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‘A Brush with Love reads the way young love feels. Mazey Eddings stole my heart with this laugh-out-loud funny, almost unbearably cute debut (and she made me care about dentistry)’


Rosie Danan


‘Prepare to smile, laugh, and cry your way through this witty, fast-paced rom-com debut starring a passionate heroine and a delicious cinnamon roll hero who knows how to love her just right’


Evie Dunmore, USA Today bestselling author


‘An adorable love story. A Brush with Love blends sweetness, breathless romance, and moments of striking vulnerability’


Helen Hoang, New York Times bestselling author


‘I’m obsessed with this book, and I fully intend to never stop yelling about it. With a shimmering voice and razor-sharp wit, Mazey Eddings has crafted a contemporary romance masterpiece that made me want to hug my dentist. There is an extraordinary amount of empathy in these pages: Harper and Dan are so lovably flawed, and Harper’s mental health journey landed right in the center of my heart. The most intoxicating slow burn I’ve read in ages’


Rachel Lynn Solomon


‘Harper and Dan have my whole heart. I love everything about this book, from their adorable meet-cute to their unconventional first date, to the two of them working through their very real – and therefore not always pretty – issues. Dan is a soft, swoony hero, Harper is a relatable heroine who struggles with anxiety, and every page of the way I was rooting so hard for them to find their happily ever after. A Brush with Love is funny and cute while also exploring serious topics, powerfully underscoring the truth that relationships require work, and that happy endings are for everyone’


Sarah Hogle


‘Tenderly written and oh-so-sexy, A Brush with Love brims with emotional depth, whip-smart banter, and sizzling chemistry. This romantic comedy completely stole my heart’


Chloe Liese
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Chaotic, messy and madly in love.


Lizzie Blake has made endless mistakes.


Kitchen fires, pyramid schemes, you name it, she’s done it . . . and made a mess of it too.


One mistake she never makes? Risking anything more serious than a one-off hook-up. But after losing yet another bakery job due to her uncontrolled ADHD, she breaks her cardinal rule and has a two-night stand.


Once burned, twice shy, Rake has given up on relationships. And feelings. And any form of intimacy for that matter. Two nights with charming, chaotic Lizzie might have him lowering his guard, but then he’s heading back to Australia, far away from the surprising feelings that she seems to inspire. But when Lizzie realises she’s pregnant, Rake knows he’ll do anything to be in his child’s life, but emotional vulnerability is off the table.


Except everyone makes mistakes, and Lizzie and Rake might have just stumbled upon the best mistake of their lives.









For anyone who’s been told they’re too loud.
Too emotional. Too much.


You are the perfect amount of enough.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE


Dear Reader,


While this romance is primarily kooky, chaotic, and fluffy, please note that it contains some sensitive topics, including pregnancy and discussions about abortion. There are also moments of potentially triggering content with ableist language regarding ADHD. This last is condemned by the narrative, characters, and myself.


As always, I’ve tried to handle these topics with the utmost respect and care.


All my love,


Mazey
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Chapter 1


THERE was no place in the world Lizzie Blake loved more than Philadelphia. From the food, to the people, to the kaleidoscope of neighborhoods, energy pulsed in every crack and crevice of her city, coursing through her with a bubbly type of joy.


But, as Lizzie stared down at the massive pile of shit she’d just stepped in, she hated that she had to question whether it was dog or human.


Lizzie dragged her hands over her face then shoved her knuckles in her mouth, biting down to suppress a frustrated howl. After sucking in three deep breaths, she scraped the sides of her shoe along the edge of the sidewalk, removing what she could before walking the last block to her apartment and stopping outside the door.


She stared at her pale pink sneakers, now ruined by the brown stain embedded in the fabric. With a sigh, she took off the shoes, pinched them between her fingers, and took a few sock-clad steps to the dumpster on the side of her building, hurling them in.


What a fucking day.


She tiptoed across the sidewalk, into her apartment, and up the stairs to her unit.


“Honey, I’m home,” Lizzie crooned as she walked in the door.


Indira, her roommate, shot her a grin that quickly turned into a confused frown as she took in Lizzie’s mismatched neon socks and lack of shoes. She lifted her eyebrows in question.


“Stepped in shit,” Lizzie explained, peeling off her socks and chucking them through the open bedroom door as she made her way to the couch, plopping down beside her best friend.


“Animal?” Indira asked, dropping her head to Lizzie’s shoulder as she scrolled through Netflix.


“Indeterminate source.”


“Mm, life’s fun little mysteries,” Indira replied. “How was the rest of your day?”


Lizzie let out a long-suffering sigh. “Not the best. I got written up again,” she said, digging the heels of her hands into her eye sockets.


Indira shot up. “Lizzie, again? That’s like the third time this month.”


“Second,” Lizzie corrected, although she’d gotten both in just as many weeks.


“What did you do?”


Lizzie groaned and sat forward, planting her elbows on her knees and burying her head in her hands. “I forgot to prep a catering order for one of George’s bigger repeat clients—some company party or whatever. The woman came in to pick up the cupcakes, and I found the order info scribbled on a gum wrapper that I’d taped inside my locker and completely forgot about. It was a shit show.”


Indira gave her a look of horror. Although she worked in psychiatry, Indira was familiar with the wrath of an angry boss. “What did George say?”


Lizzie let out a humorless laugh. “What do you think? His face turned a new shade of purple as he yelled. Said I’m on thin ice.” Her boss, George, was a millennial-hipster nightmare of a person, constantly having his bakers chase Instagram trends to the point that the shop was a hodgepodge of deconstructed quiches, ombre cakes, and overdecorated cookies shaped like sloths. All the while, he sipped nitro cold brew and scrolled through his phone, regularly barking out orders for everyone to “stay on brand,” like any of them had a damn clue what that meant.


There was an awkward silence as Indira examined her perfectly manicured nails, avoiding eye contact. Lizzie wished she could have pretty hands like that. Instead, her nails were jagged and bitten down, the cuticles picked raw and butchered from Lizzie’s constant, pulsing energy.


