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Chrissy because of you I'm now more present with the people in my life. Thank you for giving me the biggest wake-up call of my life. 










  
  










  
  
Content Information



My book contains spicy scenes and language. It also involves cancer and an on-page car accident. 







  
  










  
  

Chapter 1


Nova





“Don’t you have anywhere else to be on a Saturday Night?” 

I stiffen before returning to the soup I’ve prepared on the stove. “No. I like hanging out with you guys.”

Mom side-eyes me.

“What?” I ask.

“I didn’t say anything,” she says, walking away from me to open the fridge.

“No, but you want to,” I reply, before tasting the soup. The minestrone is cooked to perfection if I do say so myself. I won’t be able to come over to their house much this week since I need to prepare for my upcoming job interviews. Which means I need to make sure they have leftovers.

“I worry about you. You’re turning twenty-five this year and all you do is hang around with us on the weekends.”

I look away from her accusing gaze and focus on the stacked white bowls she’s bringing over to me.

“Thanks,” I mumble, grabbing the bowls one at a time and filling each with soup. Because I can’t afford to waste any of it, I concentrate so I don’t spill a drop. 

“I don’t want to go out. I’m too tired,” I lie. 

Lying is not something I like to do. And I refuse to tell her I can’t afford to go out. The moment she learns I’m giving her and Dad all my money, they’ll stop taking it. And I don’t want that. Since Dad’s colon cancer diagnosis, he hasn’t been able to work, and Mom’s department store wage isn’t enough for them to survive on. I want to be able to contribute and since I’ve finally finished college, I’ve been applying for full-time accounting jobs, and with some luck, I’ll get a job this week. 

“But don’t you want to spend more time with friends or find a special friend.” Her voice hitches with hope.

We carry the bowls to the table and set them in front of our seats, the ones we’ve sat in since I was little.  

“I spend plenty of time with my friends. I live with them,” I say, as I move to the cupboard to grab crusty bread and then to the fridge for the butter. 

“It’s not enough. And you're avoiding the topic. What about a man?”

I groan as I walk back over to join them at the table. Most people are not this close to their parents. But I am. “Mom, I only connect with guys on a surface level. You know there’s only one thing they want. And I don’t feel like being used when all I want is to focus on my career.” 

I know she worries about me being alone, but I know it won’t be forever. I can’t tell her that I’m trying to enjoy every moment I can get with Dad, because I don’t know how to take time for myself without feeling guilty. I worry if I miss a moment with him and he passes then I’ll live with regret. So, that’s why I give my every waking moment to them. I can worry about myself later. 

“That’s a shame. You’re beautiful.”

“You have to say that, I’m your daughter,” I tease.

She reaches across the table to touch my face in a soft stroke. “My very beautiful and very single daughter.”

“Alright I get it,” I say, pulling my head away from her hand with a giggle.

Before I pour myself soup, I remember something. “I brought a new book for you to read. I just finished it and I need you to read it so we can discuss it,” I say, feeling relief now that we put the relationship talk behind us.

Loving fictional men is all I can handle right now. 

Mom and I have always shared a love of reading. When I was fourteen, I read my first fantasy novel, and I haven’t been able to stop since then. Now we share books and discuss our thoughts when we finish them. It’s a good distraction. It slows down the chaos of life, giving us a reprieve, even if for just a moment in time, and helps us not dwell too much on Dad’s health. 

“Oh good. I finished book one already and I need to know what happens after that cliffhanger,” she replies as she sits down.

“Hey kiddo,” Dad says, wandering out of his room after his nap. He usually naps in the afternoon and wakes at dinnertime. Coming close to me, he lays a kiss on my cheek before moving to pull out his chair at the table. 

“Hey, Dad. How are you feeling?” I ask.

We’ve always been close. Growing up, he taught me how to ride my bike, watched every swimming lesson, and signed me up for my first boxing class. He quizzed me for my first spelling exam all the way through my accounting exams in college. Even when he told me he had colon cancer, he did so with a grin, making sure to emphasize how it wouldn’t bring this old man down, because he had too much to do. He's always been a happy and positive man; I can’t recall ever hearing him complain. I’d like to think I got my patience and understanding from him. 

“Strong as a horse,” he says, taking a large slurp of his soup.

I eye him critically. He’s an adult. There’s nothing I can do to get a different answer out of him. If he’s doing ok, I usually believe him. Even though I shouldn’t.  

I bring a spoonful of soup to my mouth, enjoying the salty taste. 

“Are you ready for your job interviews this week?” Dad asks. 

The way he looks at me, as if he wants to help, has me saying, “I think so. But would you help me prepare?”

He lowers his spoon and sits up straighter in his chair. These days the roles have reversed. Dad used to be the man of the house, always caring for the two of us, and now he feels like a burden. I know he does. 

He’s worked in a few different warehouses over his working years. One being at the department store where he met my mom. He was meant to be working on the floor, but on his lunch break, he saw Mom struggling to move shoe boxes, so he offered to give her a hand. They got to chatting, and because he is good at convincing people of just about anything, he asked her on a date and she agreed. And like they say, the rest is history.

“Alright. Hit me,” I say eagerly. 

I eat another spoonful of dinner before he asks, “Why do you want the job?”

