
	[image: [Title]]

	
        
            
                Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

                

                Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.

            

            
            	CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP

            

            
               Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.

            

        
    
SPIRALING

Rachel Cross, author of Rock Her and Rock Him


[image: Crimson romance logo]

Avon, Massachusetts


This edition published by

Crimson Romance

an imprint of Simon & Schuster, Inc.

57 Littlefield Street

Avon, MA 02322

www.crimsonromance.com

Copyright © 2014 by Rachel Cross.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, corporations, institutions, organizations, events, or locales in this novel are either the product of the author's imagination or, if real, used fictitiously. The resemblance of any character to actual persons (living or dead) is entirely coincidental.

ISBN 10: 1-4405-7487-1

ISBN 13: 978-1-4405-7487-0

eISBN 10: 1-4405-7488-X

eISBN 13: 978-1-4405-7488-7

Cover art © 123rf.com


For Anna, Anne, Kirsten, Kristen, Steff, and John, and my editor, Julie Sturgeon.


Acknowledgments

Acknowledgments: Chris, my inspiration. Monica Tillery, Kai, Jenny, Kathy and Mark, thanks for keeping it real. Judy M. and Cheree, thank you for taking care of vital parts of my life while I wrote. Finally, heartfelt thanks to my Crimson Romance team, especially Tara Gelsomino.


Chapter One

An odd snapping sensation and a rush of slick heat accompanied his final thrust. A thrust that seated him balls deep in disaster. Shane Marx retracted his hips, removed his hands from the smooth, firm ass and took two stumbling steps away from the woman on her hands and knees on the edge of the bed. Too late. He stared down in horror at the remnants of the condom, still attached at the base, a wide tear splitting the tip.

Motherfucker.

The woman's body trembled from the effects of his exertions.

His heart rate ratcheted up. “Uh.” He racked his brain for a name. Nope. Nothing. Given how swiftly things proceeded at the club, he wasn't sure they'd exchanged that information. She knew who he was, and after thirty minutes of foreplay in the guise of dancing, she'd been eager to get him back to her place.

“We may have a problem,” he said.

The woman belly flopped onto floral sheets, then rolled over with a satisfied groan. She looked at him, her face slack with the remnants of pleasure and fatigue, mascara smeared almost to her cheeks. She pushed tangled blonde hair off her damp face. “What?”

Following his gaze she spotted the ruined condom and her eyes widened. Her hand investigated the apex of her thighs and she giggled.

He clenched his teeth.

“Oh.” Her smile was coy. “You don't have to worry. I'm clean.”

“Yeah? That's good. Me too.” But that wasn't his greatest concern, and from the calculating gleam in her eye, she knew it.

He pressed his palm to his forehead as fears of paternity suits, child-custody hearings, and tabloid photos throbbed to life.

What were the odds? Slim to maybe? He had never, ever had a condom failure. TruAchord would have been dead on arrival if he or any of his boy-band mates had been hit with a paternity suit back in the day. Years later he was still neurotic about using them.

Shane backed up until he was in the attached bathroom. He peeled off and flushed the condom. “Are you on the pill or anything?” he called out. When he came back into the room she was kneeling on the bed, holding up her iPhone to take a picture of him. He covered himself with both hands, took two strides forward, and wrested the phone from her grasp. He flipped through her photos, deleting the fuzzy one she'd taken as his heart thundered in his chest.

“Hey!”

He glared at her. “So not cool.”

His agent would have a seizure if more naked photos emerged. The one some twit sent out last month had been bad enough. “Good God, Shane! Who wants to see a full frontal of you sleeping? At least the quarterbacks and politicians have the decency to get photos of their erections. Don't get me wrong, we should count ourselves lucky you're a show-er and not a grower, but this is a disaster! I'm having a hell of a time passing this off as a Photoshop job.”