“You can’t really blame him, though, Lizzie. For being mad, I mean.”


Lizzie’s shoulders slumped as shame gripped her around the throat. Lizzie didn’t want to be like this. It wasn’t like she enjoyed her mind rioting and rejecting normal executive functioning. But the past year had been a loop of one step forward, five steps back. She’d made the jump from working as a baker/barista at a coffee shop next to Callowhill’s Medical School, to being hired on in a pastry kitchen of a bougie hotel chain.


But within two months, she’d been fired, having accumulated a mountain of citations ranging from chronic lateness to setting small kitchen fires, the last straw being her boss walking in on her hooking up with a server in the employee bathroom during a break.


Lizzie had flitted from job to job after that, unable to turn on the responsible-adult switch everyone else seemed to have.


Instead, she floundered with the basics—struggling to organize and execute tasks in an order that actually made sense, failing to remember important things that needed to get done, even keeping track of the damn time felt like an impossible feat—while the need for stimulation and impulsivity prickled across her skin.


Lizzie let out a deep breath. “Nope, I can’t blame him. Can only blame myself,” she said with fake cheeriness, patting Indira’s knee and pushing up from the couch. She headed toward her room, making a mental note to schedule an appointment with her psychiatrist. It’d been a while since they’d evaluated her medication. She was on a nonstimulant drug that wasn’t always as effective at bolstering her focus as she wished, but other options like Adderall gave her nasty side effects she had a hard time dealing with.


Lizzie made a second mental note to actually take her medication instead of continuing on ADHD’s most ironic loop of forgetting to take the thing that will help her remember.


“Well, do you want to order a pizza or something?” Indira asked, getting up and following Lizzie. “Or we could splurge on a twelve-dollar bottle of wine, maybe? I bet that would cheer you up.”


Lizzie laughed as she pulled her T-shirt over her head and flung it in the general vicinity of her buried hamper. “Twelve dollars? In this economy?” she said. “I’ll take a rain check, sweets. I have a date tonight,” she added, digging through a pile of wrinkled tops by her closet door.


Indira made a crooning oohh sound. “With who? That last guy that called himself ‘the milkman’ during sex?”


Lizzie shuddered at the memory. “Fuck no. I told him to get off me and blocked his number as soon as he asked me if I was ready for his ‘whole milk.’ ” Lizzie made a gagging face that was more real than pretend. “No, this is just some guy on Bumble. Strictly looking to break the dry spell.”


Lizzie had a strong sex drive and had used her early twenties perfecting a mutually beneficial dynamic of no-strings-attached hookups with carefully vetted people found on apps. But an unusual monthlong stretch of celibacy had her crawling out of her skin with want for the contact of another body. Another pair of hands making her feel good. The pressure and reassurance of another person’s weight over her rioting nerves.


“Don’t you get sick of having to figure out a new person?” Indira asked, bending to pick up a crumpled skirt by her feet and holding it to her hips. “Wouldn’t a consistent fuck-buddy be more ideal?”


Lizzie snorted. Going back for seconds was a recipe for disaster, leaving the door open for people to decide she’s a little too emotional. A little too crass. A little too much.


For her to get attached and hurt.


“No way. You know I’m a one and done. Slam and scram. Hit it and quit it. Wham, bam, thank you, man. Screw ’em and—”


“Yes. I know all of that to a graphic degree,” Indira said, holding up her hands to stop the onslaught. “I’m begging you, if you bring him back here, make it to your bedroom. I can’t walk in on another naked person on our couch at two a.m. and expect my heart to last me.”


“You got it, boss,” Lizzie said with a salute, slipping a pale blue sundress over her shoulders.


“But leave your phone-tracker thing on so I know where you are. Or where to find you if you get murdered or whatever,” Indira said, tucking the skirt behind her back like a dirty thief and moving toward the door.


“Duh,” Lizzie said, twisting her long red hair into a knot on the top of her head, giving her armpits a quick whiff in the process. “You can borrow that skirt by the way!”
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Chapter 2


LIZZIE was four minutes and a half a drink away from giving up on dating. Or hooking up. Or whatever the hell phrase best described her desperate need for an emotionless, physical connection to a willing body.


Hooking up would probably suffice.


But she was being stood up.


Nate, five foot ten, brown hair, ironic mustache, who liked hiking (barf) and dogs (aw), was standing her up.


Lizzie finished off the last of her drink and gnawed on the ice cubes, knee bouncing and eyes fixed on the door. Being stood up wasn’t something she was used to, but it was happening with greater frequency, which was simultaneously disruptive to her regularly scheduled sex life and a kick to the tit confidence-wise.


She checked her phone for the seventy-third time, then tossed it back in her purse, resigning herself to the fact that he was ghosting her.


Whatever. She’d have one more drink, head home, and find comfort in her vibrator. It wouldn’t exactly calm the dead sprint of her thoughts the way the press of another body did, but an orgasm was an orgasm.


The bartender darted up and down the length of the bar, pouring shots and sliding beers across the glossy wood. She watched him work, quick and efficient. Focused.


If she were working behind the bar on a busy Friday night like this, she’d be forgetting drinks and neglecting patrons. Her sticky brain would latch on to a pretty face or the beat of a song, never following through the way the current bartender’s quick hands reached and grabbed, seeming to do one hundred things at once in a fluid sync.


He walked past her, and she tried to catch his eye, but he was looking ahead. She’d get him on the next pass. The place was packed, Center City’s young professionals grasping at all the joys (discounts) happy hour offered.


A warm body pressed a bit into her side to get closer to the bar, and the crisp brush of a cotton shirt against her bare arm made her want to purr at the contact. Lizzie needed touch like plants needed sun. It was fundamental.


The bartender rounded back, and Lizzie leaned forward to get his attention, but before she could get any words out, the body next to her spoke.


