle here had nothing to do with wanting to be famous, but to work in the education industry. I’d told her a couple of times, and she suggested maybe I could kill two birds with one stone by going out with Luke. I didn’t make a habit of looking a gift horse in the mouth, so I took it. Ever since I found out two weeks ago they knew each other, I’d been planning this date.

      I had everything planned for our special night. I was going to the hairdresser to spend a fortune this morning, and I’d taken the day off. Something I wouldn’t do in a million years, but tonight wasn’t any ordinary date. It was the chance of a lifetime. Afterward, I would have my nails done in a pretty but chic style. I was still undecided about what type, but I knew the artist would help me out. To end the makeover, I would have my feet done as well because they were in need of some major attention.

      Every part of me had to be perfect from head-to-toe because not only had I seen him and all his achievements online, but the type of women he went out with too. They were either on the front of magazines or about to be, and I needed to look like one of those girls tonight if I wanted to get his attention. If all went to plan, I wouldn’t regret it and it would be the start of a new beginning. One I would welcome with open arms.

      I opened my door to find there was a line to get into the bathroom. Karen was sprawled out again on the sofa, as I’d suspected. Two of her groupie friends were at the other end, while others were in front of the bathroom door. They all looked as if they were extremely tired or—more likely—still high from whatever they’d taken last night.

      Within the last six months, I had seen Karen go from being enthusiastic and thinking she may have a chance in Hollywood, on a natural high, to definitely on a chemical high, and it wasn’t a pretty sight. It was clear her funds were running low, not only from her plastic surgery visits, but her new drug habit. I’d tried talking to her about it, but she’d shut me down and tell me that I was old and I knew nothing about Hollywood.

      “You can’t go in the bathroom after them. There’s a line, we’re all waiting for them to come out,” Karen said as she waved her hand up in the air.

      Them? I wondered as I held on to my robe and tightened it a bit. One of her friends looked as if she was undressing me with her eyes, or she could have been trying to see. The way she squinted her eyes at me gave me the creeps.

      “I have a hair appointment in around forty-five minutes on the other side of town. I need to get to the bus and be out of here. Why are there so many people here, anyway?”

      Karen laughed. “Who’s renting a room, you or me? I can invite as many friends as I want, and you can’t tell what to do. You’re not my mom!”

      Her friend, the dark-haired one with squinty eyes, was now by my side, sniffing me like a dog. “She smells like your mom.”

      I moved away from her. This “mom” reference was getting old. I’d told Karen more than once if I was her mom then I would have had to have given birth to her when I was around ten. She didn’t get it at the time, using her fingers to try and correct my calculation. How old are you again?

      “Look, I don’t ask much, but I have a lot going on tonight. If you can talk to your friends about getting out of the bathroom, I would really appreciate it. I’ll get ready super quick and leave you all to do whatever it is you do…”

      “Blah, blah, blah. You talk too much. My friends will get out when they’re ready, and your rent is due, so you can’t be talking to me like this. Not in my house, old lady,” Karen said.

      Her friends on the sofa, who I thought were passed out, magically woke up and laughed. The dark-haired hoodie girl who kept trying to invade my private space was tugging on my robe. I’d been humiliated by a teenager, and I hated her for doing it. It was the fifth of June. I’d paid her four days ago, and now she was talking about the rent being due again.

      She was high, and no doubt her friends were the same. They cheered and made obscene noises. I needed to get out of this apartment and I’d pay double somewhere else if I had to. I was too old to be living with a teenager, especially a stoned one who didn’t know the difference between her left and her right.

      Literally!

      I hurried as I pushed the dark-haired woman out of my way.

      “Hey, I’ll have you arrested for assault!” she yelled at me.

      I didn’t care. I had a hot date tonight, and nothing was going to stop me from getting what I needed. More than anything, it included getting out of this apartment and starting to live my life like an adult. An old one, as Karen would put it.
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      I couldn’t believe the number of deadlines I had at the moment. I was nearly thirty, and I was ready to slow down and live a calmer life, not increase my blood pressure. The business had taken off after my dad had given me a thousand dollars and told me to build it. A family tradition, something his dad had done, and his father before him. But back then it wasn’t as much as a thousand, it was a lot less. I followed in the same footsteps as all of the men in my family, which was great at the time, but now I was regretting it. My life was all about all work and no play. As much as I tried to distance myself from my job, I always managed to end up staying late and promising myself I wouldn’t do it the next day.

