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You do realize I have seen you naked before, right?” Holly shouted through the bedroom door.

“Yes, love, but it’s been a while. I don’t think you’re ready for this.”

“Is this an ‘I don’t think you’re ready for this jelly’ situation?”

“Did you actually just say that to a half-naked girl? Seriously, you should know better. You’ll give me a complex. Asshead.”

“You’re making this too hard, Grace.”

“That’s what she said,” I muttered, and laughed quietly to myself. I was in the process of trying to get my butt into a new pair of low-rise jeans that were so very, very low, they might have been illegal.

“That’s it,” Holly announced. “I’m coming in. Suck it in, Grace!”

She came barreling through the door, stopping short when she saw me struggling on the bed. I was laid out flat on the sheets in a charming lacy peach bra, halfway in and out of the damn jeans that she had convinced me to buy, even though I knew I was in no way young enough to work them in the way they deserved to be worked. Holly had always had a way of getting me to do things she wanted me to do, under the guise that she knew what was best for me. And, mother-of-pearl, she was almost always right.

“Sweet rack,” she said, acknowledging my bra. “Do I need to get a pair of pliers and pull the zipper up myself? Didn’t we see that done in a movie once?” she mused.

“Yes, yes we did . . . a little help? I’m giving a full salute here. I’d like to get the girls back under wraps,” I answered, struggling to stay on the bed at this odd angle.

“I can see that. Okay, hold your breath,” she said, and grabbed the button of my jeans. I pulled with all my might as the zipper finally closed, leaving me breathless.

“Holy Lord. I think my uterus just left. Yep, there she goes,” I moaned.

I couldn’t believe how tight these jeans were, although I was damn proud to be wearing them. A “you go, girl” thrill rolled through me, but it could have also been the lack of oxygen from the denim restricting my air supply.

Holly helped me climb off the bed, and I turned to admire the way I looked in these badass jeans, thinking that maybe I could actually pull them off. I still caught myself examining the mirror at times and having to look twice to make sure it was really me.

She saw me checking myself out and chuckled. “You’re looking sassy there, my friend. I would totally fuck you.”

“That’s charming, Holly. Thanks.” I smiled back at her as I continued to pose in the mirror. I began to vogue and got to giggling.

“Grace, settle down. Vogueing is just wrong.” She laughed, giving me one last thumbs-up as she left the room.

I had recently shed quite a bit of weight. In fact, I was in better shape now than when I was in college. Holly was proud of me and made sure to tell me often.

Holly Newman and I met in college. While we both majored in theater, she knew early on that she preferred the behind-the-scenes world, especially the business side, while I was a major drama queen. The entire time we were in school together, we made plans for when we would conquer the entertainment world. She would have her own agency and manage only the best talent, working with artists who shared a similar creative vision. I, however, had stars in my eyes and wanted to be famous, famous, goddamned famous.

She made it out to the coast six months before I did, and when I finally got there, she was already working her way up as a junior agent at one of the major firms in town. She had a real knack for artist management, knowing when to be tough and when to coddle. She knew when to really fight for her artists and when to lay the groundwork for future projects. When I arrived, she got me a job temping in the agency, and I watched in awe as she maneuvered in what was still very much a man’s world.

With Holly’s perfect golden hair, fantastic figure, and stylish sensibility, she was asked all the time why she was working behind the scenes rather than in front of the camera. The girl was a knockout. But she always laughed and said, “It’s just not for me,” and then worked harder than everyone else.

I loved L.A. I’d moved in with Holly, started taking acting classes, and worked at the agency with her, while waiting tables at night in a restaurant in Santa Monica. I really felt like I was living the Hollywood lifestyle I’d been dreaming of since I could remember.

After about six months, Holly convinced her boss that I should come in for a reading and be considered for representation. I was prepared, I read well, my headshots were flawless . . . and then I waited. And waited. And then waited some more. Finally, they agreed to take me on if Holly agreed to sign me personally as my sole representation.

She began sending me out on auditions. I auditioned all over that town, and I was damn good. But so was everyone else.

I didn’t book a single job.

What they don’t tell you when you grow up in the Midwest, light-years away from L.A., is that when you move to Hollywood, everyone is the next Miss Hot Shit. We all think we’re the prettiest, we all think we’re special, we all think we are the only one who truly has what it takes. We all think our talent is genuine and true, we all think we have something to share with the world, and we all can’t understand why we aren’t booking jobs all the time.