“Oi, mate, can I get another?”


The body spoke. In an accent.


An Australian accent.


Her brain pirouetted to attention. This was not a drill. There were few things Lizzie loved more than a man with an accent.


Please, merciful Lord, let that beautiful voice belong to an equally beautiful face so I may have sex with a hot Australian. Amen.


She turned and was confronted by a man who looked like the sun shone through him. He was tall and broad, his wide shoulders decorated with the slopes and valleys of lean muscles obvious beneath the clean lines of his button-down. His sleeves were rolled to his elbows, and a loosened tie hung from his neck, practically begging Lizzie to stroke the shiny silk.


Her eyes scoured over him, the pleasure centers in her brain going off like winning Vegas slot machines with each new discovery: sharp jawline. Tempting textures of stubble. Firm slant to his mouth. Dusting of hair on his forearms. Peek of an Adam’s apple.


He was sensory overload.


He must have sensed Lizzie’s ogling, because his eyes flicked to her, then back to the bartender, before doing a double take. He blinked at her with something close to surprise. Her brain hyper-focused on his eyes, a fascinating blue-green that reminded her of when she would hold pieces of sea glass up to the sun as a child.


Lizzie smiled, and his eyes flashed to her lips before his own mouth ticked up at the sides. As she continued to study him with an almost anthropological type of fascination, his smile grew, wide but bashful, the tiniest hint of pink kissing his cheeks.


“See something you like, Birdy?” The words were gravelly and deep, purring across her skin and tickling down her spine.


“God, yes,” she said and laughed. He laughed back, a quiet shaking of his shoulders that contrasted sharply to the sonic boom of her own.


He crossed his arms over his chest, leaning lazily against the bar. Settling in.


This was going to be fun.


“I’m Lizzie.” She stuck out her hand in the few inches that separated them. She needed to touch his skin, even just his hand. She wanted to know if his body felt as sun-kissed as it looked, like each cell collected the rays.


“Rake,” he said, closing his long fingers around hers.


Lizzie couldn’t help the cackle of amusement that burst from her lips, making him flinch in surprise. He quickly recovered with a look of bemused curiosity.


“Something funny about my name?” he asked, raising his eyebrows.


“Rake? Of course there’s something funny. That’s not a name, that’s a type of hero from a Julia Quinn novel.”


“A historical romance fan, I see?” he said, leaning an inch closer. Damn, he smelled good. Something heady and fresh, like a summer night filled with bad decisions and good memories.


“You too?” she asked dryly, arching an eyebrow.


“I’ve dabbled to keep up with the references,” he said.


“Tell me, Rake, are you an infamous one? Do you have a string of scorned lovers littered across London’s ton? Or—er—Australia’s? I’m guessing?”


He grinned at her. “Oh, sure, I’m Sydney’s finest libertine.” He laughed, sending a ripple of enjoyment through Lizzie’s chest. She loved making people laugh. “But if I’m the rake here, what does that make you? The virginal wallflower? Bookish spinster, perhaps?”


“Spinster? I’m not old, you ass. And I’m the opposite of virginal.”


Heat and humor flashed in his eyes as he did a quick perusal of her body, a playful smile firmly in place. “That so? What archetype are you, then?”


Lizzie chewed on the inside of her cheek, thinking.


“A rogue,” she said at last, nodding. “I’m definitely a rogue.”


Rake shook his head. “A rogue and a rake? We won’t have any fun at all, will we?”


“Doubtful,” she replied, giving him a wink.


“Can I get you something?” the bartender interrupted, pulling them out of their little bubble. Rake straightened a bit, turning to the man.


“Oh, uh, yes. A pilsner and that cider you have on tap.”


Lizzie’s heart sank a degree as she registered he ordered two drinks. Both men turned to Lizzie for her order.


“Macallan. Neat,” she said, giving the bartender a bright smile.


“Put it on my tab,” Rake said, and the bartender nodded.


“Don’t bother, I’m waiting on someone,” Lizzie said to Rake. “And clearly you’re . . .” She waved at the two beers plunked in front of him.


His eyebrows pinched together for a moment in confusion, until he got her meaning. “I’m here with some coworkers, on an overseas work trip. And it just so happens to be Jan from Sales’s birthday,” he said, opening and closing his hands in little bursts of mock excitement.


Hope perked back up in her chest like a wolf catching the scent of prey. She decided to go through the checklist, no point in wasting time.


“Married?” she asked, glancing at his ring-free left hand.


He laughed. “No.”


“Girlfriend?”


“No.”


“Boyfriend?” she asked, taking a prim sip of her scotch.


“Single,” he said, pointing a finger at his chest, humor dancing in his eyes. Lizzie nodded.


“Emotionally unavailable?”


His smile dropped a notch, something almost like sadness flitting in his eyes, gone before she could get a good read. “Probably,” he said, shrugging and running a hand through his dirty-blond hair. He was all too charming and all too tempting.


“Good,” Lizzie said, her smile growing. “Me too.”


Rake’s eyebrows shot up, amusement glinting in his eyes. “Do you do this a lot?” he asked.


“Do what? Pick up guys?” She looked him up and down. “Need me to go easy on you, tiger?”


“No,” he said, still chuckling. “I mean, talk to strangers so easily. Like you’ve known them for years.”


Lizzie shrugged. “You’d have to ask the other strangers that.”


Rake considered this as he took a sip of beer. “So, Lizzie.” He focused his attention on his bottle, scratching at the corner of the label with his thumb while a tang of sheepishness crept into his voice. “How set are you on this someone you’ve been waiting on?”


“Less and less by the second,” she said, taking a sip of her drink and licking her lips. His eyes flicked to her mouth, watching the movement.


“My coworkers are about to leave,” he said, nodding toward the darker recesses of the bar, swarms of people packing into the large space. “If I go say goodbye, will you still be here when I get back?”


“Why wouldn’t you go with them?” she asked with her best attempt at tantalizing indifference.