“Jeez. Hitting me with the hard questions fast.” I laugh. 

But, in my mind the words I need this job scream out loud.

I don’t know how I’m going to afford the gas bill. But I keep my lips firmly together. Those words won’t leave my lips. They’re my problem to solve, and right now, getting a job will fix it. 

“I have to. You need to be able to answer these easily,” he replies. 

“I have gathered invaluable skills during my studies and my good marks are proof of how valuable I could be as a new hire. I am a fast learner, and I am ready to face new challenges,” I answer, hoping he likes my prepared reply.

He nods as he takes another mouthful of dinner and so do I.

“Are you a hunter or a gatherer?”

My brows pull together.

“Just answer it,” Dad counters, obviously reading my confused face.

“Gatherer. I think,” I say, watching him to see if I’m correct.

“Yeah, you are. You’re good at collecting data.”

I exhale. “Give me an easy one now.”

“They’ve all been easy. But okay. What motivates you?”

Money. Financial freedom. Happiness. But I don’t say those. Instead, I think for a minute, watching my dad finish the soup. He’s always loved my cooking, so seeing him finish it makes me happy.

“I enjoy working with numbers and my attention to detail is my greatest strength. I am excited about the opportunity of being here and learning more about your company.”

Mom claps from her seat. “Good answer.”

“Calm down, Lydia,” Dad responds. But his soft smile and longing look make my gut twist. 

I worry about Mom. If I am scared out of my mind right now, I wonder what she’s feeling. Does she fear she’ll have no money for herself if she becomes a widow? Maybe there’s a fear of having the relationship with her only daughter change because of grief.  Or is it the fear of losing the person you love? 

Unfortunately, as much as I wish I could be there for her and tell her I know exactly how she is feeling, I can’t. I’ve never been in love. 








  
  

Chapter 2


Jeremy





“This is one way to conduct a meeting,” I mutter to myself as I step onto the obnoxiously large white yacht. Don’t get me wrong, I own one too, but the difference with me is, I’m not showing off what I have to potential business associates. Even thinking about it makes me want to spin right around and walk off this yacht. But I can’t. Business is business, no matter how much I dislike the person. And right now, I’m dreading meeting Bentley Spencer. 

Walking across timber floors, I follow the sound of the latest pop music. I can hear a lot of people, and I swallow hard as I get closer to the loud wails and laughter. I do my best to simmer the annoyance bubbling beneath the surface of my skin. 

I stride toward the crowd, and I can't help but notice the alcohol. 

Fuck, I need a drink. 

How did Bentley become this successful? 

He probably gets everyone drunk and then makes them sign important papers.

My hands are firmly planted in my pockets as I weave through the scantily clad crowd. Seems Bentley failed to tell me it’s a pool party. Women are in bikinis and men in shorts and tees; whereas I’m in my suit, which is usually what I wear to a meeting. Now I’m feeling out of place and I fucking hate it. Hate that I’m the only one dressed differently. I wouldn’t have worn a bathing suit, but I could’ve been in a nice pair of shorts and a shirt. I still need people to take me seriously, but I would’ve blended in better.

I narrow my gaze as I look for Bentley. It takes me two seconds to figure out who he is. The guy has a big fat disgusting cigar sitting on the edge of his lip and one arm draped around two women. One on either side of him. I want to make this quick. I need to get the fuck out of here and get back home. I avoid parties at all costs. I’ve never been into them or big group gatherings, unless it's for events or fundraisers. This time I was forced to show up because it’s urgent and Bentley has been out of the country. 

I don’t care for the ass kissing that happens in these parties. I’ve managed to conquer just about everything I’ve set out to do, and I did it by myself, so the validation doesn’t matter to me. I enjoy having my own company and setting my own goals. That’s a major difference between Bentley and me. I don’t need people to make me feel good about myself. I like myself. Scratch that. I love myself and my life. I work hard for it.

As I get closer to the two women in bikinis, more of Bentley's outfit comes into view. Caramel chino shorts with a white shirt unbuttoned halfway. We definitely don’t present ourselves the same way. I remove a hand from my pocket and swipe it down the sides of my lips before taking a drink from a nearby waitress. She seems to be the only woman on this yacht who is completely dressed and sober.

“Thanks,” I mumble and take a big sip of the rum. I enjoy the warm sensation it fills me with. At least the liquor is expensive; I'll give him that.

A touch on my suited arm has my gaze flicking sideways. It’s a brunette woman with brown eyes wearing the skimpiest yellow bikini and holding a half-drunk mojito. She has had so much plastic surgery that she looks unnatural. She’s pretty, I'm just not interested. When I’m in work mode, nothing can distract me. My eyes are on the prize and discussing the medical speculums proposal for my hospitals is the priority today.

“Hi,” she purrs. “I see you’ve got a drink and you’re ready for a good time.”

“Sorry, I’m here for business. I was headed somewhere else,” I reply firmly.

“Are you sure I can’t change your mind into having a drink with me?” She flutters her lashes in a desperate beg.

“I’m sure. I hope you have a good night.” I pull my arm out of her grasp, and she pops out her bottom lip. It does nothing for me. I shake my head and walk off.

