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Maddie and Theo have two things in common:


1. Alexa is their best friend


2. They hate each other


After an ‘oops, we made a mistake’ night together, neither one can stop thinking about the other. With Alexa’s wedding rapidly approaching, Maddie and Theo both share bridal party responsibilities that require more interaction with each other than they’re comfortable with. Underneath the sharp barbs they toss at each other is a simmering attraction that won’t fade. It builds until they find themselves sneaking off together to release some tension when Alexa isn’t looking.


But as with any engagement with a nemesis, there are unspoken rules that must be abided by. First and foremost, don’t fall in love. . .




To my sister,


Sasha Guillory,


who always listens to my dreams.
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MADDIE FOREST DIDN’T WANT TO GO TO THIS BIRTHDAY PARTY. SHE didn’t like parties in the first place—they were always too loud, there were always annoying people who she had to pretend to be nice to, and there were never enough snacks. But she especially didn’t want to go to Theo Stephens’s party. It was likely to be as boring, self-important, and pedantic as the guest of honor.


But, unfortunately, one of Theo’s best friends was her best friend, Alexa, and Alexa had asked Maddie to come with her to the party. Alexa’s brief fling with some doctor in L.A. had just ended badly, and Maddie could tell she was still upset about it. So instead of being either snug at home in a caftan watching House Hunters and eating delivery pizza, or out somewhere with Alexa, drinking wine and eating fancy pizza, she was looking for parking in one of the worst neighborhoods in San Francisco in which to find parking.


“Don’t worry, we don’t have to stay all night,” Alexa said as they circled the block. “I know you’d rather be watching HGTV, but I couldn’t skip Theo’s birthday and I wasn’t in the mood to come alone.”


Alexa must have been desperate to have her there, because she’d told Maddie if she came, she would wear whatever Maddie wanted. There were few things Maddie loved more than when she got to style conservative Alexa in something edgy and force her to branch out.


“I’ll protect you from the bros. Just give me the nod whenever you want to take off,” Maddie said.


“Not all of Theo’s friends are bros!” Alexa said. “Not even most of them. There are just a few who rub me the wrong way. His brother should be there tonight—he’s kind of a bro, but also hilarious and Theo’s opposite. You’ll like him. Anyway, thanks for coming. I know this isn’t really your thing.”


Maddie sped up as she spotted a parking space down the street.


“You’ll pay me back for this next time I need a buddy. Just don’t make me wear a shift dress and a cardigan that time, please.”


Alexa looked down at herself as Maddie pulled into the parking spot.


“Speaking of, are you sure about this outfit? I have way too much cleavage with this dress.”


Maddie turned off the car. Too much cleavage? Please. Alexa had been corrupted by her conservative work wardrobe, and now she thought even the hint of a breast was shocking in public, especially if she was around people who knew she was the chief of staff to the mayor. Her dress had barely any cleavage, come on.


Well. Okay. That wasn’t quite true. But it was barely any cleavage in comparison to other dresses Maddie could have put her in.


“I’m very sure. I’m a professional, remember? That dress has just the right amount of cleavage for a Saturday night out at a bar.” She checked her makeup in her car mirror. Yes, she’d put the perfect amount of highlighter on her brown skin; just enough so she looked like she’d been at the beach earlier that day, but not so much that she looked like C-3PO.


She got out of the car and linked arms with Alexa.


“And stop tugging at that dress. You look fantastic. Let’s go dazzle these men.”


When they walked into the bar, Maddie surveyed the crowd. Lots of jeans and hoodies, as she’d suspected. She shook her head and followed Alexa to the back of the bar, where the party presumably was. Oh, yep, there was Theo. The one good thing about Theo: you could always count on him to dress well. He had on well-fitting dark jeans and a soft blue button-down. He greeted Alexa with a big hug.


“You made it!”


“Happy birthday! I wouldn’t have missed it for the world,” Alexa said as she hugged him back.


Theo pulled back from Alexa and saw Maddie, and the grin dropped from his face.


“Maddie.” He nodded at her. “Thanks for coming.”


“Theo.” She nodded back. Ugh, she guessed she had to say it. “Happy birthday.”


He raised his eyebrows and smirked at her.


“Thanks. I’m delighted you’re here.”


She and Theo both knew he was as delighted to have her here as she was to be here.


She’d first met Theo three years before, at Alexa’s birthday party. Theo had recently started as the mayor’s communications director, and when Maddie had seen both how cute he was and his excellent pin-striped shirt, she’d thought maybe there might finally be a spark between her and one of Alexa’s nerdy friends.


She could not have been more wrong.


After a few minutes of chat about what kind of pizza and beer they should order, she’d asked him where he’d been before coming to the mayor’s office.