He gave her a pointed look. “Because you’re much more interesting, and marginally more beautiful.”


Lizzie hid her smile behind the rim of her glass as she took another sip.


“Will you be here?” he asked again.


Lizzie shrugged, trying to play coy. “Depends on how bored I get in the meantime.”


“If you can have patience for just a few minutes, I have some ideas that I think can keep you entertained for the rest of the evening.”


“Care to share?”


“I think we’ll be sharing a lot of things tonight.”


Lizzie’s eyes roamed his face, taking in the heated meaning behind the contrived words, and she couldn’t help the burst of laughter that broke from her lips, the sound ricocheting in the space between them. Rake’s eyes went wide, taken aback by her less-than-swooning reaction.


“I’m sorry,” she said, trying to hide her grin. “But do lines like that actually work?”


“Clearly not on you,” he said when her giggles subsided, his expression somewhere between amused and indignant.


“I’ll be here,” Lizzie said, biting her lip, allowing herself to picture the feel of his body beneath her hands, how the thick ropes of his muscle would feel pressing her down into a mattress. He was exactly what she needed.


“Then I’ll be right back,” he said, rapping his knuckles on the bar.


“Try to think of some better lines while you’re gone,” Lizzie called to his retreating back, smiling at the wave he gave her.


She sipped her drink, warming at the thoughts of what came next.


Sex calmed her restless mind in a way nothing else did, and she threw herself into it like an enthusiastic hobbyist. Some people had yoga, some had meditation, others kickboxing or knitting. Lizzie had sex.


She loved the rush of someone new, the puzzle of how to get what she wanted, and the freedom of doing it all without emotional attachments. Lizzie was sensitive by nature, but she’d long ago figured out a way to detach from the pesky feelings that people often attached to sex. You couldn’t get hurt if you went in knowing it was only a one-off, a means to an orgasmic end. Feelings couldn’t be stepped on if you were in control of the duration of the encounter and the rules surrounding it. She’d structured the entirety of her “dating” life around that philosophical pillar. She was basically a modern, horny Descartes.


Her mind was flicking through images of the night ahead like pages of a magazine, when a hot puff of sour breath hit her cheek.


“There you are.” The words were slurred and dripping with alcohol. The closeness of the voice made her jump, and she reared her head back, turning to the source.


It took her a second to place the vaguely familiar face, matching it with the pixelated version she’d squinted at through her phone screen.


“Oh,” she said, frowning. “You showed.” Nate, her original date for the night, swayed in front of her. “You’re an hour late,” Lizzie added, glancing at her phone.


“Issss me,” he drawled.


“And me!” Another drunken idiot draped his arm around Nate’s shoulders and gave him a bro-pat.


“And who the fuck are you?” Lizzie asked.


“Dis’ is my best friend,” Nate said, slapping a hand to the man’s chest. “We both wanted to know if you’re a natural redhead.” He leaned in conspiratorially. “I’ve never hooked up with a fire crotch before.”


Oh, Jesus Christ.


“Continue to talk to me and I’ll light both of your crotches on fire,” Lizzie said, riffling quickly through her purse and throwing some money on the bar for her drinks.


“Easy, babe,” Nate said, leaning closer still, his breath rank, making every hair on Lizzie’s body stand alert. “What’re you doing?” His mouth was slack and eyes glassy as he watched her slide from her barstool.


“Leaving. Bye, asshole.”


And goodbye hot Australian Rake. No amount of tempting accent and good looks were worth waiting around with aggressively drunk guys.


She shouldered her purse and took a step toward the door, hating that she had to walk past Nate and his friend.


“No you don’t.” Nate’s voice suddenly rose, startling Lizzie. “We have a date.” He stumbled a step from the bar, blocking her path.


“We really don’t,” Lizzie said, trying to sidestep him.


“Bitch, yes we do. I’ve been talking to you for days. I’ve put in the work.”


Lizzie was about to let him know that two days of light flirting on the internet was no one’s definition of work, when Nate made the biggest mistake of his life.


He grabbed her.
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Chapter 3


TIME stopped with Nate’s attempt at possession, making Lizzie feel like she was moving underwater.


She turned her head, staring at the spot where his thick fingers pressed into the bare flesh at her shoulder, the skin puckered and blanched around his unclean nails. She registered from somewhere far away that he shook her a bit.


The vibrations of his voice near her cheek forced her head to turn back to his face. His mouth was moving, but she couldn’t hear the words. A sickly tongue peeked out to wet his fumbling lips as a lecherous smile broke across his face.


Lizzie smiled back as rage flooded her body, her lips curling to bare her teeth.


Casually, she reached for her drink from the bar, bringing it toward her mouth.


Nate’s bloodshot eyes followed the motion, hungry and predatory.


Right before her lips touched the rim of the glass, she willed her fingers to release, letting it fall to the floor. Nate followed its path, head moving with its descent. Lizzie could tell the moment it shattered by his flinch, but she couldn’t hear anything over the blood rushing through her ears.


Things sped up then.


She cocked her right fist back, swinging it up in a gorgeous arc to his down-turned face, making square contact with his nose. She found a perverse joy in feeling it crunch beneath her knuckles.


Nate’s head whipped back from the impact, blood pouring from his nostrils. Before he could stagger away, she grabbed his shoulders and thrust her knee into his groin. He crumpled over, and Lizzie stepped back, letting him fall to the floor.


A moment of silence spread through the bar like a crack traveling through glass, as the last ten seconds registered with everyone.


Then all hell broke loose.


Shouts erupted, a woman shrieked, and the pure commotion in the bar vibrated against Lizzie’s shattered nerves. She tried to suck in a deep breath, needing to escape, but before she could get her bearings, Nate’s friend advanced on her.


“Fucking bitch! I’ll—”


Lizzie didn’t get to hear what he intended to do. In a blinding flash, the asshole was pinned to the bar, his face smashed against the wood and arms twisted behind his back, while Rake hovered over him, rage in his eyes.