The thing is, in L.A., you can’t just be a pretty face, because you can airbrush that. You can’t just have a good bod, because everyone else is nipped and tucked in places you don’t even want to dream of. You can’t just giggle and toss your hair and be the punch line, because someone else already has that job sewn up.

For all the people who move to L.A. each year, just as many leave, limping back to their hometowns like pretty little sad sacks, telling their “I lived in California” stories over cocktails with their old high school friends.

I became one of those sad sacks—I only lasted in Los Angeles for eighteen months. I limped away, feeling like a failure for the first time in my life. I let the city and the industry beat me.

But now I was back. It had taken me ten years to make it back, and this time I wasn’t going anywhere.
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Holly was having a party at her house to celebrate the launch of her new management company and had invited her close friends and several of the actors and actresses she represented. She had recently left a very high-profile position with a major agency. A few of her clients had chosen to stay with the other agency, but she was so good at crafting a career, particularly with fresh new talent, that many had followed her.

Since I’d moved back to L.A., I’d been staying with her at her house in the hills. She’d done very well for herself and had a great house off Mulholland Drive with a view of the city below.

Which brings us to the illegal jeans. As a thirty-three-year-old with some preexisting body image issues, I was trying to get into the mind-set I would need to navigate this party in this particular pair of jeans. I had matched the illegal jeans with a fairly conservative turquoise, cowl-neck tank top and slid my feet into some very nice peep-toe sling-backs. I had great toe cleavage.

I was wearing my hair down, which I rarely do, but Holly had banned all my ponytail holders this evening. We had gone that afternoon to get our hair done, and my red hair was a mass of soft curls. That stylist really earned his money, and even I had to admit the curls were shampoo-commercial-worthy.

The party was in full swing, and everyone was having a great time. Because Holly only took on talent she truly wanted to invest herself in, they became her close friends as well. They were always at the house, and her circle had become my circle.

“Grace, you can’t be serious. Feldman is way hotter than Haim.”

I was deep in a discussion with Nick, a screenwriter whom Holly had known for years. He’d become one of my friends and could always be counted on as a good wingman at a party. Tonight we were knee-deep in the dirty martinis. Extra dirty. He was waiting for an actor to arrive whom Holly had recently begun to represent, an actor who apparently was poised to be the next big thing. I had yet to meet him, although Nick had admitted he was, and I quote, “yummy, scrumptious . . . a bit scruffy, but in a totally hot kind of way.” Also, his British accent was “lovely,” “to die for,” and “knock-me-down-and-fuck-me.”

“Fine,” I said. “I will admit that Corey Feldman was genius in Goonies, and even semicute in Stand by Me. But no one holds a candle to my Lucas.” I was determined to win this round. We had recently gotten into a similar discussion about Steve Carell versus Ricky Gervais, and it didn’t end well. Someone got scratched.

I heard a snicker behind me and a British voice said, “I think you’ve gotta give the edge to Haim, if only for getting to kiss Heather Graham.”

I turned to acknowledge the obvious genius of the newcomer who knew License to Drive.

“Hey, you’re Super-Sexy Scientist Guy!” I cried out, clapping my hands over my mouth as soon as I’d said it. I could feel my face redden instantly.

Holly had a picture of this guy on her computer and had been referring to him as “Super-Sexy Scientist Guy” for the last month. This was her new client—the next big thing. He had the lead in a movie slated for a fall release that was already generating big buzz in town. I didn’t know much about the movie, but I knew that Holly was very excited to be representing him.

Super-Sexy Scientist Guy gave me a confused and somewhat sheepish grin. Did he know how hot that grin was?

Oh yeah, he totally knew.

He extended a hand to me and in the queen’s English said, “Actually, I’m Super-Sexy Jack Hamilton.”
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I  heard Nick’s sharp intake of breath as he almost knocked me out of the way to shake Jack’s hand.

“Hi, Jack. I’m Nick. I saw you in your movie Her Better Half. Loved it! I also saw your pictures in Entertainment Weekly. Are you living here in L.A. now? Are you excited for Time to come out? Wow, you’re pretty.” Nick had forgotten to breathe and only stopped talking because he ran out of air.