Theo had sat up a little straighter.


“Well, after I left Harvard,” he’d started. Ugh, of course he was that guy. He went on to talk for ten straight minutes about himself.


Finally, he’d climbed out of his own asshole and asked her where she went to college. When she’d said she’d started at the local community college and then moved on to UCLA, he responded with, “Good for you!” in the most condescending way possible. Then he asked what she did. When she told him she was in the process of starting her own personal styling business, he’d asked, “Why would anyone pay you to help them get dressed?”


She’d looked at him and smiled.


“You know, I couldn’t decide how you’d react to that. I was torn between condescending to me about my career, or mansplaining my job to me. Considering the rest of our conversation, it was touch and go which one it would be, but you landed on the first. Congratulations, I guess, on being so predictable.”


While he tried to find a comeback, she’d moved to the other side of the table to talk to someone else. She didn’t often let herself be that bitchy anymore, but few things infuriated her more than when people looked down on her job.


They’d barely spoken to each other since that night, even though they were both frequently in the same room because of Alexa. Why she was so close to Theo, Maddie would never understand.


Maddie shrugged. She didn’t care about Theo or any of his ill-dressed friends; she was just here to help her best friend recover from that Drew guy she’d clearly liked a lot more than she was willing to admit.


“Who wants a drink?” Theo asked.


Alexa’s hand shot in the air.


“I’m not as quick on the draw as Hermione over here, but I want one, too,” Maddie said. If she was going to be here, she might as well get a free drink out of this.


Theo put his arm around Alexa and started walking toward the bar, leaving Maddie to follow them.


“Come with me. The bartender is supposed to be serving my friends first, but we’ll see if that actually works.”


Five minutes later, both she and Alexa had gin and tonics in their hands. Thank God they did, because Alexa forced her to circulate around the party.


“Come on, there’s good networking here! See, I told you not all of Theo’s friends are bros; there are lots of women here. I bet you a drink you can pick up a client or two at this party. Did you bring your business cards?”


Maddie rolled her eyes at her best friend as she pulled her card case out of her jacket pocket.


“You trained me well. Of course I brought them.”


She followed Alexa around the room and watched her network.


“Four weddings to go to in the next month? Oh God, I’ve been there!” Alexa said to the girlfriend of some friend of Theo’s. “Thank God I had Maddie—I had no idea what to wear to any of those weddings, and now with Instagram, you can’t wear the same dress to all four weddings or people will think you only own one dress. Maddie helped me find outfits and negotiate all of the weird dress codes people come up with.”


“Oh my God, the dress codes!” the woman said. “What does ‘beach chic’ mean? Or ‘farm formal’? Those are just two of the annoying dress codes for these weddings, and I have no idea what these people want from me. Just tell me if I need to wear a cocktail dress or if I can wear a sundress! Heels or cute sandals or comfortable sandals? I don’t know!” The woman turned to Maddie. “So what is it you do? Is she right that you know what these dress codes mean?”


Maddie launched into her elevator pitch.


“I’m a stylist, which means I help people find outfits for all sorts of events, whether it’s work or weddings or anything in between. And yes, I’ve successfully dressed clients for those exact dress codes and ones that sounded even wackier.”


Alexa grinned at Maddie. See, this was when having a wing woman was key. Who cared about having one to help out with men? It was for this kind of stuff where having Alexa by her side and pumping her up was most important. Alexa walked off to join Theo, while Maddie went in for the kill.


Ten minutes later, Maddie presented Alexa with a gin martini.


“We have an appointment next week,” she said. “Thanks for that.”


Alexa grinned back at her.


Just then, a tall white guy in a button-down shirt, who was way too attractive for his own good, came up to their group. Oh God, yet another bro.


“Alexa?”


Wait a minute. From the look on Alexa’s face, this wasn’t just yet another bro. Why did she have that look on her face for some guy that Maddie didn’t recognize?


“Drew? What are you doing here?”


 This was Drew? No wonder Alexa had been so upset when their thing had fizzled out.


Maddie looked from Alexa to Drew. It was her turn to be a wing woman. She plucked Alexa’s martini out of her hand, grabbed Theo by the arm, and pulled him over to the other side of the bar.


“Who the hell is that, and why did you . . . Oh!” Theo stared at Alexa and Drew, who had moved into the far corner of the bar. “That guy she went to the wedding with?”


At least Theo caught on quickly.


“Yeah, it’s definitely that guy,” Maddie said.


“What’s he doing here?” Theo asked.


Maddie sipped Alexa’s abandoned martini.


“I have no idea, but he sure seemed happy to see her.”


Theo turned to her.


“Do you think she’s okay over there? Do we need to go rescue her?”