      The buzzer for the intercom buzzed on my phone.

      “What?” I barked.

      “It’s Mr. Hales, he’s here to see you,” Bianca sounded as stressed out as I was right now.

      She was too good to me and put up with all my shit, but she was only here temporarily. I could tell she couldn’t wait to leave. It was a bad time for me. A really bad time. There were too many fucking deadlines, and all of them were driving me directly to a straitjacket.

      I looked at the time.

      Fuck!

      How could it be nearly six already? I was supposed to meet Ed at the bar an hour to take the edge off before going on this blind date later tonight. Maybe it would make whoever they’d set me up with more attractive or make me better company. Either way, I wasn’t in the mood to be meeting someone new, but Hayley insisted.

      “Send him in!” I blurted back to Bianca.

      “Right away, sir.”

      I really needed a permanent PA. I´d managed to steal Bianca from Bob, the CIO, but he’d be back on Monday. I needed one of my own, quickly. Bianca was doing two jobs at the moment, sharing his tasks while he was away and mine too, which was most likely why she was working late on a Friday night.

      “Luke.”

      “Ed!”

      It was our usual greeting, as if we were cavemen who knew very few syllables and could only say each other’s names.

      “You’re late, man,” he said, slapping me on the back as I got up from my chair. The one that felt as if it were a second skin. I’d been sitting on it so long it felt like it was stuck to my pants.

      “Sorry. I didn’t realize it was so late. I have so much work to do, and it doesn’t help I don’t have a PA. I have shitloads to do, and it’s a Friday, which means…”

      “Save it for someone who cares,” Ed said as he lifted up his hand, stopping me from boring him with the details of my life.

      “We booked this evening like two weeks ago to loosen you up for your date. Do you want me to talk about work and all the patients I cut open today?”

      He didn’t wait for me to respond as he said, “Today I cut open and found out…”

      I put my hands up as if to surrender. “Okay, I get your point. Your job is more important than mine.”

      “Exactly. And I have two crazy kids and a wife.”

      I pointed at him. “Kids, your mom claims are exact replicas of you when you were a kid. Besides, you shouldn’t talk about them that way. They’re great and you know you wouldn’t trade them for anything in the world.”

      He sighed. “What were the odds they would turn out like me? I only agreed to have kids in the first place because I thought they would turn out like Hayley. Who the fuck needs three of me in the world?”

      I shook my head because we had this conversation every time he spoke about them. The kids he loved to complain about but loved with every inch of his heart.

      “No one. Do the math—there was a fifty percent chance.”

      “I know, but not only once, but twice! Look, I need a drink. Time away from the crazy kids. The wife who tempts me to make another baby with her, but imagine there being four of me! No… you don’t want to imagine. I keep telling her to get rid of the idea, but she insists, claiming what are the odds? But that’s what I said the first and second time, and look—they’re just like me!”

      “Right. I’ll take my laptop with me.”

      I said quicky gathering my pad and putting my mouse and laptop in the case.

      “You can do whatever you want, but you’re not bringing it to the bar, and you’re not boring me with your boring day and boring crises. I could have stayed at home, but I promised Hayley I’d make sure you had a drink to loosen you up and get you to the restaurant for your date.”

      Ed had left London to reap the rewards of going to UC Berkeley. He loved it so much he’d decided to stay here in the States and didn’t hesitate in joining a medical school here. He hasn’t been back to London since, mainly because his parents aren’t alive anymore and he doesn’t miss the place. He hangs on to his accent sentimentally, despite his claims how it constantly gets him in trouble. Not only with the nurses for its apparent sex appeal, but the doctors too, for claiming the Brits always think they know best.

      Whenever we went out, if he even mentioned being a doctor, women were giving him their numbers and not the other way around.

      “Hot, smart, and ooh that accent,” they’d swoon at him. He claimed it was a big issue, but we all know he loves the attention. All men love attention from the opposite sex—or the same sex, depending on which way you’re inclined. The older we get, the more we crave it. Ed always wore his scrubs with his full name and doctor title on his chest.

      “You ready, mate?”

      “Seriously, this is the night you have to exaggerate the accent you’re so desperate to get rid of?” I asked as I packed up.

      He laughed. “No, just winding you up.”

      “I hate you, with your coloquial talk. It freaks me out because half the time they make no damn sense. So, hey give it a rest, mate.” I stressed the last word to emphasize my annoyance, but he ignored it.