I watched as Jack’s face changed from surprise to confusion, then moved on to wonder and finally barely contained laughter.

I giggled and began to extricate Nick’s hand from Jack’s. “Settle down, big guy. You can tell Jack he’s pretty all night long, but you don’t want to shock and awe him in the first five minutes.” I turned to Jack. “Hi, I’m Grace Sheridan—Super-Sexy Grace Sheridan. It’s nice to meet you.” I shook his hand while Nick panted next to me. “And you are quite pretty,” I added as Jack smiled back at me.

Now that my surprised blinders were off, I saw a tall, lean young man who was almost a foot taller than me. He was wearing faded jeans, a black T-shirt with a gray zip-up jacket, and oh my, were those Doc Martens? He had on an old gray baseball cap and a few days’ worth of scruff that was definitely working for him. He seemed very comfortable in his skin, which, for a second, I imagined pressed up against mine in a tight embrace.

The guy looks young enough to be your kid, Grace.

Yes, but only if I’d really slutted it up in junior high . . .

I shook my head to clear it a little and saw Holly working her way across the kitchen to greet Jack.

“Hello, sweetness. How’re you tonight?” she asked, wrapping an arm around his shoulders and leaning in for a quick peck on the cheek.

“I’m well, thank you. I’ve just been meeting Grace and, uh, Nick, was it?” Jack smiled again and Nick swooned. I snorted and Jack winked at me mischievously.

“Grace is my girl,” Holly said. “We go way back. And Nick, well, Nick is necessary,” she said teasingly.

Nick feigned annoyance and responded, “Bitch, please. Where are you gonna find another man who will take you to see New Kids on the Block? And go along with the lie that it was work related?”

I almost spat out my cocktail, I was laughing so hard. Holly was the biggest closet New Kids fan around. I was one of the very few who knew this secret, maybe because I shared it.

“I don’t know why you’re laughing, Miss Thing,” Nick said, turning his gaze to me. “You still fantasize over Joe McIntyre like you’re thirteen years old!”

“Oh, I own my obsession. If Joey Joe were here right now, I’d break him. I have no shame,” I said, drinking the rest of my martini.

Jack leaned over and whispered to me loudly enough for Holly to hear, “Is that why she’s been trying to get me an audition for Donnie’s next film? Should I be concerned?”

With him this close, I finally noticed his eyes. Wow, they were intense. Dark emerald green with flecks of gold.

This guy must get so much play.

I leaned closer to him and said quietly, “You only need to worry if she asks you to dance for her. Watch out for that.”

He gave me a sexy little smile while Holly took him by the hand and began leading him away. “Okay, kids. I need Jack to meet a few people. I’ll deal with you two later.”

The two of them headed back into the living room as Jack waved over his shoulder, leaving me and Nick to laugh in the kitchen.

“So, you played that real smooth, Nick. Is that the hottie you’ve been raving about all night?”

“Don’t act like you didn’t think he was cute. I saw the way you checked him out,” he said, fanning himself. “I made such an ass of myself! I wanted to play it cool when I saw him, but I couldn’t make myself shut up! Did I actually tell him he was pretty?” A blush stained his cheeks.

“Yeah, you did. But don’t worry about it. When I first moved out here, I was convinced I recognized an actor from Baywatch in the supermarket. I stalked him from produce all the way to the bakery, and when he finally looked at me, I muttered the word Hasselhoff and then ran and hid in the soup aisle. I still get embarrassed when I see a box of Cup Noodles.”

“You should be embarrassed, because you’re still buying Cup Noodles, but whatever. Let’s get plowed and flirt with pretty boys!” he said, refilling my martini glass, making it extra dirty.

I laughed and ignored the fluttering in my tummy when I heard a British accent floating in from the other room.
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Later that night, Holly and I were out on the terrace overlooking the city, working our way through our fourth cocktails and toasting her success. Nick came out to say his good-nights and slipped his arm around my waist.

“Okay, bitches, I’m taking off. Be good, and make sure no one goes home with my pretty boy. I need to make sure he stays pure until I can convince him to switch teams,” he said teasingly, wagging his finger at Holly.

“How do you know he doesn’t already play on your team, Nick?” I asked.