“You’ll do nothing.” Rake’s accent was much less sensual and far more terrifying now. He pressed his large palm against the friend’s face, digging it into the bar and making him yelp. “You and your mate won’t even look twice at a woman again, or I’ll find you. Understood?” The man whimpered out a yes, and Rake pushed off him.


“Are you okay?” he asked, turning to Lizzie, worry marring his face. She nodded, a numb feeling ebbing across her skin and lips as a weird haze blanketed her senses. Rake continued to stare at her, before nodding in return. He stooped down and picked up her purse, which she’d dropped in the commotion, then stood, creating room for her to move forward. He seemed to know how badly she didn’t want to be touched, and he managed to usher her out of the bar, creating a protective bubble without invading her space further.


Out on the street, Lizzie started walking—quick, sharp steps—not caring where she was going. She wanted as many inches, feet, miles between herself and that stupid fucking bar with its stupid fucking boys. Rake kept pace with her, and while there was something oddly comforting about his presence, a protective energy humming from him, the tears that pricked at her eyes made her want to tell him to fuck off too. She picked up speed. He matched it.


One block passed. Then another. And another.


She was running now. If she ran, she could concentrate on the muscles in her legs, and not how Nate’s touch still pressed into her skin. If she ran, she could suck in more breath, get his stench out of her nose, get the feel of his words off her cheek.


She felt stupid. Dirty. Why was her life always like this? Why was everything such an ordeal? Why did a cloud of chaos seem to permeate from her pores and stick to her skin?


She wanted to run and run until she finally outpaced the feelings. She always felt too much. Too sharp.


“Lizzie.”


The sound of her name on Rake’s lips pulled her from her thoughts. She stopped short, placing her hands on her knees as she gulped down lungfuls of the humid May night.


“Are you okay?” Rake’s question came in heavy pants, his hands resting on his hips as he caught his breath, Lizzie’s giant purse still clutched in one of his fists.


Lizzie nodded and grabbed her bag, not wanting to look at him, not wanting to see the wary pity people always wore in the wake of her messes.


“Was that . . . ‘someone’?” Rake asked quietly.


Lizzie’s head shot up, meeting his eyes. “That,” she said, her nostrils flaring, jabbing a finger in the direction she’d run from, “was absolutely fucking no one.”


It was Rake’s turn to nod. He continued to stare at her, his chest still rising and falling as he worked to catch his breath. His eyes bored into her, like he could see the wild circuits going off beneath her skin.


Thoughts and noise continued to build in her head, humming into her bones. She needed an off button. She needed him to stop looking at her like that. She needed . . . something.


She pushed forward, pressing herself against the hard wall of Rake’s body. Her lips, hungry and desperate, found his, and she wrapped her arms around his neck, pulling him closer.


He pulled his head back, surprise and want lighting up his features. “Wait. Are you—”


Lizzie cut him off, straining on her tiptoes to press her mouth back against his. Words were pointless and trite. She didn’t need to describe her feelings or analyze why she attracted chaos. She needed lips and teeth and hands and heat.


His initial shock melted into subtle exploration, kissing her back, molding their bodies more tightly together, opening her mouth with a swipe of his tongue and tasting her with hesitant desire.


Lizzie let out a sigh, tension evaporating from her skin, as he pushed even closer, pressing her between the rough stone of the building behind her and the hard planes of his body.


Calm spread through her limbs, her muscles focused on Rake’s reassuring weight, her mind centered on the feel of his mouth against hers, the gentle scratch of his stubble. Lizzie twined her hands through his hair, pulling him closer, feasting on the soft groan he made.


But then, he pulled back.


Why was he pulling back?


Rake’s hands dropped from her body, and he flattened his palms on the wall behind her, one on either side of her shoulders. He arched his head back and blinked up at the sky, sucking in a breath. Lizzie watched the movements of his throat as he swallowed.


“Why’d you stop?” she asked, snaking her hands around his trim waist. Touching another person was a decadent luxury, and Lizzie was the embodiment of greed.


He looked down at her, his eyebrows pinching together as he searched her face. “Because a guy just laid his hands on you in a bar, and it seems shitty to feel you up right after.” His voice was gruff. Lizzie wanted to feel the way it would vibrate against her thighs.


“I’m fine,” she said, trying to tug his mouth back to hers. He didn’t budge, just continued to study her. Lizzie blinked away. He was looking too closely, searching for something that wasn’t there.


“Take me home with you,” she said, dragging her fingers down the front of his shirt, enjoying the small vibration of the fabric scratching against her nails, the subtle shiver of his body under her hands. She looped her fingers in the waistband of his pants, pulling his hips closer to hers. “Use another one of your cheesy pickup lines, and take me home with you.”


She knew she had him when he laughed.


“Are you sure that’s a good idea?”


Lizzie leaned in and pressed a kiss to his jawline before lightly biting the spot. “Sex is always a good idea.”


He stared at her for another long second before he shook his head and grabbed her hand.


“You should write holiday cards,” he said, pulling her away from the wall and guiding her down the street.
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Chapter 4


RAKE took a deep breath, trying to rationalize what was happening as he shoved his keycard into the lock and opened the door to his hotel room. He must have lost his mind somewhere between Lizzie’s barstool and the corner block where she’d kissed him. It was the only explanation for the bizarre, light-headed feeling he’d had since they first started talking. He’d sworn off women—he’d stuck with it too—but something about this one’s wide smile and booming laugh muddled his brain.


He pushed open the door and Lizzie waltzed in, flipping off her sandals and walking farther into the place like she’d been there a million times. He stared at the discarded shoes and was simultaneously unnerved and warmed at the foreign sight of someone else’s things flung next to the precise line of his lonely shoes.


Lizzie let out a low whistle, spinning around as she took in the suite. “Hot damn, do you always stay in such nice places?” she asked, pulling her hair from the bun on the top of her head. Rake watched the red waves tumble free and cascade down her shoulders, the ends skimming just below the swells of her breasts.