Apparently there was such a thing as bad publicity, and that picture had killed his audition for a lead in the latest Sparks film. No matter. He was done being typecast as the guy with issues in all that chick-flick crap. Maybe that photo would put him in consideration for a grittier role, but two? Two photos would indicate he had a problem. He held her phone while he slipped on his jeans. He pocketed it, and then checked his pants for wallet, keys, and his phone. Two steps across matted beige carpeting took him to the doorway where he spared her a glance.

She frowned at him from where she stood, naked beside the bed, one hand on a curvaceous hip, the other stroking through highlighted extensions. She spent way too much time in the tanning booth. The florescent light from the bathroom gave her skin a terracotta glow.

Revulsion surged through him.

“Are you on the pill or not?” he repeated.

“No.”

“Is there something you can take? You know, so there aren't any unwanted repercussions?”

She shrugged. “Probably.”

“Do you want me to set something up?” Should he offer her money or would that piss her off?

“I'll take care of it,” she assured him, breaking eye contact.

His gut clenched. There wasn't much he could do at four in the morning. Or anytime for that matter. It wasn't as though he could march her to the pharmacy or a doctor's office or wherever.

Shane glanced around the room for clues to the woman's psyche. Neat, and decorated with some flair—though the bureau and nightstand screamed thrift store special. Poor, not slovenly.

It was always the same. The initial thrill, diminishing interest as things progressed to the point of no return, and the emptiness and awkwardness after. Now fear had entered the equation.

“Will you give me back my goddamn phone?” she said, extending a hand.

Shane turned his back on her and hustled through the apartment. He pulled a wad of bills from his money clip and chucked them along with her phone in the vicinity of the stained sofa. He made his way down the stairs of the second story garden apartment and onto the street. He'd been so distracted by her head bobbing in his lap in the back seat of the taxi he hadn't the faintest idea where he was. His phone showed him standing smack in the middle of Brantley, eight miles and several worlds away from his Santa Monica neighborhood. He turned west and started his jog of shame home.


Chapter Two

Two weeks later Shane sat in his living room across from rock megastar Asher Lowe—one of his more incongruous friendships.

“Fuck, man.” Asher shook his head. “There's gotta be something you can do. Go to her apartment and talk to her. Give her money. Something.”

“I left her some money. A couple hundred. I'm playing the odds.” He ran a hand across his face.

Asher stared at him in disbelief. “Dude, that's a bad bet.”

“Seriously, what are the chances? One night, one busted condom. I've looked it up. It's unlikely.”

Asher studied him. “Take my word on this. It's a tough thing to share a child with a stranger, and we both know more than most people about lousy parents. Step up and talk her into taking measures.”

“Asher, I don't know her name.”

“Yeah. About that . . .”

Shane stared at his friend and gave a short laugh. “This outta be good. A lecture on fidelity from the biggest man-whore on the planet?”

“Former man-whore,” Asher retorted. “Since reformed. You might consider it, you know. Sleeping with someone regularly. Having a real relationship, with someone not in the industry.”

“God. There's no one more pious than a reformed sinner.”

“I had more than my share of good times, back in the day, but this thing with Maddy, well, it's on another level,” Asher said.

“I suck at monogamy. Seriously suck at it. I can't imagine choosing to be with one person long term and continually saying no to the newest thrill.”

“Thrill?”

“Yeah.” Shane shifted in his chair. “You know how it is when you first meet someone you want to fuck? The excitement? It feels like gearing up to hit the stage, until after . . .”

Shane felt Asher's eyes on him as he examined his uneaten roast beef sandwich. Asher must understand this cycle he was in—had been in as long as he could remember. But then, unlike Shane, Asher's past was littered with bouts of monogamy and fidelity, even before he fell for Maddy.

When he looked up, Asher was still observing him, his brilliant hazel eyes lit with keen intelligence and compassion.

“It wasn't a thrill . . . not like you describe. Sex was never an urge I had regrets about. Sure, there were some needy women, but I learned how to deal with them without alienating them—diplomacy and tact go a long way, although there are always the clingers—and I learned to spot the unbalanced from fifty feet. Most of them knew the drill. Some women I enjoyed for more than sex—women I had relationships with. But not the whacked-across-the-head-with-a-two-by-four experience. Not until Maddy. Speaking of, I've got to get back to Vegas.” He looked at his phone. “Jet's fueled up. Can you run me over to the airport?” Asher stood. “Go see the girl. Find out where she's at.”