Holly laughed and said, “Oh, sweetie, Jack is the hottest thing to hit this town in a while. He’s got girls throwing themselves at him every night. He’s discreet, but he is hittin’ that shit.”

“Oh, God, I can’t hear any more. It’ll make me too sad. I’m going home to weep over some Manilow,” Nick cried as he made his way back into the house. He passed Jack on his way, who was talking to two girls over by the piano, and he winked at Nick. I heard Nick mutter, “Tease,” as he walked by, and I could see Jack chuckling.

“So, I get that he’s cute,” I said, “and what girl doesn’t like an accent? But why is he the next big thing? Nick mentioned something about a movie coming out—Time or something?” I asked as we watched Jack talk to the two girls, who couldn’t stop giggling at everything he said. I noticed he bit down on his lower lip constantly.

Was he nervous?

“Grace, are you serious? You can’t be serious. Time?” Holly looked at me incredulously.

“What? Is this something I would know about?” I wracked my brain trying to remember if I had heard anything about this movie but was drawing a blank.

“You’ve never read the short stories Time is based on? You really don’t know anything about them?” she asked, still looking shocked.

“Hey, I’ve had a lot going on lately. I haven’t had a lot of time to read much. Besides, you know I read mostly nonfiction,” I answered, looking at Jack through the glass of the French doors.

“It’s a series of short stories that were written for a women’s magazine, and they have everything you have ever wanted: passion, love, adventure, sex, humor. Practically every woman I know is in love with them! The main character, Joshua—holy hell. He’s a sexy scientist man traveling through time, and in each story he’s in a different period and with a different woman. This movie is going to be huge!” she squealed.

“Hmm, I’m not usually a romance fan. Too schmaltzy, ya know? Not really a fan of science fiction, either. Gimme a good historical nonfiction, like the new book about Lincoln. They now think that he—”

“Oh, would you shut up?” Holly interrupted. “Honestly, it’s like you’re sprinting toward the retirement home! And Time isn’t romance, it’s just . . . Gah, I can’t describe it! That’s why this movie is such a big deal—and why Jack is such a hot commodity right now. Women are losing their minds across this entire country waiting for it to come out, and he’s Joshua. Oh man, I can’t wait for you to read them! Swear to me right now that you’ll read them!”

I had only ever seen her this worked up when Donnie Wahlberg was involved. “Jesus, fine. Calm down. Yes, I will freaking read them,” I said, noticing that Jack was coming toward us.

“Jack, listen to this,” Holly called. “Grace hasn’t read the Time short stories. She’s never even heard of the movie!” she said as he walked onto the terrace.

He stared at me dramatically and then swept me into a close hug. “Run away with me,” he said quietly, pulling back to look at me, placing a hand on each side of my face.

I chuckled nervously and then got control.

“Are you asking random women to run away with you, Jack?” Holly asked, and he dropped his hands from my face, looking at me in mock adoration.

“Random? I meant it!” he said. “I told you before: the next female I met who hasn’t heard of this silly little film, I’d run off with and have a tasty little tryst to satisfy the gossip magazines. How lucky am I that she seems normal?” he joked back.

“I really wouldn’t rush to judgment on that yet. You don’t know how abnormal I am,” I stated, placing my hands on my hips.

“I have to tell you, Jack, she’s not right in the head,” Holly said, warning him. “You don’t want any of this. Believe me, I know. I’ve known Grace since college, and she’s insane.” She knocked back the last of her cocktail.

“Wait—is this your best friend Grace? The one who leaves piles of Chex Mix around the house?” he asked, looking back and forth between us.

“Yep, this is my Gracie. Now ask her why she leaves piles of Chex Mix around the house,” Holly said teasingly.

I gave her a look. “First of all, thanks for telling my tales all over town, ass. And to clarify, it is not piles all over the house. I happen to not care for the little melba toasts, so whenever I eat Chex Mix, I set them aside. That way, if anyone else wants them, they can have them,” I said, showing Holly my middle finger.

“I happen to love the melba toasts,” Jack said, laughing at Holly’s face when she realized that this seemed to make perfect sense to him.

“Well, next time I have a pile, I’ll save them for you. Then if you’re ever in some kind of toast emergency—”

“I’ll have some on standby. I feel good about this plan,” he said.