The one good thing Maddie could say about Theo was she knew he was firmly on Team Alexa.


Maddie looked over to the corner of the bar. Alexa did not look like she wanted or needed rescuing. At least, for now.


“She’s okay. She knows we’re here if she needs us.”


Neither of them moved. They obviously had to stay close by. Just in case Alexa needed them. But they couldn’t keep staring at Alexa and Drew; that was creepy. They both turned away from the corner of the room at the same time and looked at each other. Maddie tried to think of something to say.


“So, Maddie,” Theo said, “watching any good TV lately?”


She spent a moment trying to decide if she should give him the real answer and let him make fun of her, or list all the boring and stressful prestige TV shows she knew a pretentious guy like Theo would be into, just so she didn’t have to deal. Sure, she wouldn’t be able to have a conversation about any of those shows about terrible men doing terrible things in very poorly lit rooms, but men usually didn’t care about having an actual conversation about their favorite TV shows; they just wanted you to listen to them talk about them.


Hell with it. She didn’t care enough about Theo’s opinion of her to lie to him.


“I watch a lot of House Hunters these days, actually.”


He laughed. Served her right for actually engaging in conversation with Theo.


“I love House Hunters,” he said. Wait, what? “I’m kind of obsessed with it. The people infuriate me, and look, I know the whole thing is fake, but I don’t care!”


That was a surprise.


“You? Watching House Hunters? You don’t spend all your time watching C-SPAN or documentaries or all of those shows about drug dealers or whatever?”


He shook his head.


“I deal with enough depressing and stressful stuff at work.” He took a sip of his drink and shrugged. “Okay, fine, I have been known to watch a documentary or two in my time, but . . .”


Maddie pointed at him.


“I knew it!”


He shook his head and put his hand on her shoulder.


“But, as I was saying, I only do that when I’m in a really bad mood and want to lean into it. Otherwise, it’s lots of house shopping and renovating shows. I find them so soothing.”


Well, that was something she never would have expected to find out tonight.


“There you are!” A black guy in jeans, a black T-shirt, and very cool sneakers bounded over to them. “Happy birthday, dude.”


“Oh, so my little brother finally shows up,” Theo said as he smacked hands with his brother. “How many hours late are you this time?”


“Hours?” The brother looked at Maddie for support. “Back me up on this, beautiful woman I’ve never met before—I’m, like, barely an hour late.”


Maddie grinned despite herself. Theo’s brother had definitely gotten the lion’s share of the family charm.


“ Well . . . as much as I want to be on your side here, brother of Theo whose name I don’t know, from what I was told, the party started at eight, and it’s now almost ten, so . . .”


“That’s ridiculous. No party starts at eight. No brother of mine would have a party that started at eight. You must be mistaken.”


He reached out and shook her hand.


“And I’m Benjamin Stephens, but my friends all call me Ben, and I hope you and I will be friends.”


Theo sighed.


“Maddie, this is my brother, Ben. He’s shameless. Please feel free to ignore or snub or smack him whenever he says something worthy of one of those things. Ben, this is Maddie. She’s Alexa’s friend. Please don’t embarrass me more than you already have.”


Ben slapped his brother on the back and grinned at Maddie.


“Anything for you on your birthday. Speaking of, what are you drinking? I’ll get you another.”


Ben turned and looked over at the bar.


“Oh, wow, they have some great bourbon here!” He made a beeline for the bar without waiting to hear Theo’s answer.


Theo opened his mouth to shout after him, then shook his head and turned back to Maddie.


“Well, that’s my brother. I swear he’s not always like that.” Theo shook his head. “He’s usually worse.”


Maddie looked at Theo’s brother, now talking animatedly to the bartender.


“He seems like a lot of fun . . . in small doses.”


Theo laughed.


“He’s a lot of fun in big doses, too; it’s just that I usually need to sleep for three days after a night of drinking with him. That time we went to Vegas together . . .” Theo let out a long breath. “I think I didn’t leave my apartment for a solid week afterward.”


Maddie was just about to ask another question when Theo’s eyes widened and he nudged her. She looked around, just in time to see Alexa and Drew walking toward them, holding hands. She turned back to Theo and widened her eyes at him and nudged him back.


Theo and Maddie shared a grin as Alexa introduced both of them to Drew and his friend Carlos, who was also randomly in San Francisco. She absolutely didn’t need rescuing, their eyes said to each other. Theo had definitely never shared a joke with Maddie before.


Alexa was beaming. Oh, wow, she had it bad for this guy. Theo narrowed his eyes as he looked at Drew. Alexa had never told him exactly what happened at the end there, but Drew had better not hurt her. Right now, though, he looked very happy to be reunited with Alexa, so Theo would reserve judgment on him for now.