Shane also stood and dangled his keys. Screw that. He was sick of both being used and using women to work out something—fill some hole. The very last thing he was going to do was beg Ms. Nameless to do the right thing. Besides, there was no way she could be pregnant after that one time.

Fucking condom.

A few hours after he dropped Asher at the airport and had returned to his couch, his phone rang. He used the remote to pause Tristan Brennan's latest film and stared at the number on the screen.

Ike Peters, super-agent. His stomach lurched.

“Hey, man,” Shane answered with studied casualness. As if he hadn't been waiting for this call for weeks.

“Shane, you're a real pain in my ass.”

Shane closed his eyes and did a fist pump. “What else is new?”

Get to the point.

But it paid to play the game. Even with his own agent he locked down his excitement.

“I've got a line in to get you that audition.”

Shane's heart leapt into his throat with a combination of joy and panic.

“God! Thank you,” he breathed reverently, not sure if he was actually thanking God or his agent who thought he was God.

“They're having issues getting funding of course, and it doesn't pay shit. You'll be working for scale,” he moaned. “I'd have been much happier if you’d done the Sparks film, but you blew that. The Brennan picture will shoot some locally, some in Canada. Auditions are still a few months away—maybe the end of the year but spring more likely. I had to beg to get this done for you—let me tell you, after the shenanigans on your last picture, they're leery. Everyone is leery. You caused crisis after crisis because you couldn't keep your dick in your pants. I don't have any other clients like you. Fucking the co-star? And the special effects assistant? And a local? Do you have a death wish? If you ever do get a role again, they'll put it in your contract that you can't fuck co-stars or crew. They ain't groupies for your boy band, you know. This is a business, son.”

Shane held his breath, fists clenched. It wasn't his fault the special effects chick had gone psycho. How was he to know she'd turn a one-night stand into a fantasy relationship and then try to sabotage the film during production?

“Are you there?”

“Yes,” he replied softly.

“Well,” the man huffed out. “You didn't tell me the character was a hockey player. Jesus, Shane, have you read the fuckin' script? Do you know how to ice skate?

“Uh,” he mumbled. How hard could it be? He was in great shape. A few lessons—he'd never had a problem picking up dance moves with TruAchord.

“Well you do now. That skating clause was a deal breaker, so I told them you were freakin' Brian Boitano. . .”

“Isn't he a figure skater?”

“Who cares? The important thing is you need to know how to fuckin' skate. And you don't. So you better fuckin' learn.”

Shane was already reaching for his laptop, ready to search for ice skating coaches.

“And on the down low, so don't even think about going through regular channels for that. Leave it to me. We can't have word getting out that you're taking lessons, for Chrissake.”

“Just to brush up,” he said feebly, shutting his laptop.

“Fuckin' Boitano doesn't need to brush up! I'll take care of it. Clear your schedule,” he ordered. “Now here's what you are gonna do for me . . .”

• • •

Amelia Astor closed her eyes and tilted her face to the sun.

“Hey, Amy.”

She grinned.

Kyle Reed had the world's sexiest voice—a husky baritone that was a perfect match for his chiseled features and sculpted body. After years of clinches, embraces, throws, and spins, she was as familiar with his body as her own.

People turned to stare at him. Fewer noticed here in LA than in other places in the world they had traveled together where their matched blonde heads stood out, but they were used to stares. Did they suspect brother and sister? They shared light blue eyes, too—though his were shot with glass-green. They shared the same Slavic cheekbones. Maybe they shared a common ancestry, other than the obvious.

She put her latte on the glass-top, wrought iron table, and stood to give him a full-body hug, her hands gripping his back muscles, reveling in his familiar smell. He gave her a chaste kiss on the lips.