      He chuckled as we finally left my office and made it to the elevator, clearly amused at my rant. We stood waiting for one of the elevators to come after I pressed the button. He turned to me long enough to give me a sarcastic look before he faced forward.

      “I thought you’d hired someone, a PA. You said she was the one.”

      “Fuck! Never judge a book by its cover. On paper, she was perfect, but in person she looked like Freddy Krueger’s ex.”

      “Why ex?”

      “She looked all messed up. Like she’d got drunk, fell in a ditch, and then was attacked by bees before she arrived at the interview. She made no effort for the interview, how could I know that anything on her resumé was true? Why did Carol have to leave?”

      “Damn, you love moaning like a bitch. She didn’t leave, she had a baby. She even told you she was pregnant before she told her parents so you could plan for her maternity leave, and you still waited until the last minute to find someone. Not feeling any sympathy.”

      “I thought you didn’t want to talk about work?” I asked. I raised my eyebrow and looked at his dark eyes.

      Sometimes he stole the limelight from me when we went out. No more did we spend the night talking and venting like we did back at UC Berkeley. Once we hit the bar, it’d be all about his ego. It was about not feeling like a married man with two kids at home. Ed would never cheat—he loved Hayley too much—but he needed to feel like me sometimes, single and carefree, and I let him feel like the free man who was in his thirties and could go home with a different girl every single night. The irony in all this was if it was so fucking great being single, then why was I always miserable?
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      As Ed and I jumped in the taxi and headed downtown, I had to ask him the one question on my mind.

      “Remind me, why am I going on this blind date?”

      He laughed. “Because you don’t want to go to your ex’s wedding alone next weekend. Have fun with her tonight and let loose. This isn’t a job interview, you’re just going on a blind date. A little conversation, a little wine, and who knows what might happen next….”

      I stopped him before he could go any further with describing the events for the rest of the night. “Silly me for dating my mom’s best friend’s daughter!” I groused.

      “You used to think it was cute how your families could all hang out together when you two were an item. Wasn’t that the reason you went out, moved in together, and then one day declared you would marry her?”

      “I used to think Bambi’s cute. Doesn’t mean I want to sit down and watch the movie every night.”

      “You really need to loosen up!” He stopped joking and gave me the serious look. The one that told me I needed to find something, or someone in life, or I was going to end up like one of his patients who had died on his operating table. The ones who had nobody to be there with or for them. No one to call or inform them they were dead. Ed didn’t want me to end up that way, so he made sure I socialized, and he kept tabs on me all the time.

      “This feels a little over the top. There’s services I could call to get a date for the wedding. Kim, your ex has moved on, clearly. She wouldn’t have invited me to the wedding or dated a guy for only three months and said yes when he popped the question.”

      “Wow, you seem to know a lot about their relationship. But I don’t remember you asking me the details when you got the invite,” he noted, lifting an eyebrow.

      The only way I would have known would have been to do the one thing I hated most in my life—stalk her on social media. I may have an account on Instagram and Facebook, both of which Carol set up to make me look more likable. I smile, I show teeth in my photos—what more does the world want? And she used to post on there for me, too. To show people what I ate for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. Where I shopped; every tiny thing even my mom wasn’t interested in knowing. I stopped the minute she went on maternity leave, and there was no way I was falling down the rabbit hole and posting every detail of my life. No one needed to know where I ate, let alone where I shopped, unless they spoke to me.

      “I may have found her on Facebook saying something about—”

      “You don’t use Facebook,” he interrupted. “Which means the only way you could know is if you—”

      The taxi driver spoke up just in time. “We’re here.”

      Before he could say anything else, I paid the driver and jumped out of the taxi. I knew Ed had figured it out, which was why he was laughing so hard on the side of the curb.

      “Come on, stalker!” he said as he edged for us to go into the bar.

      “Really?”

      He nodded. “What do you prefer? Lurker? Hypocrite? Need to get a life? It’s your poison. The man who claimed he had social media accounts and never logged on or used them seems to be using them for the same thing he claimed he would never use them for. So, tell me, am I wrong?”

      “Okay, I get the hint. Let’s get to the bar in one piece. Get something to drink, and then you can drop me at the restaurant like a good little boy.”

      “Whatever you say, stalker. Your wish is my command. I better do what you say, otherwise, you’ll be stalking me too.”