Maybe he’d get Maddie another drink. Would that make her smile at him again? Just then, his brother joined the group.


“You didn’t tell me what drink you wanted, so I just got you bourbon,” he said. Great timing, Ben.


Theo grabbed the drink from his brother and took a sip. His brother was forgiven; this was really good bourbon. And he probably didn’t need to push it with Maddie—one smile was enough.


For some reason, Maddie had hated him basically on sight. Okay, he was pretty sure part of the reason was the stupid way he’d asked her about her job the first time they’d met. He hadn’t meant to sound like such a jerk. Fine, he had sounded like a jerk, but she hadn’t even let him back up and explain what he’d meant and had basically called him a pompous asshole. Whatever, he and Maddie would have never gotten along anyway. She was the cool, hot, party type, and he was the kind of guy everyone thought watched C-SPAN in his spare time.


He glanced up at his brother, talking animatedly to Maddie. She was smiling at him. Of course she was. Ben always managed to charm everyone.


He pulled his phone out of his pocket. Sure, it was Saturday night, but he could just check his work email for a second.


“Theo!”


He turned to see who was shouting his name and grinned to see two old friends near the door. He slid his phone back in his pocket.


“Alexa, yell at my brother if he gets annoying. I have to go say hi to some people.”


He caught up with his friends Julian and Lindsey over by the bar. A few minutes into their conversation, Maddie walked by, presumably on the way to the bathroom. He reached out and touched her shoulder.


“Oh, it’s you,” was all she said when she stopped.


It was very irritating that Maddie was the only person he could talk to about this Alexa thing, but she was just going to have to deal with it.


“Yeah, it’s me. Want to bet how long it’ll be before they make some excuse and take off? I give it less than an hour.”


She tossed her head and laughed. Why did it feel like every man in the bar turned to look at her when she did that? Yes, she looked incredible in that hot pink dress; even he could admit that. But he got the feeling she was laughing at, not with, him.


“I’d never take that bet.” Yep, she was laughing at him. “I’d be surprised if they were still here in thirty minutes, though Alexa’s tendency toward unnecessary politeness might force her to stay longer than she wants to.”


He pulled out his phone and turned on the stopwatch.


“For science.” He grinned at her. Amazingly, she grinned back before she walked away.


He shook off thoughts of Maddie and turned back to his friends.


In exactly forty-one minutes, Alexa came over to him.


“So, um . . .” She was definitely blushing. “I think we’re going to take off.”


He did everything possible to hold back a laugh.


“You and Maddie are leaving early? Okay, well, thanks for coming, and . . .”


She smacked his arm, and he finally let himself laugh.


“You’re such a fucking asshole. No, not me and Maddie.”


He leaned in for a hug.


“He’d better be nice to you. See you Monday.”


When Alexa and Drew walked out the door, Theo looked around the bar for Maddie. She was in a group with Julian and Lindsey, but she was looking right at him, and they grinned at each other. After a second or so, Maddie looked away from him and back at Lindsey. Okay, well, he guessed that was the one day in five years Maddie would be nice to him. Now that Alexa was gone, he figured she’d leave any minute.


But every time Theo glanced around the bar for a glimpse of hot pink, she was still there. After an hour or so, Theo saw Ben walk over to her group. He wandered over, too, just to make sure his brother wasn’t causing any trouble.


“Hey, man!” Ben said. “I was just saying to these guys that we should go dancing. I know this great place in SoMa. Let’s go!”


Yep, Ben was trying to cause trouble, all right.


“Have a fantastic time, and give me a call tomorrow to tell me all about it,” he said.


Ben turned to Maddie.


“Maddie!” Ben said. “We’re all talking about going dancing. Want to come?”


She shook her head.


“Thanks for the invite, but I have work to do tomorrow. I have to go. Theo, happy birthday.”


She didn’t lean in for a hug, so he didn’t, either.


“Thanks, and thanks for coming. I saw you talking to Lindsey and Julian. Did you get another possible client?”


She nodded.


“I think so. And also maybe your friend Fiona.”


“Oh good, Lindsey and Fiona are both great. Glad this may have been profitable for you.” What a weird and businesslike thing to say at the end of a party. What was wrong with him? “See you around.” No wonder she thought he was uptight; even with a little too much bourbon tonight, he sounded so stilted around her.


She smirked at him and turned to walk out, when he thought of something.


“Wait. Did you drive here?”


She turned back to him.


“Yeah, I’m just a few blocks away.”


He checked his pockets for his phone and keys.


“Let me walk you to your car.”


She shook her head.


“No, you don’t have to do that. I’m fine to walk by myself. I don’t want to drag you away from your party,” she said.