I grip the glass tighter as I continue to my destination, only a few steps away. Suddenly, I come to an abrupt stop. “Bentley Spencer?”

His eyes slowly move to me, and his face scrunches up before it softens when he meets my stare.

“Mr. Lincoln?”

I give him a curt nod. “Mr. Spencer. Would you mind if we find a private place to chat? Wasn’t exactly expecting an audience,” I demand. I don’t care if he thinks it’s rude. This is rude. I didn’t ask for a party. I hate going out. I’m pissed off and feel like I was tricked into coming here today. When Bentley called it was quick because he was about to board a flight home. He requested I join him on his yacht at seven with no other information.

“Are you—” His words cease immediately.

The flat stare I’m giving him must be exactly the right expression. He peels his arms off the girls and kisses each of their temples before telling them he’ll be right back.

I swallow the bile coming up from the repulsion of knowing he will end up fucking these women tonight. I feel sorry for these girls. Honestly, I’m against fucking multiple women for the sake of it. With that, I pivot, looking for somewhere more suitable for a business discussion.

“I have an office downstairs,” he slurs. I’m thankful he read my mind, but I have to bite my tongue and not comment on his drunken state as well as remind myself it’s not my business.

As long as he can agree to one tiny business thing, I’m out of here—I check the time on my Rolex—in hopefully no more than ten minutes.

“Follow me,” he suggests. 

Once we reach the downstairs level, he opens a door that reveals a small office with dark wooden bookshelves and a matching desk.

Simple and small. But better than doing this upstairs. 

“Take a—”

I sit down and cross my legs before he has a chance to finish his sentence.

He sits down across from me. 

“Is this normal?” I ask.

Bentley frowns with confusion.

“Conducting business meetings on a yacht while drunk?”

“I’m not drunk…”

With his lie, I tighten my grip on the glass.

“Just had a few drinks while I was waiting for you.”

More lies.

I decide to get straight to the point.

“I want to discuss having your eye speculums in all of my hospitals.”

He shuffles in his seat. “Ah, yes.”

“I’ll need all new speculums for each operating theatre,” I add.

He nods repeatedly. “Yeah. We can do that.”

I lift a brow at him. “You can?” My voice totally giving my lack of confidence in him away. But the way he’s been acting, can you blame me?

“Definitely. You give me a number and I’ll deliver.”

“Do you have a pricing contract drawn up?” I ask. Even though he doesn’t have a single piece of paper out, I’m not here to mess around. And I need his words in writing. I’ve been around long enough to have been fucked over in business once before…I’m not letting it happen again.

“No, but—”

I run my tongue over my teeth. “How about you draw one up and send it over tomorrow?”

He sits forward and pulls open drawers to find paper. “I can write one up quickly.”

“No. You need to draft a proper contract. I take this seriously, Mr. Spencer, and so should you.”

“I am,” he rebuts quickly.

I want to argue back, but I won’t waste my breath.

“I can wait twenty-four hours. Enjoy your party and we can talk tomorrow.”

He’s still looking around in the desk drawers for something before he sighs and closes them again. “Yeah, that’s probably best.”

Knowing the chat is over, I can’t bear the thought of going upstairs with him, so I ask, “Can I wait here until we pull in?”

“Are you sure you don’t want to head back up and have another drink?” he replies, standing and eyeing my almost empty glass.

I shake my head. “No, thank you. I prefer to keep my mind sharp.”

He looks taken aback, but I don't apologize. I quietly stand my ground.

He thrusts his hand out. “Thank you for coming today, Mr. Lincoln. I’ll have the pricing contract drawn up immediately and send it over.”

I want to fire back, you should have done that a week ago so it would be ready right now, but I don’t.

I drain my glass before lowering it to his desk. Holding his gaze firmly, I ask, “When are we docking?”

“We aren’t due to arrive back for an hour.”

I suck in a breath. Fucking hell. I’m literally stuck here.

He stands and I ease back into the chair, remaining silent. “Help yourself if you change your mind about a drink. And say goodbye before you leave, Mr. Lincoln.”

I won’t change my mind, I want to say, but I don’t. 

He leaves the room, closing the door behind him. I’m grateful to be alone. I let out a deep audible breath and lower my leg so I can pull my phone out of my pocket. I may as well work a little while I’m stuck here.




      [image: ]The captain announces we’re ten minutes away from docking, so I leave the room and search for Bentley. I could sneak off, but I need to close the deal first. Therefore, I suck it up and give a quick farewell.

His loud voice booms above the music so I follow it.

“I meet them online.”

I know he’s talking about the women he was with. My skin crawls. He should come with a warning that says, sleazebag.

“Look at them all,” he says, flicking pictures on his phone.

I internally groan and walk away calling, “Send me the details, Mr. Spencer, and I’ll visit your office to sign it. Be prepared this time.” 

“Alright, Lincoln,” he mumbles, not bothering to lift his slimy head away from the phone.








  
  

Chapter 3


Nova





I plaster a smile even though my skin is crawling. If I wasn’t desperate for a good-paying job to help my parents, I wouldn’t be sitting here at this job interview. But all the other interviewers ended up passing on me for a more experienced person. So this interview is very important. I need to get this last job. 

Scratch that…I have to get this job.