“Work tends to set us up in nice places, I guess,” he said, watching as she pushed her fingers through it, making the strands dance like flames licking at her body, glints of orange and gold sparking in the mass of her hair.


He was transfixed. And in desperate need of a good fuck if he was this turned on by her hair alone. It’d been almost two years, he reasoned. He deserved to bend his rules a bit.


He’d done so well at avoiding women and sex—avoiding any demonstrations of human intimacy, really—that he hadn’t seen Lizzie coming. But the second he’d caught her looking at him, his mind had focused in on her, the single thought of want, want, want throbbing through him.


He might have been able to push away the urge, come up with an excuse for his coworkers, and head for his hotel alone, but seeing those assholes harassing her filled him with such a primal, protective instinct, he knew he couldn’t leave without her.


It didn’t help that he actually seemed to like the odd little stranger. Lizzie made him laugh easily, and laughing wasn’t something he’d done in a long time.


But now that he had her here, he wasn’t really sure what to do with her. And he was mildly flipping out.


Lizzie, on the other hand, couldn’t seem more at ease.


“Are you going to offer me a drink?” she asked, moving toward the small kitchenette in the corner of the suite and peeking into the fridge.


“Water’s, uh, the best I can do,” Rake said, rubbing a hand over the back of his neck. She smiled at him over her shoulder.


“Aw, really? I was hoping we could split the lo mein,” she said, stepping to the side, revealing the stark fridge and the one sad carton of Chinese takeout that Rake had picked at last night while he sat alone in his hotel room, the city noises and his own self-loathing keeping him company.


Rake forced out a laugh, but awkwardness settled heavily on his shoulders. This was a bad idea. He shouldn’t have brought her here. He definitely shouldn’t sleep with her. He’d worked hard to cut out destructive pleasures like this.


Lizzie poked through the cupboards, grabbing a glass and filling it at the tap, humming as she did it. She padded toward him, holding it out.


“Want some?”


Rake shook his head, wondering if he looked as uneasy as he felt. Lizzie eyed him as she finished off the water, then set it down and stuck her hands on her hips.


“What’s wrong with you?” she asked.


Rake blinked at the question. “Huh?”


“What happened to the cocky guy I picked up at the bar?”


That shook Rake out of his spiral. He had a role here, and it wasn’t being some overanalyzing, blushing prude. He wanted sex. She wanted sex. Now was not the time to overthink things.


“I think I was the one picking you up,” Rake said with a smile, trying to fall back into their easy flow from earlier.


“Sure, kid.” She winked at him, then started undoing the line of buttons down her sundress, plucking at them efficiently and without ceremony. Rake was out of practice, but he was fairly certain undressing her was supposed to be his job.


But an embarrassing wave of shyness kept his hands shoved in his pockets while he gently rocked back and forth on his heels, watching her while his cock swelled almost painfully with a rush of blood.


“Do you have condoms?” Lizzie asked, slipping the straps of the dress off her shoulders and letting it fall to the floor.


“I actually don’t,” Rake said regretfully, scrubbing a hand down his mouth and chin as he took in the full curves of her body. The lace edges of her lilac underwear and bra. The splattering of freckles covering every inch of skin. He had the ridiculous urge to memorize them all.


“No biggie, I’m sure I have some in here somewhere,” she said, dumping out her giant purse on the couch. She dug through the mountain of random crap—Rake could have sworn he saw socks and a Tupperware of snacks—before she finally pulled out a glorious handful of wrinkled silver packages.


“Aha! Always gotta come prepared,” she said, shooting him another wink as she let the strip of foils unfurl from her hand.


“Holy God, I hope those aren’t all for me. You’ll kill me,” Rake said, his eyes bouncing from the rubbers to her triumphant smile.


“Aw, sweet dove. I’ll be gentle,” Lizzie said, laughing as she ripped off the packet at the end and threw the rest of them back into her purse. She fixed her gaze on him, slinking forward with a hungry glint in her eyes. Rake swallowed.


“Damn, you’re slow,” Lizzie said, closing the space between them. She pressed the condom into his hand then went to work on the buttons of his shirt with quick, clinical efficiency. “It’s like this is your first time hooking up.” Lizzie’s fingers stalled halfway down his torso, her eyes bouncing up to his as she took a step back.


“Wait. Are you a virgin?”


“What? No!”


The corner of her lips twitched, but she took another step back. A step toward the bed. “It’s fine if you are.” Another step. Rake found himself inadvertently following her, undoing the remainder of his buttons and shucking off his shirt. “It’s just that I’m not in the business of corrupting innocents,” she said, shrugging as she continued her backward retreat. “A lady must have boundaries. Guidelines, at least, for her sexual conquests. I’m not”—she paused for dramatic effect, her eyes sparkling with teasing—“a rake,” she finished.


There was a second of silence while Rake stared at her, slack-jawed, before she burst out laughing.


The sound pulled him in like a magnet—making him smile, making him close the distance between them. Making him laugh.


He laughed as he kissed her and as he picked her up, her legs wrapping around his waist. They laughed together, their bodies shaking as Lizzie reached between them to fumble with the button of his pants. Laughed as she greedily pushed the pants off his hips, and laughed harder when he nearly tripped stepping out of them. Her laugh turned into a delicious sigh when he pressed her into the mattress.


She reached between them again, snaking her hand into his boxer briefs to grip his erection, causing him to hiss out a breath.


“Oh, shit,” Lizzie said, looking up at him in wide-eyed alarm. She pushed at his chest and he rolled off her immediately.


“What’s wrong?” he asked as she stared at him.


She sat up onto her knees, sliding off his underwear without delicacy and staring with something close to horror at his cock.


“That’s your dick?” she said, her eyes flying between him and his crotch. Rake instinctively covered himself.


“Um, yes?”