He hesitated. He wanted to insist, but he couldn’t tell if she said that because she didn’t want him to feel like he had to walk her to her car, or if she said it because she was sick of him and really didn’t want him to walk with her. But the Mission could get weird on weekend nights, with too many marauding bands of bros. Well, he’d ask one more time and then let it go.


“Honestly, it’s no trouble. You’re not dragging me anywhere. Plus, it gives me an excuse to disappear when Ben is hatching his plan to move to a second location, which is always a bad idea.”


She shrugged and turned to the door.


“Suit yourself.”


He waved to Ben and followed Maddie out the door. He was glad the party was over. He’d had fun, and he was even sort of glad Ben had harassed him into having one. But his ideal birthday would be spent at home on his couch with a good movie on TV and a large pizza on his coffee table.


The cool San Francisco night air was refreshing after the stuffy, beer-scented heat of the bar, and he breathed it in as he walked with her down Valencia. They walked in silence for a block or two, until they turned onto one of the quieter streets.


Okay, now the cool San Francisco night air was just flat-out cold. He hunched his shoulders against the wind.


“Did you have a good birthday party?” she asked, just when he thought she wasn’t going to speak to him the entire walk.


“I did. I got coerced into having the party in the first place; I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but I’m not a huge party guy.” She laughed and he joined in. “But it was fun to see so many people who came out. Maybe I’ll do it again in another ten or so years.”


She laughed again.


“And I’m glad Alexa ran into that guy, though I’m still not quite sure what I think about him.”


Maddie nodded.


“I’m not sure what I think about him, either, but I did appreciate the way he was looking at Alexa all night like he’d won an amazing prize.”


That was a really good way to put it.


“You’re right. Okay, that makes me feel a little better about him.”


She turned to him and raised her eyebrows.


“Wait, did you really tell me that I was right? I’m stunned.” They walked by a streetlight that showed him the smile on her face. He smiled back.


“I have a lot of faults, but I’m good at acknowledging when other people are right.”


She stopped next to a black hatchback and gestured to it.


“This is me. Thanks for walking me to my car. Um, have a good night.”


He nodded at her and stepped back onto the sidewalk.


“You, too.”


While she got into the car and started it, he leaned against the street-cleaning sign and pulled out his phone. He had no intention of going back to the bar—Ben would just harass him into going dancing, and Theo had reached his party limit about an hour ago. Ben had known him all his life; he was used to Theo disappearing from parties when he’d had enough. Even his own parties.


He opened an app to get a ride back to Berkeley. Ugh, there was a five-minute wait for a ride. Hopefully no one thought he looked threatening hanging out in this residential neighborhood for the next five minutes, waiting.


“What are you doing? Why are you still standing there?” Maddie had started to pull away and was now shouting at him out the window of her car.


“Waiting for a ride home,” he shouted back. “Someone’s coming in”—he checked his phone—“now it’s six minutes? Why do these apps have such problems with time?”


“You’re not going back to your party?” She was looking at him like he was some sort of alien, which made sense. Maddie was probably used to all those life-of-the-party kinds of guys who he’d always seen as foreign to him.


He shook his head.


“The party is mostly over. I told you, Ben’s trying to get people to go dancing, and I’m not in the mood.”


She closed her eyes for a minute, probably trying to conceive of how someone like him existed. Another car pulled up alongside her car, and the driver made that Are you coming out? motion. Maddie nodded at her and turned back to him.


“Get in.”


Wait, what? Was she going to take him back to the bar, or . . .


“Come on, someone wants this spot. Get in! I’ll take you home.”


Well hell, if she wanted to save him a thirty-five-dollar ride home from San Francisco to Berkeley, he wasn’t going to say no. He quickly canceled his ride request and opened her passenger door.


“Thanks, Maddie, I appre—”


“No need to thank me. It’s fine. I’m going the same direction as you are, and it’s cold outside. I saw you shivering while we were walking to the car. Why don’t men wear jackets?”


She glared at him as she leaned forward and turned the heat on in her car.


“I do wear jackets! Sometimes. It was so warm when I was getting dressed today, and it felt ridiculous to put something warmer on when I was walking to BART to come out here this evening.” The warm air coming out of her car heaters felt really good right now. “Though, that’s definitely one of my faults—I’ve lived in the Bay Area for a long time; I should know it’s always at least ten degrees cooler in San Francisco than it is in the East Bay, and it gets really cold at night, but I never prepare for it.”


Why was he still talking about the weather? He shut his mouth and settled into the passenger seat.


He glanced in her direction. She certainly didn’t look happy to have him in her car. She was right that they were going in the same direction, but this was the first time he and Maddie had ever been alone together, and she really didn’t seem to be enjoying the situation.


He didn’t know what to talk about with her, or if he should talk at all. They’d been getting along well tonight, strangely, but he didn’t want to push his luck.