Being able to work for a company that is within the health industry was important to me. So when this job opportunity came up, I felt a strong connection to their goals and my dad.

Bentley isn’t interested in what I have to say as much as he enjoys running his gaze over me. I shuffle in my seat, trying to get comfortable even though I can’t. Not in his presence. Not with his heavy gaze admiring me. Could I work like this? 

I wouldn’t be working directly under him. I’d just be working for his company. And right now, with the medical bills my parents are racking up, we are desperate for this kind of break.

So, no matter how slowly his eyes slide over my body, I picture my dad and mom. Imagining their happy faces helps.

“I’m still in shock, Miss Lee,” he says with a slight drool.

“Why’s that?” 

“Beautiful and smart. I’m surprised you haven’t been snatched up already.”

By the tone of his voice, I know he means in a relationship, but I want to keep this talk strictly business related. There’ll be no other relationship between us.

“To be honest. Your company is the best in New York. And it’s offering the best package.”

He leans forward in his office chair, his hand running over his chin. “I think I should be worried you’re only here for the money, but I'm not. If that’s how I get you here then I’ll take it.”

I lace my fingers together, wondering how much longer I’ll have to be here. It’s already been a long twenty minutes.

“Are you saying I’ve got the job?” 

Please say yes.

“I should be interviewing more candidates…”

“But you won’t.” I lift a brow at him. I’m barely holding back a beaming smile. 

His lips pinch together before he shakes his head. “Seems like I can’t say no to you.”

I don’t believe anything he’s saying, but if my looks win me this job, I’m alright with that.

“Which floor would I be working on?” I ask.

“Let me give you a tour.”

That I like the sound of. But I don’t want him to realize how excited I am so I tone down my response. “Okay.”

He stands and moves beside me. His hand gestures for me to go first, even though I have no clue where I’m going.

We enter the elevator and I’m quick to stand on the opposite side. He presses level ten, and it doesn’t take long til we’re there. Exiting the elevator, I take in the open floor. I’m able to see all the workers behind their desks typing away and working hard.

I’m quiet as I absorb everything around me. I get a few looks as we pass by. He pauses at an empty desk. 

I peer at him. 

“This would be yours,” he says with a smirk.

My gaze flicks back to the space. Not too small and not too large with everything I could possibly need and more. All the latest technology, pens, paper, files, folders, and a calculator. Accountant heaven.

“Our current accountant is on maternity leave, so the job is temporary, but I’m sure once she returns I can find another position for you. I wouldn’t want you working anywhere else.”

The way he speaks it’s as if he owns me. I wonder if he is serious…I wonder if he means he wants me or if he’s still talking about the job. I would never go there with my boss.

Now that I think about it, I wouldn’t even have time for a normal relationship. The only time I have for myself is when I can squeeze in a workout. I’ve kept up with my boxing at a cheap local gym. It’s an hour that's just for me and I savor it more now that my dad’s sick. Instead of curling up in a ball and crying, I take that hurt and pain out on a bag. Literally punching the shit out of it until I can’t feel anymore. I go home exhausted but also lighter.

“Let me introduce you to your team.” 

My stomach begins to flip with nerves. I follow him to a desk where a guy in his mid-30s with short, dark hair is typing furiously on his keyboard. He must hear us approach because he ceases typing and swivels in his chair to face us. His green eyes look brightly at me.

“Dalton, this is Nova. She's replacing Fern.”

Dalton smiles. “Hi Nova, it’s nice to meet you. When do you start?”

The question takes me off guard. I look to Mr. Spencer for the answer.

“We haven’t worked out a start date but most likely in a week or two.”

Dalton nods. “Well, I look forward to working with you.”

Mr. Spencer touches my arm and I jolt. But I relax the moment I realize he wants me to follow him to another desk where a red-haired woman, who looks to be in her early 40s, finishes up a phone call.

“Hi, Poppy. I’m just introducing a new staff member. This is Nova, she’ll start in a week or so and she's replacing Fern.”

Her icy blue eyes slit at me. She’s unimpressed. 

I smile and she gives me a curt one back, which twists my stomach into a ball of nerves. I don’t normally have issues with other women, and I really hope she’s no different. I don’t get long to think about it, though, because Mr. Spencer's phone rings and he hits decline before speaking to me. “Let's get to the contracts. I have a meeting soon, so I unfortunately need to end this.”

Not unfortunate for me. Today has been a lot. From coming into a job interview to leaving with a job and starting in possibly a week's time. No wonder my emotions are a mess.

But this is all positive. I need this.

I can’t wait to leave and tell my parents. Their proud faces and tears will be worth it.

“Nice to meet you,” I say and wave to Poppy and then Dalton before following Bentley to the elevators. 

Downstairs I sign papers, and before I know it, I’m leaving the office building that I’ll call my workplace soon.

On my walk to my car that’s parked a block away, I call home.

“Nova. How did it go?” My mom answers on the first ring.

My chest swells. I'm thrilled to be able to tell her the great news.

“I got the job!” I exclaim proudly.

“Oh, I knew it. Charles, she got the job.” Mom sniffles.

“Tell me all about it,” she requests.