I noticed the two girls Jack had been talking to inside coming out to join us on the terrace. They approached from both sides as Holly began pulling me into the house.

“I’ll see you later, dear. Make sure you come and say good-bye to me before you leave,” she said over her shoulder as we walked back across the slate tiles.

“Let me know when you’re ready for that tryst,” I shot over my shoulder, winking at the girls, who looked a little stunned. I couldn’t resist.

“You, me, melba toasts.” He grinned back at me.

“Since when do you invite groupies to your house?” I asked once we were inside.

“Groupies? Oh, those two? Sweetie, the blonde is an entertainment lawyer and the brunette is a PR exec. But Brit boy over there turns them all into giggling idiots.” She smiled knowingly as I looked back over my shoulder at the three of them on the terrace. Jack was standing between them as they jostled to get closer. He caught my eye and smiled that same sheepish grin.

Wow, a lawyer? Those short stories must be damn good.

An hour later, with the party finally winding down, I was in the kitchen getting some crackers to begin soaking up the five dirty martinis I had sucked down. I was leaning on my elbows on the granite countertop, thinking about how my head was going to hurt tomorrow, when I heard someone come in.

“Hello again,” I heard a British voice say.

I looked up, still half-lying on the counter. “Hello yourself. Did you have a good time tonight?” I asked before shoving a saltine in my mouth.

“Oh, no. Crackers—that’s never a good sign. Too much?” he asked.

“Maybe, if you consider three more than I usually have too much.” I grimaced, remembering the last time I had been hungover. I was really not looking forward to tomorrow.

“I find that the best cure for a hangover is to just keep drinking,” he said, smirking. He walked toward the other side of the counter, placing his hands on either side of me.

“Yes, well, that’s because you’re like seventeen and capable of shit like that. I, on the other hand, will wake up tomorrow feeling like something died in my mouth, with my eyes puffed up like cabbages.”

“Wow, that’s a really descriptive picture. I’m almost tempted to stick around and see that.” He laughed. “And I’m twenty-four, not seventeen, for future reference,” he added.

I arched my eyebrow at him. Young pup. I used to be able to drink and dance all night, get one hour of sleep, and go to work the next day still looking fabulous. Ah, to be young and foolish again . . .

I stretched my arms over my head and then back behind me, trying to work the kinks out. When I looked at Jack, I realized that I had basically just thrust my chest in his face, and he was letting his eyes linger.

“Are you looking at my boobies?” I asked, doing a little shimmy-shake.

He froze and then burst out laughing. “Yes, yes, I guess I am looking at your boobies. They’re quite nice boobies,” he managed to choke out between laughs.

“They are quite nice, that’s true. And all mine. You probably don’t get to touch a lot of bona fide natural boobies here in L.A., but there are still a few of us rocking the real stuff.” I laughed along with him.

“I also think you like men looking at your boobies. Why else did you put sparkles on them?” He finally looked me in the eyes again, still chuckling.

“What are you talking about?” I looked down at the girls and noticed that I did have a few sparkles on my cleavage. “Oh yeah, I guess I did. I put on a little shimmer body lotion before I got dressed tonight.”

“Girls sure do weird stuff. Especially you American girls. So much shimmer and sparkle. Who told you tits were supposed to sparkle? Sorry, boobies,” he said, correcting himself.

“You can say tits, although I prefer boobies. I also like ta-tas,” I said with a straight face.

“How about love pillows?” he retorted.

“Breasticles?” I said.

“Uhhh, how about flapjacks?” he asked, struggling not to laugh.

“Nice, but it doesn’t hold a candle to sweater meat,” I managed to get out before laughing so hard I sprayed saltines all over the counter. He joined me, and I actually had tears streaming down my face as we started wiping up my cracker spittle.

Holly walked in at that moment, took one look at us, and started shaking her head. “Oh boy, what the hell is going on in here? Never mind. Jack, your ladies are looking for you. They’re salivating all over the entryway; it’s time to take them back to your place. Grace, why are there cracker crumbs all over your cleavage?” she asked, staring at my saltine-encrusted chest.

We both started laughing again as I extended my hand.

“Jack, it was very nice to meet you. I hope next time I can contain myself a little more. Enjoy your threesome,” I said with a wicked smile. This guy was great, and I was excited to have maybe made a new friend.