“I’m surprised you watch House Hunters,” he said. “I would have thought you’d watch Project Runway or all of those fashion-y shows.”


Here he was, pushing his luck.


She shrugged.


“Oh, I watch it mostly because everyone expects me to have seen all of the episodes. But it feels like work, not relaxation.” She sighed. “You know what the most relaxing show of all time is?”


He sat up straight and turned to face her.


“No, tell me.”


The peaceful smile spread across her face.


“The Great British Baking Show. It’s the best.”


Unfortunately, this time he couldn’t chime in about his love of the show.


“I’ve never watched it, but people have told me that. What do you love about it?”


They merged onto the Bay Bridge, along with many other cars. Thank God he’d come up with something to talk about; they’d be here for a while. He relaxed into her passenger seat.


“Well, it’s a competition show—in Britain it’s called The Great British Bake Off. I don’t know why it has a different name here.”


He turned to her.


“I know this! It’s because of Pillsbury. It has a trademark for the term ‘ Bake-Off’ in America, so they had to change the name.”


She nodded.


“That sounds like the kind of thing you would know.” Yep, he’d pushed his luck just a little too hard. Was it his fault he loved trivia like that?


“Anyway, I like it because even though it is a competition show, the contestants are so kind and gentle with one another. It’s such a soothing show.”


He nodded.


“Sounds good. I’ll have to watch it.”


Silence descended on the car again, but this time he didn’t try to fill it. They burst out from the tunnel on the lower deck of the bridge, and he saw the white tower of the Bay Bridge glowing in the darkness. He loved this part about coming home from San Francisco at night.


“Why didn’t you want to go dancing with your brother?” she asked him.


He laughed. If she only knew either him or Ben better, she’d never ask that.


“I wasn’t in the mood.”


She turned to him with one of those annoying grins she always sent his way.


“Oh, I get it. You can’t dance. It’s okay, not everyone is blessed with dancing ability. It’s nothing to be ashamed of.”


Oh hell no. He would not let this stand.


“I can too dance,” he said. Maybe a little too loudly.


She chuckled.


“Sure you can. It’s okay, you don’t have to prove anything to me.”


He shook his head.


“I know I don’t—I don’t need to prove anything to anyone—but I’m a fucking great dancer.”


She nodded.


“Mmmhmm.” She gestured to the freeway signs up ahead. “What exit?”


For some reason, her attitude was really getting to him.


“University. I’m near the North Berkeley BART station. And you can mmmhmm however much you want, but I speak the truth.”


She changed lanes to follow his directions. He tried not to watch her expression too much. He didn’t want to look like he was staring at her. But when a smile hovered around her lips, he found himself smiling back. Why? He had no idea.


He pointed at his building. Finally.


“This is me. Thanks for the ride. Remember: I can outdance you any day.”


She pulled up in front, and he opened his car door and jumped out. Thank God he was home. He needed to go inside and sober up.


As he walked up the pathway to his building, he heard another car door slam, and he looked behind him to see Maddie standing on the sidewalk.


“You really didn’t think I was going to let you end this conversation without me making you prove your alleged dancing prowess, did you?”




Chapter Two


[image: image]


MADDIE HADN’T PLANNED ON CALLING HIS BLUFF. SHE’D KNOWN THEO was bullshitting her in the car about how he was supposedly such a great dancer, but it was his birthday, so she was going to let him have this one. But he had to throw that shot in at the end, and she wasn’t going to let him get away with it.


She followed him into his apartment and ignored his groans and pleas for mercy as she looked around. This place was so spotless and well decorated it looked like he’d had a magazine shoot earlier that day. Granted, she could identify most of the furniture as IKEA, but it still all looked way better here than any IKEA furniture she’d ever had. Big navy blue immaculate couch, cozy-looking chair to the side of it in warm caramel, wood coffee table with perfectly lined-up magazines, packed-full bookshelves she was sure were organized first by genre and then alphabetically. Yes, this apartment made sense for the stick-up-his-ass Theo she knew and loathed.


“I drove you home. It’s the price of the drive,” she said, interrupting his whine that it was his birthday and he was tired. “I’m not leaving until I see some dancing.” She waved to the middle of the living room floor.


He shook his head and sighed.


“Okay, fine, I’ll do it, but—I know I’m going to regret this tomorrow—I’m getting another drink first. Maybe then I’ll forget this happened. You want one?” He didn’t wait for an answer but turned to walk down the hallway.


He had to have another drink before he tried to dance. Oh, this was going to be so fucking funny. She couldn’t wait. She grinned as she followed him to the back of his apartment.


“Wow, that’s incredible.” She stopped when she walked into the kitchen and stared at his bar cart.