      I ignored his comment as he quickly put his badge on his shirt, which magically appeared in his hand. We smiled at the guys at the door, who knew us all too well. Sure enough, we were allowed into Steps with no issue. Our good friend Corey, who we met and used to hang out with at UC Berkeley, owned the bar, and we tried to hang out at the glitzy place whenever we got the chance. Not only because it’s the coolest bar on this side of the coast, but because the drinks are free.

      “Corey says he’ll be at the bar when we get in. Usual spot. So we have plenty of time for a couple of drinks, and then you can leave Corey and me at the bar, having fun.”

      I shook my head. “It’s a shit shack. Fuck, now I’m talking like you. I want to be at the bar, checking out chicks and taking one of them home and fooling around like we used to do.”

      He put his hand on my shoulder. “Tonight you are not in the circle. And do us a favor and don’t try and sound like me because you’ve got a shit accent.”

      “What, the accent you desire so badly?”

      He laughed. “Not yours. Just everyone in L.A., but definitely not yours.”

      I went to a boarding school in Berlin, then in Zurich, graduated from an academy in Boston, and ended up in UC Berkeley. I’ve got a European-American accent which confused everyone, including myself at times. Especially when I would spit out a word of German, a language I hadn’t practiced or spoken in years. Ed was right—there was nothing sexy about my accent. He said I used to sound like one of those military kids, when we were at UC Berkeley, who on paper were American but they’d never spent more than two months here as a kid and as an adult, they spent their time trying to fit in.

      I did crave the feeling of picking up someone and getting all this frustration out of me for the night. The last thing I felt like doing was going on a date and making a polite conversation. I had a couple of hours before it was time to meet her. Maybe by then Corey would have picked someone up and Ed would have to go home, and I’d be left alone to indulge in my own pleasure. The night was young and who knew what lay ahead.

      One thing was for sure—I had no intention of being disappointed.
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      I stank.

      Not in an I’ve been at the gym and I need to have a quick shower kind of way, either.

      It was worse, so much worse. I’d literally run to the salon because I was late. Then, while I was there, I kept on sweating. Even the stylist kept asking if I had a fever. I didn’t, I was a bag of nerves today.

      I needed to be scrubbed down and soaked for days, and I didn’t know where to turn. I was trying not to panic, but everything that could possibly go wrong had gone wrong today. Why not tomorrow or even yesterday, I wondered.

      Why today, of all days?

      After the situation where Karen’s friend seemed to have an unnatural obsession with me, I grabbed the special dress and matching shoes and stuffed them in my bag, deciding I would go directly to the restaurant after I got my hair and nails done. Even if I would end up being a couple of hours early.

      Jonathan, the stylist, cut and highlighted my hair instead of dying it. I looked in the mirror after he finished, and I felt like crying. I looked like a brand-new woman. I left feeling great, removing all my nerves, and I finally stopped sweating. My hair was clean, even if the rest of me wasn’t, but I didn’t care. I stopped at the store, bought a shower cap, and then decided to buy another one for good measure. Nothing was going to bring me down. I was walking around with my “Scarlett Johansson, short at the sides and long at the front” the new me hairdo.

      I headed to the Nail Clinic to get my nails done and my eyebrows shaped after I stopped at the store. I’d had it done in Silver Lake a few times, and they always did a good job. I had cute gold tips and red paint. My nails looked hot, but it was clear I needed a shower. There was no way I could get everything done before going to the restaurant.

      My legs were smooth already, but I decided to splurge and get my armpits waxed too. I had no friends in this neighborhood I could ask to use their shower. I had to go home, even if I didn’t really want to.

      I wasn’t even really sure if I could call it home when it was apparent all I’d rented was a room, and I was expected to use the bathroom only on special occasions. My gut feeling told me to stay away from there. Until I realized the one important item I needed for the night I’d left in my room.

      I know, it was stupid of me to leave anything I might need, but at the time I was thinking of getting out of there, not carrying my laptop. I told myself I shouldn’t be a big baby and act all scared of the teenager I lived with and I should get my butt there, have a shower and then leave. Like a grown-up.

      I was wrong.

      My gut feeling was right about not going back, and my head was just plain stupid. I got to the apartment, and there was no one there. I was feeling brave about facing them all—I’d talked myself into it—but it all went out of the window the minute I walked inside and found it empty. The only thing I felt was relieved about them not being around. I sighed out in relief, and then thoughts and dreams of having a bath entered my mind, not a shower. I was thinking the whole works, with bubbles and some scented candles to get me in the mood and to stop me from being so uptight. I would wrap my hair up tight, to stop the steam getting to it.