“Missed you,” she said. The little house they shared with another Enchanted skater, Allyson, had seemed terribly empty during his absence. Cleaner of course—Kyle wasn't known for his housekeeping skills—but far too quiet.

“Me too, babe.”

“Mmmm. What is that? Cinnamon something?” He seated himself across from her.

“Yeah.” She pushed her cup toward him.

“Nah. I'll get a coffee in a minute. Any word?”

“Not yet,” she said, worrying her lower lip with her teeth. “I'm sure I'll hear from them soon. Enchanted is scheduled to go back on tour . . . mid-September, right?”

His expression was sober, his gaze probing. “Rehearsals start here in August.”

Nine weeks away. All of the principals had received offer letters last week, everyone but her. Tears filled her eyes and she blinked them away. After seven years of playing the lead princess in the Enchanted Ice show, they were going to give her the boot. She wasn't ready, damn it. She would decide when her skating career was over, not the Enchanted management. Control was the one thing she had in the life she'd made for herself after a youth dictated by parents and coaches. She would put off real life one more year. She just had to find a way back in.

“How was home?”

He shrugged and looked away.

Amy leaned forward and gripped his fisted hand.

He managed a half smile and threaded his fingers through hers.

“Fuck 'em,” she advised.

He shook his head, expression glum. “Why can't I follow your lead and cut them off?”

She squeezed his wide palm and let go. “Maybe because you have siblings. It must be a stronger bond than I had with only my parents in the picture. I've said it before—”

“I know, Amy, 'people who make us feel bad about things that bring us joy don't love us in a healthy way,'“ he mimicked her high voice.

She laughed. “Right. Is it the college thing or the ‘he must be gay thing'?”

“The college thing. They've given me all kinds of permission to come out to them.”

She giggled. “I'm sorry, but it's so funny.”

“I know, right? I mean, they're my parents, they're supposed to know me. I couldn’t give a good goddamn if anyone thinks I'm gay, but it comes up every time I'm home. I tell them . . . I'm not gay! I get why, there are plenty of gay dudes figure skating. Some of the best. So what if I play a prince? I love it. But gay guys never hit on me—they know I'm straight, while my own parents are freakin' clueless. I've fucked half the women in LA, but I must be closeted.”

“About that—”

“Don't start,” he warned. “I'm not in the mood to be slut-shamed.”

She met his gaze until he couldn't hold hers any longer.

“Kyle, I know it used to be fun—”

“It still is,” he insisted. “Amy, spare me the lectures. I've had ten days of my mom wringing her hands over her son's miserable excuse for a life. My siblings all have master's degrees or law degrees. And apparently, I'm not just the black sheep, I'm the closeted black sheep.”

“I'm sorry. You know I love you, but I don't think an infinite parade of women—”

He held up a hand, the look in his eyes warning her not to go there. “Love you too, Amy. Let me get a coffee. You want anything?”

She should, she'd barely managed more than a salad yesterday. The stress of waiting for that letter—for her future—had tied her stomach in knots. And she would not gain an ounce; in fact, if she lost, it might help take some of the strain off her injured hip. Amy shook her head and watched Kyle go—her gaze not the only one following his retreating figure, judging by the craned necks on the patio.

She was used to envious glances. She was used to more than envy. She'd been the object of a jealous rage or two when whoever Kyle was seeing got the wrong idea about the two of them. Not only did they look like siblings, Kyle was the closest thing to family she had. And now that family—the set designers, the crew, the other skaters including Kyle—would go on the road without her as the Enchanted Ice powers-that-be kicked her to the curb.

The principal in an ice show had to either be a draw or young, healthy, and inexpensive. Amelia Astor had been a draw for Enchanted for eight years ever since she'd left the competitive circuit virtually on the eve of the Olympics, the top-ranked American woman skater. She'd run away to join the ice show, but at twenty-six she was getting a little long in the tooth to play a princess.

Then there were the injuries. The stress fractures, sprains, and strains from missed jumps in her youth as a U.S. junior ladies champion on the National Figure Skating circuit, were a legacy of aches and pain she would always carry. They were manageable, but there was a little something missing from her performances these days. And she couldn’t continue the cortisone injections when her hip got bad forever.