He picked up a bottle of bourbon from it and two glasses.


“I love this thing. I found it at a garage sale nearby—the wheels worked, but it was totally scuffed and beaten up. I bought it immediately, then spent months researching how to fix it up, and then probably a month on and off sanding it and staining it. It didn’t even cost all that much to fix it up, but now I spend far too much money on cocktail accessories and good alcohol, since I feel like the bar cart deserves it.”


She ran her finger up and down the dark brown wood.


“I’m impressed. You did a great job.” She picked up the cocktail shaker. “You probably got those fancy ice cube trays to make the good ice like they have at all those trendy bars.” She looked up at his carefully blank face. “You did!”


He walked over to the freezer and took out an ice cube tray.


“I did.” He set the glasses on the counter. “Want to sample the good ice? What’s your cocktail of choice?”


She took a step back and considered the bottles of liquor he had sitting on the bar cart.


“You pick. You’re the expert here.”


He walked over to her to survey the choices on the bar cart. When he stood next to her, she could feel his body heat. She almost took a step back, but he selected a bottle and walked away before she could.


“I’ll make you an old-fashioned. I like this bourbon. It’s not my favorite one—that I reserve for sipping neat—but it’s a great one for a classic cocktail. Do you like cherries?”


She nodded.


“Good, I have excellent ones here.” He dropped this and that into their glasses as he talked. “Alexa got them for me for Christmas last year.”


Maddie took her drink from Theo. She really shouldn’t be drinking right now. She was going to have to drive home in just a few minutes, as soon as she made him dance for her. She took a sip anyway.


“These are good, but I liked the old neon red ones,” she said.


Theo came around and leaned against Maddie’s side of the island. He was close to her again like he had been before. No, maybe closer. His arm was propped next to her, just barely brushing against her waist.


She should move away. Why was she standing this close to Theo anyway? Why was she in his apartment? Why was she drinking his bourbon and listening to him talk about cherries? Why had she even stayed at his birthday party for so long? She should have been at home in her own bed at least three hours ago.


She stood upright.


“You’re stalling. It’s dancing time.” She pulled her phone out of her pocket. “What song are we doing here? Madonna? Prince? Gaga? I want to see all your best moves.” She held back a giggle.


He shook his head and picked up his drink.


“We’ll do this in the living room, and I’m in charge of the music.”


She followed him back to the living room and watched him push his coffee table up against the wall and roll his rug back. So he was really going to try to do this. Incredible.


He glanced up at her as she stood by the doorway.


“Thanks for the help.”


She nodded and sipped her drink.


“It seemed like you had everything well in hand. I didn’t want to get in the way.”


He shook his head without saying anything and walked over to the record player in the corner of the room.


Of course he had a record player. He was just the kind of pretentious guy who would have one. He bent down to the shelf below it and pulled out a few albums. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen a guy touch something that lovingly.


“Okay.” He took another sip of his drink. “Sit down.”


She obeyed him and took the seat at the far edge of his couch. He waited for her to sit down before he turned the music on.


She heard the opening strains of “Bye Bye Bye” and laughed out loud. This was what Theo was going to try to do?


He stood still for the opening stanza of the song, and just stared back at her with a faint smile on his face. Then, all of a sudden, he jumped right into it. His hips thrusted, his feet leapt, his arms flew, and she was mesmerized. He did it so well, and so unlike the Theo she thought she knew, that she laughed out loud again, but this time in wonder. He kicked, moved, and spun like he did this every day, all with a provocative look on his face, one she’d never seen before.


My God. He hadn’t been fucking with her. He really could dance.


She put her drink down on the floor so she could concentrate on this performance. When he unbuttoned his oxford shirt and threw it across the room, she tossed imaginary dollar bills at him. He shook his—now that she thought about it, really good—butt at her, and she laughed out loud. In her wildest dreams, she never would have thought boring, pedantic, mild-mannered Theo could dance like a black Channing Tatum.


When he finished, with one last punch in the air, she cheered and clapped. He had a smug grin on his face, like he knew she didn’t think he could do it, like he was thrilled to dance just for her, like he was victorious. Fine, he’d earned that smug look, this time.


She never thought she’d clap for anything Theo did, but this had been a surprising night in many ways. He bowed to her, then reached out his hand.


“Now you have to dance with me.”


She let him pull her off the couch.


“Who said I have to dance with you?”


He kept hold of her hand.


“Those are the rules. Argue with the people who made the rules, not me.”


She thought about arguing, but she knew it would just be for the sake of arguing. For some reason, she had no idea why, she really wanted to dance with Theo right now. She didn’t question it and just let herself slide into his arms.


“Holy shit,” she said. “I can’t believe Alexa never told me you could do that.”