I’m getting in the car to drive to the gym, but I know she won’t let me hang up until I tell her something. “I start next week. I met my co-workers Dalton and Poppy. The boss said it’s temporary while a lady named Fern is on maternity leave but after the contract is up, he’ll find me a new job within the company.”

I avoid saying the guy gives me an uncomfortable feeling because I don’t need them to worry about me. I can handle Mr. Spencer.

“How’s Dad feeling?” I ask. He had a doctor's appointment today for a check-up after his first round of chemo.

“He's okay. There’s a little bit of swelling from one of his kidneys. The doctors are keeping an eye on it but other than that he’s good. Don’t worry about him.”

“I’m fine. Don’t worry about me. I’m not going anywhere.” My dad’s voice calls out in the background.

“You heard him,” Mom adds.

“I did. Well, I’m about to drive to the gym, but I’ll talk to you soon. I love you both.”

“I love you too. Drive safe.”

“I will. Bye, Mom. Bye, Dad.” I hang up and drive away. 

Entering the open-air gym, I head to my usual spot tucked away in the basement corner. I want to be alone for the next forty-five minutes, where I can feel my knuckles hit the bag and relish in the pain. The gym is packed with kids who come here after school, but I block them out by focusing on the Hip Hop music, and the feeling that punching the bag with all my strength gives me. When I’m dripping with sweat and my knuckles can’t take another hit, I pack my bag and head home. 

I don’t live with my parents. I haven't since I went to college. There have been times when I’ve wanted to move back. Like the day my dad was first diagnosed with cancer. But that was my fear talking. Fear of losing him. But he insisted on me living my life and finishing college. His strength is one I look up to. Maybe that’s why I refuse to give up. The thought of him not being around one day is scary, so I don’t allow myself to think or feel it.

I park at the rental house and take a few exhausting steps toward the door. Entering the mudroom, I kick off my trainers and the smell of onion hits me. Someone is cooking.

“Mmm, smells good in here,” I call out.

“Spaghetti,” Summer calls from the kitchen. She's home from college where she’s studying to become a veterinarian. 

There was this one time she brought home her dissection project and put it in our fridge. She went to take a shower, forgot to tell me, and when I opened the fridge, I screamed. She came out of the shower wearing a towel and looking around frantically. I pointed at the fridge and she laughed. I didn’t find it funny. I was still trying to calm my heart rate down. From then on, she promised to never bring her projects home. 

“Can I help?” I ask, wandering into the kitchen. 

“No. I’m just waiting for the water to boil,” she replies, nudging her nose down at the pot before her brown eyes meet mine. She’s wearing her usual pair of gray sweats and her wavy brown hair is tied up in a bun on her head. She seems all set for a relaxing night.

“I might jump in the shower then.” I tilt my head in the direction of the bathroom.

“Go for it.” 

“Where’s Chelsea?” I ask, surprised to find her gone.

“No idea.” Summer shrugs. “Maybe still at work.”

“I’ll be back,” I say over my shoulder and jog up the stairs.

I step into the hot shower and try to find the energy for another few hours before I can crawl into bed and sleep.

When I return to the kitchen, I notice Chelsea is home and she’s setting the table for dinner. She’s wearing her usual activewear, this time a bright blue, which compliments her dark hair and sun-kissed skin. 

“Hey, Chels.” I walk over to help her. She’s taller than Summer and me at five foot nine and all legs. 

“Hey!” She peers down at me with a smile. Summer lowers a bowl on the table. As I finish putting the last fork down.

We all take our seats. 

“Oh. I forgot something.” Summer stands. She walks to the fridge and pulls out the champagne. It’s been in there for a few weeks. We have been waiting for this moment.

She stares at me. “Please tell me the interview went well.”

I nod with a big smile. “I got the job.”

Summer pours us a drink and they both come over and hug me. Tears prick my eyes from the support. It feels like it’s been a long time coming. All my hard work at school has finally paid off. I’m an adult with a full-time job. My dream job. A job I feel I’ll be good at. And it’ll be nice to make my own money.  

“You guys are going to make me cry.” I pick up my napkin and dab my eyes.

“It’s okay. I’m sure it’s a lot. You’ve finished college and now you have a job in a fancy New York office.” Summer rubs my arm. It soothes me.

“Yeah, but enough about me. What about you girls? Anything exciting happen?” I ask.

“I dissected—” Summer begins.

I wave my arms. “No vet talk at the table. I want to be able to eat my dinner.”

“Yeah, save it for later,” Chelsea adds.

A phone chimes. Chelsea lifts her phone from the table and winces.

“Everything okay?” I ask.

“Yeah. I was supposed to see Bobby tonight, but he’s working late again.”

Her eyes haven't left the screen and I want to scream and tell her to dump him. Her boyfriend of two years, Bobby, is a jerk. He never puts her first, and always finds a way to put her down. She’s becoming a shell of her bubbly self. He definitely doesn’t realize how special she is.

“I’m sorry, Chels,” I say genuinely as I grab her forearm and gently squeeze it until she looks up at me from her phone. 

My stare says what I wish I could say, but she’s already heard me say you should break up with him. I don’t want to repeat myself and push her away. I’m her safe place. She knows Summer and I are going to be here for her when that day comes. And it will come. Bobby is a liar and a cheater. An all-around douchebag. 