She pushed his hand away, continuing to stare, before giving her head a resigned shake.


He moved to pull up his underwear. “I’ll just . . . put it away, then?”


She sighed and stopped his progress with her hand. “No, no. It’s fine.”


“ ‘Fine’ isn’t exactly something a man loves to hear when his pants are around his knees, Birdy.”


“I was just hoping to be able to walk tomorrow. But really, it’s fine,” she said, giving him an experimental poke that made him slap her hand away. She looked up at him and grinned.


“I can promise if you keep talking about it with such disappointment, it’ll shrink. Give it another five seconds.”


Lizzie laughed again and swung her leg over his hips, straddling him. “No, no. I’ll resign myself to sex with a hot stranger sporting a giant hammer-dick. Poor me.”


Rake blinked at Lizzie. “You’re a strange one,” he said at last, giving in and laughing with her. He’d never laughed this much during sex. He actually couldn’t think of a time he’d ever laughed during sex. But she was just so damn . . . fun.


All laughing officially stopped when she started grinding along his length, the silk of her underwear a maddening texture against his throbbing cock. She pressed her chest against his, giving him a deep, rough kiss as he unhooked her bra and ran his hands down her back until he reached her ass, squeezing it in handfuls as he pushed her hips harder against his. She moaned, breaking off the kiss and moving down his body, dragging open-mouth kisses along his chest and stomach.


“What are you doing?” he said on a hoarse breath. There was no way he was about to get as lucky as he was thinking.


Lizzie stopped her descent and shot him a playful look. “I’ll give you three guesses,” she said, dragging her teeth over his hip bone and shooting bolts of pleasure down his spine.


“You s-sure?” he stuttered out, right as she took him into her mouth. She gave one long suck before pulling away, sitting up to stare at him with a lusty smile.


“Want me to stop, big guy?”


“God, no.”


Lizzie let out a husky laugh and went back to her task, positioning herself so her butt gave him an enticing view while she moved, using her sweet mouth and hands, gripping the base of him and following her lips with each deep stroke in a way that had him blinking away stars from his vision.


Rake needed to touch her. Feel her. Reaching out, he traced up the back of her thick thighs. He brushed his fingers along the edge of her panties until he reached the small bloom of wetness marking the silk. He dipped his fingers beneath the fabric, tracing the luscious slickness of her slit, his eyes devouring the outline of her through the thin fabric. The feel of her moan against his cock made his hips buck in response. Rake tried to focus on his fingers, needing to regain some self-control before he lost himself in under two minutes. He circled her clit, moving with smooth strokes that soon had her grinding against his hand. She was so wet, so hot, he couldn’t decide what he enjoyed looking at more, her lips stretched around his length, her long hair spilled out around his hips, or the sight of her cunt as she slid over his hand.


It was too much. He needed a moment to regain his wits.


Pulling his fingers from her underwear, he grabbed her hip, nudging gently. “You better stop. I’m not ready for this to be over.”


Lizzie cocked her head slightly, looking at him as she went down once more, and Rake squeezed his eyes shut, nearly ripping the sheets in an iron grip as he held off coming right then and there. With a soft pop, Lizzie released him from her mouth and climbed back over his body, grinding against him again.


“Come here,” Rake said, grabbing her by the hips and pulling her farther up his body. He really did need a minute without stimulation if he was supposed to continue without embarrassing himself.


Lizzie looked down at him with something close to disbelief from where she straddled high up on his chest. “What are you doing?”


Rake shot her an arrogant grin before dragging his open mouth along the silk of her panties, pressing his tongue right above her clit.


“I’ll give you three guesses,” he said against her, imitating her voice from earlier. Lizzie let out a breathy giggle that turned into a moan when he laughed into her skin.


“Come closer,” Rake said, tugging her hips a bit more, encouraging her to fully cover his mouth. She abandoned any of her previous hesitation, gripping the headboard as she circled her hips over him. He sucked on her through the silk, alternating between tight circles and thick drags with his tongue. He encouraged her rocking with one of his hands at her hip, the other snaking around to dive beneath her underwear and pushing into her center. Lizzie let out a hoarse gasp, dropping her forehead to rest by her hands, her fiery hair creating a brilliant curtain of red around them. Rake continued to press his fingers into her, curling them to hit a spot she seemed to like. He pulled his mouth back from her thrusting hips.


“Do you want to take these off?” he asked, snapping the elastic band with the hand that was resting on her hip.


“Holy shit, don’t stop, you idiot.”


Rake took that as a no, pressing his mouth back to her and sucking through the drenched fabric. He was ridiculously turned on, every one of her moans and sighs sending a bolt of electricity down his spine and to his cock. After a few more thrusts of her hips, Lizzie’s eyes snapped shut and she let out a gorgeous cry, her muscles clenching around his fingers and her body shaking as she came. After the final trembles stopped, she went limp over him, breathing hard. Rake pulled out his fingers, running a soothing hand over her thighs and hips before gently pulling her down his torso and rolling them so he hovered over her.


Lizzie blinked up at him, a contented smile curving the corners of her mouth, lovely strands of her hair curling and sticking to her forehead. He licked his lips, tasting the whisper of her on them. He was hungry for more.


“Hi,” she said after a moment, dragging her hand down his body.


“Hi,” he said back, pressing a kiss to her neck. “You okay, or are you ready to stop?” Please dear God, don’t be ready to stop.


Lizzie guffawed at that, pressing up to rest on her elbows and forcing Rake to move back a bit. “I’m no quitter. Let’s see what you’ve got,” she said, shooting a goofy, cross-eyed look straight at his penis.


Rake patted around the bed for a moment before finding the discarded condom. He tore it open and rolled it on, anticipation thrumming through his veins. Lizzie shifted her hips, finally pulling off her panties and tossing them across the room. It felt ridiculous that they’d done all of that with her underwear still on.