It was time to move on with her life as Amy Astor. Settle down, go to college. Figure out a career. There was no home on the road, and these summers living in a group house in Los Angeles with skaters and crew wasn't it either. It was time to say good-bye to Amelia Astor, Enchanted princess. But not quite yet.

Kyle returned with his coffee and a bagel egg sandwich, sitting down across from her.

“Want me to talk to them?” he asked around a mouthful of food.

Her stomach rumbled and she took another sip of her coffee. “No. I don't want to seem desperate. There's still a chance.”

He cocked his head. “Why are you desperate, doll? You can do whatever. Coach?”

She gave him a narrow-eyed glare. “No, thanks.”

“Commentate?”

“Kyle, it's not like I won a medal or anything.”

“That's bullshit and you know it. You won plenty, just not the medal. People loved you. After all that negative press about women's figure skating—”

“You mean ladies' figure skating,” she said with a tiny smile.

Kyle laughed. “Yeah, ladies figure skating got a bad rep for a while, and you were what the sport needed: drama-free athleticism combined with grace, power, and beauty. Flawless performances—”

“Oh, there was drama. The coaching changes when I hit puberty? And of course, at the end when I could barely finish my program because I was starving myself.”

His lips twisted and he examined her critically. “You doing alright with that?”

“I'm okay.”

“You look a little lean. Here.” He pushed the other half of his bagel sandwich toward her.

Her stomach rumbled and she eyed it hungrily before pushing it back.

Inside, she was a teeming mass of nerves. If Enchanted didn't pick her up, what then? The only thing that relieved her anxiety about her future were long runs, and they were getting longer and longer, while her hip got achier and achier. Then again she'd rarely been in better shape, so when they did pick her up. . .

“So, commentating?” Kyle was asking.

“It's been ages. I'm telling you, people don't remember me.”

“So? Remind them. You're the gorgeous, great blue-blooded hope who went out at the top of your game. People know you could've bagged an Olympic medal for us. You come up every four years, and this is an Olympic year. I'm sure one of the networks would—”

“Kyle. No coaching. No commentating. It's not me. Can you see me blathering endlessly about program music, costumes, and skater backstory?”

“No. But I can't see you playing a princess for the rest of your life either, even if they do sign you for another year.”

Amy tossed her hair back. “There are other shows.”

His mouth dropped open. Kyle set his coffee on the table carefully and covered her hand. “No. No way, Amy. Most of those shows are—-we both know how bad things can be with some of the other shows.” He squeezed her hand. “Enchanted may be the circus, but it has a good reputation. It's safe, and management takes decent care of us here and overseas. We've both heard the stories about how sketchy the other shows are: low pay, nasty trailers, drunk performers, dangerous stunts. No. You need to figure out your retirement plan. I know you've thought about it. Why else would you have taken community college courses every summer? How many credits do you have now?”

“Twenty-one.”

“Good God. Maybe you should enroll for a full semester.”

“Toward a degree in what?” She groaned and put her head in her hands. “Kyle, I have no idea where to go from here. I need one more year to figure things out.”

“You said that last year.”

“I know,” she said through her fingers.

“Look, I'll tell them we're a package deal.”

A disbelieving laugh escaped her. “Babe, no you won't. They're itching for a reason to let you go, too—you're almost as old as me and equally expensive.”

Her cell rang and she took it from her bag. She didn't recognize the number so she held up a finger to Kyle as he nodded.

“Hello?”

“I'm trying to reach Amelia Astor.”

Amy rolled her eyes at Kyle, who frowned.

“This is she. I go by Amy.”

“Fine, fine,” the impatient male voice on the other end said. “Listen, I need you to do something for me.”

“Who is this?”

“Ike Peters.”

“Okaaay.” She widened her eyes and shrugged at Kyle.

“You don't know my name?” he said.

“No, sorry.”

“Eh. You're not in the industry, are you? I'm an agent and I have a client who needs ice skating lessons.”