We eat in silence and Chelsea is the first to retreat to her room. I clean up with Summer. We give each other looks but don’t utter a word. We don’t want Chelsea hearing us bitch about Bobby. It would hurt her more.

After the kitchen is tidy, I say goodnight and head up to my room. Lying on my double bed, I pick up my phone ready to catch up on the day, but I see a message from an unknown number.



Unknown: You never sent me the contract.












  
  

Chapter 4


Jeremy





I should be sleeping. But after hours of tossing and turning, I give up and reach for my phone. It’s never a good idea because nights like this end up with me working through most of it. But after scrolling through emails for a while, a message pops up. 



Bentley: Who’s this?





For fuck’s sake. Is he for real?

I type back furiously.




Jeremy: You know it’s me, stop fooling around.


Bentley: I don’t know who me is.






I pinch the bridge of my nose and close my eyes briefly before writing back. This guy does my fucking head in.




Jeremy: Jeremy.


Bentley: Never heard of a Jeremy.


Jeremy: Bentley, stop messing around. I don’t have time for this.


Bentley: Bentley’s my boss.






I sit up straight in the bed, tossing a pillow that's poking me in the back. It lands on the floor with a thud.

I swipe my forehead in annoyance. Why the fuck did Bentley give me an employee's number.




Jeremy: Why did he give me your number?


Bentley: I don’t know.






I stare at the name saved, but I don’t even know who I’m talking to.




Jeremy: Who’s this?


Bentley: Nova.






I stare at the name again, but it doesn't ring any bells.




Jeremy: I don’t know who you are.


Bentley: :(






I laugh for some reason. The whole thing makes no sense. It’s actually ridiculous.



Jeremy: He was meant to send me a spec and financial contract. Do you know anything about it?




While I wait for her to respond, I change the name in my phone.




Nova: I don’t start at the company until next week. 





I don’t know what to say back but I get another message.




Nova: I’m the new accountant, maybe I’ll be fixing it?


Jeremy: In a week's time? I hope not. I need the equipment ordered for my hospitals.


Nova: Your hospitals?







Do I really want to answer her? 

What else would I be doing? 

It’s either sleep or work. 

I’m wide awake now. Would talking to Nova be classified as work? I don’t know, but I never realized how much easier text conversations were until now.





Jeremy: I’m the CEO of Lincoln Eye Hospital Group. 


Nova: Right, I just saw it on Google. NY’s largest ophthalmology chain. Fancy.






I choke out a laugh.




Jeremy: Did you Google me?


Nova: As soon as you told me your name.


Jeremy: I’ve never Googled my name. Anything interesting?


Nova: Why don’t you have a look, Mr. Fancy Pants?


Jeremy: Don’t call me that.


Nova: Why?


Jeremy: I don’t like it.


Nova: Fine. What do I call you Mr. Lincoln? Jeremy? Google calls you a bachelor.


Jeremy: It doesn’t.


Nova: It does. I dare you to Google yourself.


Jeremy: No. I don’t play games.


Nova: It was very interesting.






I swallow the lump that's formed in my throat. There’s nothing personal there, so I don’t need to worry.





Nova: Three brothers and your parents are still together.


Jeremy: I’m going to Google you.


Nova: Go ahead, you’ll find nothing. I’m boring compared to you.


Jeremy: Trust me, I’m the one who’s boring.


Nova: I doubt that. Being called a bachelor…sounds fun.


Jeremy: I'm not a bachelor. I haven't dated in years.


Nova: Why?


Jeremy: You’re nosy, aren’t you?


Nova: No. Just curious. What does Mr. Fancy Pants Jeremy Lincoln, not a bachelor, do? Because you’re currently saying everything Google says is wrong.






I can’t help but laugh out loud. She’s used all the nicknames she’s made up for me, and I don’t like any of them.






Jeremy: I don’t like any of those names.


Nova: How about Jerry, Jem, Jere, Remy, Jerr, Jez, Rey. I personally like Remy.


Jeremy: Did you find them from Google too?


Nova: Totally. Choose one.






Who are you, Nova?

Looking at all the names, I go with my gut.




Jeremy: Call me Remy.


Nova: I like that.


Jeremy: So you’ve told me. 


Nova: Now that we’ve got a name. Why is Google wrong?


Jeremy: It’s not completely wrong, it got my family and business correct.


Nova: So you’re saying the only thing that is incorrect is the bachelor title. Where did they get it from?


Jeremy: No idea. Maybe because I don’t go out with women to events. Or have a long-term girlfriend.






Before I think about what I’m doing, I snap a picture of myself lying in bed. Proving to her that I’m an average guy and not bachelor material. And then I send it to her. Instantly regretting doing so. I quickly type her a text.






Jeremy: Sorry, I don’t know why I did that. Other than for some dumb reason proving that Google is wrong. 


Nova: Don’t be sorry. You’re kind of cute.


Jeremy: Now I’m definitely regretting sending it.


Nova: Why?


Jeremy: Being called cute isn’t a compliment.


Nova: It is. But if you prefer…I’ll call you handsome.


Jeremy: Send me a picture of you so I don’t feel stupid. 


Nova: It’s because you thought I was Bentley.