      Until I got to my room. I didn’t need a key. The door was wide open, and everything was gone, including my damn bed. There was nothing in there, not even my underwear. I screamed. I cried. I screamed again. I cried some more, and then I called the cops.

      I’d been robbed, I told them. My laptop was gone, and in exactly one hour and thirty minutes, I was supposed to go on a life-changing date. Then the little bitch of a teenager walked through the door with her friend, and they both had smirks on their faces.

      “No, there hasn’t been a robbery,” Karen told the cops as she crossed her arms. “I sold everything in the room because she hasn’t paid rent.”

      I couldn’t believe it. She was still going on about the rent I paid only a few days ago.

      “Can we see your contract and a receipt for the payment of rent?” the tall, blue-eyed cop asked. He knew the answer to his question as I shook my head.

      “I don’t have any. The room was cheap, and she said there was no need for a contract, and she wanted payment in cash. I’ve been living here in good faith for over six months.”

      She laughed and so did her friend, the one I thought was obsessed with me.

      “Miss, I don’t see how you’ve been renting a room out without a contract. That’s illegal,” the cop said, but Karen ignored him.

      “Officer, this is my room now, and I didn’t like her shit. So we sold it. It makes sense, seeing as she doesn’t officially live here anymore. Because of a dispute.” She winked at Karen to save her friend from being arrested for illegally renting a room.

      I don’t know what possessed me because I wasn’t a violent person, but it was as if the cop knew what I was going to do and blocked my way. He held onto me, I hated myself for wanting to do it, and I hated myself even more for letting the teenager get one over on me. I was so stupid to think having a key to my room and locking it would keep her out of it. I was a fool for not having a contract.

      “Ma’am, is this your bag?” he asked as he held it out to me.

      I didn’t say a word because I was still trying to get to Karen, who was now sticking out her tongue at me.

      “You need to calm down and get your belongings. I don’t want to arrest you!” he warned.

      I wondered where his partner went, the one who’d walked in with me, but as he came out of the bathroom, I figured out why he was in such a hurry to come inside in the first place. He needed to pee or do whatever he’d been doing in there this whole time.

      “Yeah, you need to leave. You’re trespassing, or is it walking all over someone’s property?” Karen asked her friend, who shrugged. Then she asked the cop.

      “It doesn’t matter what it is. This is the third time this year we’ve been here with a similar complaint.”

      “But with no evidence,” Karen retorted. She sucked on a sucker, which seemed to have appeared out of nowhere. I was so tempted to take it and stuff it where the sun didn’t shine, but I couldn’t since the cop was holding me back. Then again, it would give me a place to sleep for the night if I got arrested.

      I left the apartment and dropped the keys on the floor. The teenagers were laughing because they’d pulled a good one on me.

      “Look, you’ve been conned by her. If you’re willing to press charges against her for stealing your property, wrongful eviction, or whatever else I can think of, we might be able to get your property back and stop this from happening to someone else.”

      I nodded as we stood outside.

      “You got a place to stay tonight, pretty lady?”

      I nodded my head. It was a lie. I had nowhere to stay, but I knew I would find somewhere, so it wasn’t the end of the world. Then my phone chimed with a notice of a text.

      “Put it this way,” the cop said, “You took it a lot better than the last lady. We started a case to investigate this scam, but with all the other crimes, it isn’t at the top of the list to investigate. If you press charges, then it will help us build a case against her. Just think about it. You don’t have to do it tonight, but here’s my card, with my name Officer Brently. Call and come in once you’ve got yourself settled.”

      I nodded my head, speechless at my own stupidity. I didn’t want to admit I thought I was the smart one, renting a room on the cheap. I didn’t want a contract because, for some crazy reason, I believed I would be here only a month or two. No way did I think I would be here for six months with no sense of when I’d be leaving.

      I didn’t belong in L.A. I worked two extra jobs in order to save some money, to rent a studio apartment or something, but every time I thought I’d saved enough, prices keep increasing, and so did my goal of moving out.

      I looked at the message on my phone. “Dinner in twenty minutes. Don’t be late. He hates tardiness, as he puts it. Enjoy!”

      Hayley.

      The date.

      The presentation.

      What a mess!
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