“I can recommend some people who do that.”

“I want you.”

“I don't give lessons.”

“No, you're a princess, right? In the ice show? That Enchanted thing?”

“Yes, well, not right now.” And maybe never again.

“No?” the man's tone sharpened, “why not?”

“We don't do the shows in the summer. We're off every year from May till September.”

“Terrific.” He sounded relieved.

“But I still can't help you.”

“Name your price.”

“Uh, I don't have a price, because you see, I don't teach ice skating.”

Kyle was staring at her, an amused expression on his face.

“Well you do now. Name your price, rink, and time.”

“Who's your client?”

It was his turn to laugh, but it was humorless. “Oh no. We're not going there. Not until you've signed a confidentiality agreement.”

“So if I help this woman—”

“Person.”

“ . . .person learn to skate, I book the rink time and set my price?”

Kyle was nodding, grinning, and mouthing “Yes.”

“Whatever you want. As long as you make him proficient—no, more than that. I need him skilled. I'll hold back some of the payment—think of it as a bonus—if you do your job.”

So this was an agent representing an actor?

“Okay.”

“You don't talk to anyone. You don't mention my name. Or his. Ever. Got it?”

Amy made a face at Kyle. She could use the money. It sure beat waitressing to make ends meet, or looking for a full-time job in case Enchanted didn't pick her up. She'd have to figure out how much skating coaches charged and then triple it. This was Los Angeles.

“Gotcha. I'm sure I can figure out how to teach him the basics,” she said.

“Not just the basics, he needs to be good. Really good.”

She frowned. “Like ice dancing, throwing-partners-around good? ’Cause that's not gonna happen in a few weeks or months, no matter how much time he puts in.”

“No, no. Not like that. Good. Forward, backward, fast. None of that figure skating crap.”

He sounded offended and she bit her lip to hold in laughter. “So he's not playing a figure skater?”

“Hell no!”

“Ah. A hockey player.”

There was a suspicious silence on the other end of the phone. When he replied his tone was irritated. “Can you do it?”

“I guess.”

“Do you have a fax?”

“Nope.”

“Give me your address. I'll courier over the information. But God help you if you breathe a word of this, I'll make sure they put your princess days on ice.”

Threats? She swallowed another giggle. This town took itself so damn seriously. “I won't mention it to anyone,” she agreed, attempting to hide the humor in her tone. She told him her address, and he hung up before she'd given him the zip code.

Amy studied her phone, then laid it on the table. “That was bizarre.”

“So now you're a coach?”

“I'm giving some lessons.”

“Who?”

“He wouldn't say—some actor. I'm sworn to secrecy. Of course, as soon as I know, I'll tell you since you'll take all my secrets to the grave.”

“Did I hear you say rink time?”

“Oh yeah.”

They exchanged high fives.

“I'll call around. The first few sessions he won't last more than an hour. And Frank's has a three-hour rental minimum. We can play for two hours after he leaves,” she said.

Kyle had a contemplative expression on his face.

“What?”

“Enchanted would scoop you up if you're linked to a Hollywood actor.”

Amy brightened. “They would, wouldn't they?”

“If they don't want you to reveal he's getting lessons, fine. But if you can get him out for a drink after practice and I took a few photos,” he tapped his chin with a finger, “I could feed it to one of those websites . . . hell, I can probably set up a Twitter account and send it out.”

“I don't know, Kyle,” she said, pulling and twisting a lock of hair. “He said to keep quiet or he'd ice my career.”

Kyle laughed. “Too late.”

“Kyle.”

“Well it is, or did he mean to do it with a Louisville slugger? That’s so passé.”

“God, no. You know how this town is. It's all about connections, not abject brutality. This isn't ladies' figure skating.”


Chapter Three

Amy reached the rink at seven-thirty Sunday night, her legs still tired from her run and the grueling stair workout she'd put herself through. She'd had to work around a variety of bookings, but she'd managed to get rink time five days a week in the evenings, after the horrible LA traffic died down and before midnight. She'd settled on the Glendale rink. It was close to home, she knew and liked the staff, and Frank, the owner, would keep quiet.