He took my hand. “Grace, it has been interesting, to say the least. And your sparkly boobies are beautiful. Enjoy your hangover.” He shook my hand and laughed again as he left the kitchen, giving Holly a kiss on the cheek as she walked him out.

I watched him leave with his blonde and his brunette, thinking about how much fun this evening had turned out to be.

Holly came back after showing the last of her guests to the door, took one look at the party fouls all over the place, and said, “Clean this shit up in the morning?”

“Or the afternoon?” I asked, holding my head.

“Deal. Let’s go to bed,” she answered, locking up as I turned out the lights. We trudged upstairs, discussing the evening as we made our way down the hall toward our rooms.

“That was a great party, Holly. I’m really proud of you. You’ve done everything you set out to do, and nothing has stopped you. You kind of rock.” I smiled at her and gave her a hug at her door.

“Yeah, I have kicked some ass. Now go vomit. I know you want to,” she said, pointing me toward my room.

“I really do. Night,” I said over my shoulder as I went to collapse.

“Night, dillweed. Seriously, Grace—five dirty martinis?” was the last thing I heard her say as I shut the door and fell onto my bed.

Right before I slipped into sleep, I thought about my sparkly boobies and laughed.
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The morning brought hellfire and brimstone, and that was just what I threw up. When I first opened my eyes, which took several minutes of prying through mascara goo, I knew that this was possibly going to be the worst day of my life. I never, repeat never, have more than two cocktails. I simply can’t handle it anymore. I would love to pretend that I can still hang with the younglings, knocking back cocktail after cocktail and feeling no pain, but that was no longer me. I felt the pain—oh, how I felt the pain.

I attempted to get dressed, but gravity defeated me and I made my way out into the hall in an old button-down shirt, leaving my shorts on the floor of my bedroom, where they had finally given up the fight. After repeated tries at balance, I made it down the hall, hugging the wall and then the banister for support. I could smell coffee, and as if it were a beacon, I was drawn to it. I could hear Holly talking on the phone, and I moaned at her damnable cheeriness. Holly never got a hangover. Bitch.

“Yes, right now you’re scheduled to do MTV on the seventh, and then you have an InStyle photo shoot on the twelfth of that same month,” she said, smiling at me.

I poured myself a cup of coffee, wrapping my hands around the mug and inhaling deeply. I might feel human again in about a day or so. I burped and thought, Well, maybe a few days.

“Listen, mister, do you have any idea how hard it was to sync up all the calendars for you guys? Half the cast is going to be there. You have to do the photo shoot on the twelfth. At least it’s here in L.A., so there’s no travel involved. Yes, I know this fall you’ll have plenty of travel. Honestly, Jack, sometimes you sound like such a little bitch.” She laughed as she gestured to me to sit down.

Knowing I was on borrowed time with my legs supporting me, I sank into one of the comfy armchairs in her breakfast nook. As I sipped my coffee, I thought about meeting Jack the night before and smiled, thinking of what the other side of this conversation must have sounded like.

“She just woke up. Yes, she appears to be quite hungover. Hold on, let me see,” she said, looking carefully at me. “Jack is asking me to inspect your eyes to see if they look like . . . wait, what? To see if they look like cabbages?” She looked at me strangely.

“Tell Hamilton I said to suck it,” I groaned, oddly pleased that he remembered our conversation with such clarity—and surprised that I did, as well.

“She said, ‘Suck it, Hamilton.’ No, she really did say that,” she answered back as I laughed quietly to myself. “He wants to know exactly what he is to suck, Sheridan,” she responded, rolling her eyes.

“Tell Hamilton that he has it exactly right: he is to suck Sheridan,” I yelled, making sure he could hear but splitting my own head open in the process.

“Okay, that’s enough of the telephone game. You guys can continue your last-name foreplay another time. Jack, I’ll speak to you later. What? Jesus. Fine, I’ll ask her. Good-bye—I’m hanging up now.” She clicked her phone off and set it on the counter, looking at me carefully.

“What? What are you looking at me like that for?” I asked, grinning.

“You tell me. Why is he asking me about your sparkly boobies?” she asked, raising her eyebrow at me.