She opened her legs for him, and he knew he didn’t have the restraint to drag it out any longer. He positioned himself between her thighs, planting his forearms on either side of her face before surging into her wet heat with one long thrust, making them both groan. He moved in and out of her, ducking his head to take one of her nipples in his mouth, cataloguing the feel of her fingers pressing through his hair then down his neck.


“Harder,” she gasped out, digging her nails into his back. He obliged, their skin slapping in a wet, crude way that made him wild. He reared up onto his palms, then used one hand to grip her thigh, getting a handful of luscious freckled skin, as he pushed her leg higher, moved into her deeper.


“Yes,” Lizzie groaned, arching her neck and pressing her head into the mattress. Rake dragged his teeth along her throat and collarbone, needing to taste her and feel her with as many parts of himself as he could.


“It’s so good,” he ground out, pistoning into her with even more force, earning him a moan of satisfaction from her lips. It shouldn’t be this good. It shouldn’t be allowed for a random hookup to be this raw. Reach this overwhelming type of pleasure.


Their eyes locked, and Rake knew she was close. He was close. Pleasure rippled between them, and her body felt poised to snap as she looked into his eyes. But at the last minute, she slammed her lids closed, blocking him out. Riding that wave on her own with a raspy cry.


The loss of her eyes punched sharply at him, but he brushed it aside, his own release barreling through him, ripping the air from his lungs and the strength from his arms as he collapsed down, rolling off her.


They lay there for a moment, the heavy sounds of their breathing mixing with the hum of traffic floating in through the open window. Rake waited for awkwardness to settle between them in the bed, but it didn’t. Just a foreign feeling of contentment as his pulse calmed.


“I feel like I need a cigarette after that,” Rake said to the ceiling. More accurately, he felt like he might need to pass out.


“Do you smoke?” she asked, turning her head to him with an amused smile.


“Not a day in my life. But after what you just did to me? It only seems appropriate.”


“What I did to you?” Lizzie said with an incredulous laugh, slapping her palm against his sweaty chest with a loud smack. “You were a very active participant.” Her eyes sparkled with mischief and humor as she looked at him, and Rake couldn’t help but pick up her hand from his chest and lay a kiss on her palm.


Lizzie watched the movement, blinking at him, the humor draining from her features. She pulled her hand away gently, hovering it between them like she couldn’t decide where it belonged. A decision seemed to click in her mind, and she gave him an almost familial pat on the cheek and turned away, sitting up and swinging her legs off the side of the bed.


“Where are you going?” he asked, dragging his fingers along the splattering of freckles across her back. She looked over her shoulder at him, smiling, while she pulled her mane of fiery hair into a ponytail.


“A lady always pees after sex. It’s one of the ten commandments of womanhood.” She laughed and stood, giving him an excellent view of her full ass as she padded across the room, scooping up her clothes on her way to the bathroom.


Rake flopped back onto the pillows, blinking up at the ceiling.


That had been . . . incredible. Better than incredible. Sure, it had been a long, long dry spell, but that was up there with some of the best sex of his life. Dirty. Uninhibited. Fun. He dragged his hands over his face, trying to get a grip. Trying to find the stamina to do it again if he was being honest with himself.


After another minute, Lizzie walked out of the bathroom and back toward the bed. Rake sat up, the sheets falling around his waist and his heart sinking as he saw she’d put her dress back on.


“Are you . . . You aren’t leaving, are you?” Rake was embarrassed at how needy his own voice sounded.


Lizzie tilted her head, giving him a funny smile. “Did you expect me to . . . stay?” The words weren’t mean, just filled with a genuine curiosity that made Rake feel like a fool.


“No, sorry. Of course not.” Her leaving was the best thing that could happen. This was a one-off. Something he needed to get out of his system.


Her eyes lingered on him for a moment longer, catlike and focused, studying him with a soft smile at the corners. The power of those beautiful eyes was the only explanation for what he said next. “Can I get your number?”


Her eyes shot wide. As they should. She’d made this clear it was a one-night stand, and Rake similarly wasn’t interested in anything more. And he was heading back home to Australia in a few days. He couldn’t use her number. Wouldn’t use it, even if she gave it.


Definitely wouldn’t call.


Probably.


“Uh, sure. Um.” Her eyebrows pinched together as she riffled through her large bag. She pulled out a green marker and stared at it then looked around, bewildered. Her eyes landing on Rake, she closed the distance and grabbed his wrist, scribbling her number on the back of his hand.


“I could have just given you my phone,” Rake said, unable to hide the smile in his voice.


“Huh? Oh.” She blushed, illuminating the dusting of freckles on her cheeks. “Yeah, that would have made more sense. Sorry.” She capped the marker and tossed it back in her bag, taking a step away from him.


“Do you always carry markers?”


She dropped her chin to her chest and let out a quiet, almost sad laugh, one that sounded like defeat. “Yeah, keep them right next to the condoms,” she said, looking back up at him and winking. “This bag’s a mess. I probably have half my life in here. Pulled out some old cheese sticks just this morning.”


Rake scrunched his nose. “Delicious.”


An awkward silence fell between them, and Lizzie fidgeted, looking toward the door.


“I’ll get dressed.”


“I’ll see myself out.”


They spoke at the same time, both cringing.


“I can walk you out,” Rake said, scanning the floor for his underwear, feeling ridiculously modest all of a sudden.


“Don’t worry about it. I know the way,” Lizzie said, backing toward the door.


“Just give me a minute. I don’t mind.” He stretched out his arm, trying to reach the crumpled trunks.


“Seriously, it’s cool,” Lizzie said, shooting him little finger guns before she backed up into the wall with an oof.


“Oh my God, would you just wait a second.” Rake’s finger hooked the fabric, and he pulled it toward him, trying to hurry.


“Thanks for the, er . . . sex,” she rushed out, turning and getting to the door just as he pulled on his boxers and leaped out of bed.


“I really enjoyed—” The door clicked shut behind her before he could get the words out. “Meeting you,” he whispered to his empty hotel room.
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