She sat in her car waiting. Who would it be? Channing Tatum? Bradley Cooper? From all the cloak and dagger, the guy had to be A-list. She snapped the radio off and nervously drummed her fingers on the steering wheel. It wasn't that she'd never taught anyone to skate before, but she had never hobnobbed with actors whose agents set things up.

A low-slung silver sports car pulled into the lot, parked, and a tall, lean man wearing a Tennessee Titans baseball cap emerged. Amy pulled the key out of the ignition of her old beat-up Miata, nerves fluttering. She didn't recognize him from this distance. Grabbing the bag with her skates and extra clothes, she shoved her purse into it and slung it over her shoulder, locking the door to the car.

He watched her approach, shifting his own bag higher on his broad shoulders.

Wait. She did recognize him—that actor who looked like he spent the morning out on the waves, and the afternoons surrounded by bikini-clad babes. Piercing deep-set, light blue eyes in an oddly angular face; a scruffy, dark blonde almost-goatee—he wasn't classically handsome, and he looked better on the big screen. Up close he looked intense and humorless.

What the hell was his name? He'd been in one of those dark, angsty pictures—sci-fi or superhero? It had been out a year or two ago, and hadn't gotten the warmest reception. Her eyes narrowed. Wait a minute. Was this the guy—?

“Shane Marx,” he said dryly.

Heat rose in her cheeks as she realized from his expression that he'd noticed she couldn't place him. And probably noticed when she did place him and why, judging from the long-suffering expression on his face now.

He was all over the Internet last month. That full frontal image of his perfectly sculpted nude, sleeping body had been everywhere. Someone had posted a link to the unedited version and she had clicked it, of course. Now that she'd seen him up close, it seemed likely the photo was the real deal, and that the chest under that teal Henley was physical perfection—the broad-shouldered and muscular physique of an Olympic swimmer. Oh my God. This was the guy she was going to teach to skate?

She gulped and strove for professionalism.

“Amy Astor,” she said, sticking out a hand.

“Amy, not Amelia?”

“That's right.”

His large, warm hand enveloped hers as they shook. He held it a smidgen too long, his assessment, blatant, expression, bland, and eyes, appreciative.

She withdrew her hand.

“Nice to meet you.” Now that he'd said his name, she knew exactly who he was. Boy band singer turned actor. Not A-list but leading man material—he could definitely get her on with Enchanted if word got out. Maybe he would suggest a drink. But even while fantasies of Enchanted's call ran through her head as she turned toward the rink, the hair on the back of her neck stood up. She could feel his eyes on her and she whipped her head around.

His lascivious expression was gone in the blink of an eye as his face relaxed into less predatory lines.

He walked around her and held the door open.

“Thanks,” she muttered. “You got hockey skates?”

He tapped his bag in answer.

“I'm going to talk to Frank, the owner, okay? You can get your skates on,” she said, moving through the entryway.

He followed. “I think I need to talk to him, too.”

She stopped, turned with her hand on her hip, blocking his way, her smile saccharine sweet. “It's okay. I've paid Frank enough to rent the rink and keep his mouth shut.” She manufactured a giggle and added conspiratorially, “I've known him for years. He'll keep quiet if there's money to be made. I warned him that if word gets out, we'd have to go elsewhere.” Amy pointed to the benches in a corner. “Put your skates on and I'll be right over.” Her smile firmly in place, she waited as he rubbed a hand over his scruffy chin, considering her. Whatever he saw in her face must have convinced him, because he turned away.

Moments later, she returned and took a seat next to him on the bench. She laced her worn skates.

“Make sure you lace them tight, okay?” she said, eyeing his handiwork.

He grunted in response.

When he stood, she offered her arm with another smile.

He raised his brows. “I think I can make it there without falling on my ass,” he said.

“Hold up,” she said as Shane made a move to step onto the ice. “I want to go over a few things before we get out there. Did your agent tell you I haven't instructed much?”
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