He grinned.


“Alexa doesn’t know. A guy has to have some secrets, after all.”


She shook her head.


“I admit it,” she said. “You can definitely outdance me. That was amazing.”


He looked away from her and laughed. And she thought maybe even blushed a little.


“Thanks. My mom was a single parent and worked a lot, and Ben and I got in the habit of teaching ourselves all sorts of dances. . . I kind of never stopped. Yes, I know, I’m a big dork.”


She had no idea he’d been raised by a single mom. She almost told him she had, too, but he kept talking.


“My brother’s probably off at a club somewhere impressing a whole room of people, but that shows you the difference between the two of us in a nutshell. Ben likes to be the center of attention. I just like dancing.”


Then he dipped her almost to the floor, which made her laugh so hard she couldn’t talk for a while.


“Wait.” She looked around the room. “You pushed the table out of the way and rolled the rug up like you do that all the time, because you do! You have regular dance breaks, don’t you?”


He gave her a sheepish smile.


“Got to stay in shape. There’s nothing like some NSYNC or Prince”—he winked at her—“or Beyonce for getting the butterflies out of your stomach before a big day at work.”


She shook her head.


“Remind me to try that the next time I have an important client meeting.”


The song changed, and he pulled her closer. She let herself cling to him; his soft T-shirt against her hand, the warmth of his skin underneath heating her up.


“I’ll remind you. Now, let’s try something fun.”


He plucked her hand from around his neck and held it in his, and then at the beat of the music, spun her around. This time she didn’t hesitate to follow his lead. When they were done, she held on tight to him.


“You could have warned me!”


He took both of her hands and stepped back, still dancing.


“But where’s the fun in that?” He let go of one of her hands and spun her around, again and again, until she collapsed against him dizzy and laughing.


When he bent down to kiss her, she didn’t hesitate there, either. It was like a fire had been lit inside both of them. His hands were in her hair, her arms were wrapped around his body, and they were kissing each other like it was the oxygen they needed in order to survive. The music played around them; they were both hot and sweaty and couldn’t stop touching each other.


Theo had always been so buttoned-up, so measured, so conservative, and if she’d ever thought about what kind of kisser he’d be, she’d probably imagined that he’d be tentative, and slow, and awkward. That couldn’t be further from the truth. She didn’t know who the hell this guy was, but he wasn’t the Theo she’d known for years. And holy shit, was this Theo hot. His hand was already up under her dress, and his other arm had locked her against his body. She reached down to cup that butt she’d admired just a few moments ago.


He pulled away from her with a groan. Why was he stopping?


He pushed her down onto his couch and bit her shoulder. She wrapped her legs around him, and he pulled her into another long, hard, deep kiss.


“Holy shit, Maddie,” he said. Her sentiments exactly. He traced the hard outline of her nipples through her dress with his thumb, and she shivered. “Oh, you like that? I thought you would.”


They kept kissing and touching, and as they moved against each other, the already short skirt of her dress shimmied up and up her thighs until it was like she wasn’t wearing a skirt at all. His big, warm hand on her thigh made her tremble. He got closer and closer to her thong, but he didn’t make any move to touch it, or pull it off. She felt like she was crying out for his touch there, like she’d never wanted anything so much.


Just when she thought she couldn’t take it anymore, and would move his hands there herself, he sat up and reached for her hands again. She let him pull her off the couch and lead her down the hallway to his bedroom.


He stopped at the doorway and dropped her hands.


“Are you sure this is a good idea?” he asked her.


She rolled her eyes.


“No, of course it’s not. What a stupid question,” she said. “I thought you were supposed to be one of the smart ones.”


Then she pulled off her dress and threw it on the floor.


“Any more stupid questions?”


He shook his head.


“Not a one.”


Theo woke the next morning and turned over to see Maddie curled up next to him.


Maddie Forest.


Curled up next to him.


In his bed.


Naked.


It hadn’t been a dream. Or even just a very vivid fantasy. He and Maddie had spent half the night having fucking incredible sex.


How in God’s name had that happened? He knew he was a good dancer, and he also knew that women really liked that, but if he’d known that his dancing would have gotten Maddie in his bed, he would have . . . Well, hell, he had no idea what he would have done differently for the past few years, but it would have been something.


If anyone had tried to tell him the day before that he’d do something like kiss Maddie, he would have laughed until he cried. But they’d been dancing, and the music had been playing, and they’d been laughing, and she was in his arms, and he’d seen that look on her face, that look that women sometimes gave you when they wanted you to kiss them. Where they’d look at your lips and lick their own and then look back up at you with a smile in their eyes. So he’d kissed her like his life depended on it, and joy of joys, she’d kissed him back.
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