I lowered my head to my coffee mug, fighting to not smile wider.
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Holly took good care of me that day: she left me alone except to bring me Sprite and saltines. I managed to control the crumb fallout this time. I pretty much stayed on the couch. After a day of hangover hell, I must have fallen asleep, because when I woke up, it was dark outside and Holly was gone. She had left me a note and a stack of magazines on the coffee table next to me.

Lush,

Here are the stories you promised you’d read. I’m out for dinner with clients. I shouldn’t be home too late. Call me if you need anything, and clean yourself up. You look like shit.

Love you,

H

Holly was right; I did look pretty sorry. I headed up to my bathroom to wash my face and brush my teeth. I needed some energy, so I changed into my bathing suit and grabbed a towel. As I walked through the house I saw the stack of magazines marked with Post-its on the table again, and after rereading her note, I took them with me out to the pool deck.

High up in the hills, Holly’s house had great views from three sides. It was California modern, with an open floor plan and lots of natural light. It even had a sound system that worked throughout the house and on the patio. I plugged my iPod into it and selected my favorite playlist of quiet-time U2 songs.

The best part of the house was the infinity pool, which had the nicest view of all: downtown L.A. She even had the requisite hot tub, which is where I ended up after swimming laps for about thirty minutes. One of the ways I had gotten myself back into shape was swimming at least three times a week.

I relaxed in the hot water, letting the jets massage away the last remnants of the alcohol and the way it had kicked my ass today. I took a sip from my water bottle and my gaze fell on the stack of magazines.

Oh, what the hell. You promised.

As I began to read, I remembered how insane Holly had looked when she described her reaction to the stories. I had some trepidation, to say the least, as I didn’t want to succumb to the madness that so clearly had her in its grip. Sexy scientist Joshua, huh? We’ll see . . .

I was really getting into it when I heard voices from inside the house. I glanced in and saw Holly and a tall, good-looking man approaching the French doors, making their way outside to where I was. She was dressed in a black wraparound dress with gorgeous snakeskin sandals.

Damn, she looks good. She must have had a date with that tall drink of water . . . Wait, is that Jack?

As they stepped out onto the patio, I realized this wasn’t the same guy I’d met last night, and yet it was.

This was not the scruffy Hollywood hipster I had been bantering with in the kitchen. This was a very handsome man dressed in a dark gray suit and tie, clean shaven, with gorgeous shaggy blond curls. The night before, he’d had a baseball cap on and I couldn’t see the perfection that was his hair. I had a weakness for curly hair.

Crap, hide the magazines. HIDE THE MAGAZINES!

I quickly threw my shirt over the stack next to me, composing my face in what I hoped was a neutral expression.

“Hey, Gracie. I see you’re feeling better!” Holly said as they closed the distance to the hot tub.

“Much better. I took a swim and now I’m just relaxing.” I was at a disadvantage, sitting so much lower than them, but Jack squatted down, resting on his heels.

“Hey, Sheridan. This is very Hollywood of you. Hot tub, moonlight, view of the city . . .”

“Strategically placed jets of water for my enjoyment,” I retorted.

Holly groaned. “Jesus, Grace, you are too much,” she said, laughing.

“That’s true; I am too much. Now hand me that towel. I’m pruning here,” I said. Holly obliged and then sat down in a chair, kicking off her high heels. “So, what are you guys up to tonight?” I asked, taking the hand Jack had offered to help me out of the water.

I noticed him glancing down at my black racing suit. It wasn’t as flashy as a bikini, but I wasn’t out there for a Sports Illustrated cover. The way he was looking at my toned legs, flat stomach, and strong arms, I would say those workouts were paying off. I shook my long hair, squeezing the water out before toweling off my body and slipping into the chair next to Holly. Jack took the seat facing us as we talked.

They had attended a dinner for People that night, and Jack was quite a hit. I got the sense that this film was a much bigger deal than I had realized, and he was getting quite a bit of buzz. They had spent most of the night meeting industry people and working the room.

That was what made Holly so good at her job. People forget that it is called show business for a reason, and it takes a lot of work to launch a career in the right way. All too often, a young talent gets lost in the shuffle of a hyped movie and then, without the right follow-through, they’re last year’s news. Holly was great at making sure that the actors she managed worked on projects that challenged them creatively as well as succeeded commercially. To do that you had to work the room sometimes, as they had done tonight.