I bite my tongue. I can’t type out what I truly think about him. He’s her CEO and I want this deal. It’s the most important thing to me. Well, other than my family.

Nova sends an image.

Holy fuck. 

The image is of her makeup-free face. One that’s unforgettable. She has the most captivating hazel eyes in the most beautiful of faces. Her wavy brown hair cascades around her shoulders as she leans back on her bed, mimicking my pose. A sexy little quirk on the side of her lip looks every bit naughty and seductive at the same time. For some reason, I find myself texting her for the rest of the night.  






Jeremy: Are you copying me?


Nova: What do you mean?


Jeremy: You copied my pose.


Nova: Lying in bed at night is common, you know.


Jeremy: You’re not just pretty but cheeky.


Nova: I’m regretting sending my pic now.


Jeremy: Why?


Nova: Getting called pretty isn’t a compliment.


Jeremy: Would you prefer to be called beautiful?


Nova: Yeah, but only if you think I am.






I stare at the text. I can’t reply. I went too far with her tonight by calling her beautiful. I’m not a relationship guy and never will be. It didn’t help when she opened up to me. I’m not used to women being so earnest and honest.

I should focus on work and the deal. Not getting caught up with one of Bentley's employees. No matter how captivating her eyes are. 




Jeremy: Why are you still up?


Nova: Now who's nosy? 






My mouth curves into a smile.




Jeremy: Just keeping up with you. Can’t let you have all the fun with secrets, right?


Nova: Then tell me something about you. 


Jeremy: I used to live in Chicago.


Nova: Now you’re where?


Jeremy: New York. Now it's your turn to answer my question.


Nova: I can’t sleep so I’m watching a movie.


Jeremy: Am I allowed to ask which one?






I flick the TV on, which is something I rarely do––because there’s always work I could be doing in my office.




Nova: It’s okay we’ve established you’re nosier than me.


Jeremy: I beg to differ.


Nova: I say caw-fee and you say Kaa-fee.






One corner of my lip lifts, but I stifle another laugh.




Jeremy: I say caw-fee. What movie?


Nova: Million Dollar Baby.


Jeremy: Honestly? No Notebook or Pride and Prejudice?


Nova: Why do you sound shocked? Should I be worried that you know the name of those movies?


Jeremy: They’re classic romance movies. I haven’t been living under a rock. 






I press the on button and search for it. It’s been such a long time since I saw that movie. I play it and disbelief fills me. I can’t believe she said she’s watching this.




Nova: Have you seen it?


Jeremy: Million Dollar Baby? 


Nova: Yeah. Bachelors don’t live under rocks, this isn’t The Little Mermaid. 


Jeremy: You’re not someone I’d pick to watch that. 


Nova: You expected me to only watch Disney movies?


Jeremy: No. I’m just surprised.


Nova: Have you read the books?


Jeremy: I have. The characters were well-developed.






I have the collection of books sitting on a shelf in my office. 




Nova: But Clint Eastwood and Hilary Swank made the books come to life.


Jeremy: What’s your favorite part about the movie?


Nova: The relationship between Maggie and Frank. And the moment he decided to train her. You?






My eyes are getting heavy. Suddenly I’m tired. 



Jeremy: Maggie’s strive for success against the odds given to her.





I glance at the TV, and the exact scene where he decides to train her is playing right now. 




Nova: The whole movie is very moving and heart-warming. 


Jeremy: Did you cry at the end?


Nova: Every. Damn. Time.






Talking to her has relaxed me. I don’t get a chance to say goodnight, or switch the TV off, because I fall asleep. But, of course, my dreams are filled with her and those alluring bedroom eyes. 








  
  

Chapter 5


Nova





Jeremy: It’s only fair you tell me about you tonight. Google really has nothing about you.





I stare at his text, nibbling my bottom lip, and type back. This new friendship with Jeremy feels oddly easy. For someone of his status, to be so down-to-earth and funny is unexpected. He doesn’t seem snobby. And he doesn’t speak like he’s better than me, even though our lives couldn’t be more different. 

He even starred in my dreams last night. We were lying in my bed watching Million Dollar Baby together. His arm draped over me as I snuggled into his strong body. It was a very nice dream––shame it had to end. 

I’ve not dreamt of a man, in well…ever. So to wake to a message from him now after thinking of him all night sends a new thrill down my spine.




Nova: You Googled me?


Jeremy: I did.


Nova: I thought you didn’t like Google.


Jeremy: I didn’t say that. I meant I don’t Google myself.


Jeremy: Now you know all about me. Tell me something about you.


Nova: Only if you Google yourself.


Jeremy: What if I say I do and I don’t?


Nova: I believe in trust. Are you a liar?


Jeremy: No. I hate liars.


Nova: Then if you want to know something about me you need to Google yourself.






I sit back, pleased at myself.




Jeremy: I want something personal. Something you haven’t shared with others.


Nova: I’m not sending you nudes.


Jeremy: I didn’t ask for any but if…


Nova: Not happening.






I’m typing with the stupidest grin and the giddiest feeling. The back-and-forth texting is taking my mind off my usual thoughts. Thoughts of money and my dad.




Jeremy: I’m going to look now.


Nova: I change my mind. Put it on video.


Jeremy: You don’t trust me? 


Nova: No, the opposite, I want to see your face as you read it.


Jeremy: Fine.






My phone rings in my hand. I accept the video call and my body rushes with heat. He is wearing a simple white T-shirt and black sweats. A stark contrast to the polished image of the powerful businessman in his pictures. The T-shirt clings to his shoulders and arms, accentuating the impressive size and strength of his muscles. 

He’s different from the guy on Google. And even from the photo last night. Seeing him dressed down through video is a nice surprise. Don’t ask me to tell you which version of him I prefer, because I hate to admit that I’ve envisioned ripping his button-up shirt off. 

But this laid-back version is a different level of hotness. I can’t stop staring. My tongue instinctively slides over my lips as I take him in, unable to tear my gaze away. A five-o'clock shadow dusting across a chiselled jaw, complementing dark blue eyes that hold a hint of mystery. His dark hair, which he runs his hands through, isn’t as perfectly styled as his Google pics. But it makes my hand twitch, imagining my hands running through his hair instead. It looks soft and yet a length I could easily curl my fingers through.

“Hi,” he says, pulling my mind out of the wandering thoughts it was having.

“Hi.” My hands start to feel clammy. 

He walks me through his house. I take in his gray walls and gray carpet. Moody and sultry. Totally suits him.

“Where are you taking me? Am I getting a guided tour of your house?”

A deep low chuckle leaves his chest. “No. I’m walking to my office so I can show you my screen and what I’ve found on Google.”

“I know. I’m just asking to see your house,” I admit. 

There's a large painting of New York City on the wall, but it’s the photo on the console table underneath that draws my attention. 

“It’s boring and unexciting, like me.”

I lean forward to catch a glimpse of the image. It looks to be an old family photo. Four boys, parents, and grandparents. His family. The boys look to be in their early 20s. 

Smiling, I wonder which one is him.

“I doubt that. I like the gray…it suits you.”

His eyes hit the screen and cause me to shiver. “How? I didn’t design it. I paid a designer very well.”

“She must’ve known you really well,” I say, sounding a little jealous.

What is wrong with me? It’s just a designer. And he isn’t mine.

“I’ve never slept with her if that’s what you’re asking,” he answers my silent question.

“I didn’t.”

“I know people think I fuck everything that moves.” 

I laugh. “Most men do.”

“I’m not most men.” 

He sits down on his desk, and he hits a button on his screen and the vision of him is gone. 

Damn it.

The clear-cut lines of his profile are hot. I watch him type his name.

“I did it.” He talks behind the camera. I can see his computer screen. It’s showing me what I already know.

“Read it,” I say.

He grumbles, but I can tell he starts reading it by the way he slowly scrolls the screen up.

“I didn’t break up with her, she broke up with me,” he argues at the screen.

“Why did she break up with you?” I ask softly. I was curious about that information when I read it last night. 

“Nova. You’ve got enough dirt on me.”

“Ohhh, is it juicy?” I ask excitedly.

“No. Me working too much isn’t juicy. It’s pathetic.” 

Just as the words leave his mouth he curses, “Shit.” 

“You didn’t mean to share that did you?”

A heavy sigh escapes him. “No but apparently that happens a lot when I’m around you.”

I laugh, enjoying this gentle side of him. 

He must have hit the button to spin the camera again because his handsome face fills the screen. His dark brows pinch together, but the determined look in his eyes has my lip falling from my teeth.

“Spill Nova.” His tone is darker, and I want to give him something boring but the way he’s looking at me...There’s a vulnerability. It shows that me knowing more about him than he’s comfortable with leaves him feeling exposed. 

His vulnerability has me spilling my biggest piece of information.

“My dad’s got stage three colon cancer.”

I watch as his tight face drops. I see his eyes open slightly. I’m expecting pity, but I don’t see it there. Only sadness.

“I’m sorry.” His voice is strained.

I shrug. “Nothing anyone can do about it.”

“Doesn’t mean it doesn’t hurt.” He leans back in his black office chair.

“Oh yeah, it hurts. It’s the hardest thing I’ve ever gone through.” I shift on my bed, unable to believe I’m sharing all this with him. 

All from the wrong number.

But it’s freeing, being this vulnerable. Opening up to a guy for the first time, especially since he doesn’t have any preconceived notions about me. His non-judgment allows me to express my true feelings without the scrutiny I would receive from my friends or family.

“Nova, food’s ready.” I can hear Chelsea calling out. Relief fills my body, the awkward tension of talking about my dad's diagnosis is heavy. I want to go back to the lightness between us. It takes me away from the dark.

“Down in a sec,” I yell at my bedroom door. 

Then turn to face the phone again. I can see him frowning.

His thin lips move. “You live with your family?”

“No. I live with friends. And that’s all you need to know right now.”

His eyes soften a tad. “I see how it is.”

I smirk. “I gotta go before one of them barges in here.”

“Do you live with guys?” he asks coolly.

Would he be jealous? Only one way to find out.

“Wouldn’t you like to know?”

I smile as I hang up, giggling as I throw my phone on to the bed before heading downstairs to see the girls. I know he’ll text, but I won’t answer, just like he did to me last night. 

Payback’s a bitch, Remy.
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