While Jack joked about some of the funny people they had met and all the Time hoopla, I got the sense that he wasn’t quite comfortable with it. That was good—too many hot new actors lose perspective, and they burn out fast.

Then Holly started to tell stories about when we first moved out to L.A. so many years ago, and I knew it wasn’t going to be long before she embarrassed me.

“So, there was Grace, and she’s singing her little heart out for this director. She’s convinced she’s going to get the part. She’s giving it her all, and when she’s finished, she stands center stage, looking like she deserves a Tony for this performance.” She paused, looking at me.

“Yeah, so there I am, thinking I nailed it. I was finally going to get cast in this new musical! Then I noticed that the director was dressed awfully casually for this audition. Way too casually.”

“Like, he was wearing a jumpsuit and had a bucket of cleaning supplies and a mop next to him!” she screamed, collapsing on Jack’s shoulder in laughter.

“What? Why was a director dressed like that?” he asked.

“Because he wasn’t the director, he was—”

“The janitor,” I said, hiding my face in my hands.

“Grace gave the audition of her life for a freaking janitor! She was so mortified, she ran offstage and out to her car and was gone before anyone even knew what happened!”

“But I bet he was thoroughly entertained,” I reminded her.

Holly’s phone rang and she excused herself to take the call, chuckling. I shivered a little from the night air.

“You should probably go get out of that wet suit. You’re going to catch cold. I should get going anyway,” Jack said, getting up to hand me another towel.

“Yeah, it is getting late. I’ll walk you out,” I answered, standing up next to him.

He draped the towel around my shoulders and rubbed them a little bit to warm me up.

As we passed Holly on the phone, she gave him a kiss and mouthed, “Call you tomorrow.”

“So, Sheridan. Does this mean you’re a singer?” he asked.

“Yep, I was singing even before I was acting.” I sighed as we walked toward the front door.

“Why do you say it like that, like it makes you sad?” he asked, turning to face me.

“It doesn’t make me sad. I just don’t sing as often as I used to, and I miss it sometimes. I’m actually going to start singing again at some open-mike nights soon—next week, in fact.” I smiled in anticipation.

“Well, be sure to let me know when it is. I would love to come,” he said, looking down at me.

Reminded that I was only in a towel and my bathing suit, I decided to mess with him a little. “Hamilton, I would love for you to come,” I said, implication heavy in the air as I raised my hand and gave him a light slap on the face.

He narrowed his eyes at me. “Hmmm . . . ,” he said, and opened the front door.

“What does that mean?” I grinned. Don’t chase him, don’t chase him.

He turned once more, giving me a thoughtful glance. “Hmmm . . .”

“Night,” I said as he started to walk away.

“Night, Sheridan,” he called over his shoulder. And then he was gone.

I closed the door and leaned against it for a minute, thinking about “Hmmm . . .” When I pushed myself off the door, I was startled by Holly watching me from the other room.

“Hmmm?” She smirked.

“There will be no hmmm-ing going on, I will have you know. He’s my new friend. That’s all. He’s twenty-four, for Christ’s sake,” I stated as I walked by her on my way upstairs.

“You could use a good hmmm-ing, ya know!” she called up after me.

That was so true.


four

I  woke up feeling strangely disoriented. My back was stiff, and I realized that I had fallen asleep in the big chair by the living room fireplace. I stretched, listening to the tendons in my neck crackle and pop, until I noticed that Holly was sitting across from me with a grin like the Cheshire Cat.

“Hey, what’s up?” I asked, snuggling back under the throw I had wrapped up in last night while I was reading.

While I was reading—oh no.

“I told you so. How far did you get?” she asked, looking pointedly at the magazines strewn across the floor next to me.

I held up my hands in surrender. “Okay, okay, I give. It’s brilliant and I’m totally sucked in. I’m in love with Super-Sexy Scientist Guy!” I blushed as I thought of the passages I’d read the night before. Joshua had arrived in nineteenth-century Paris and was engaged in some rather intense “international relations” with a young woman who worked in a millinery. I didn’t know where this story was going to go, but I was totally digging it. I might have also been imagining a certain Mr. Hamilton in the role of Joshua, which made me blush further.

“Oh, boy,” she squealed. “Wait until you get to the part where he picks her up and pushes her up against the—”

“Not fair!” I raised a finger and shook it at her. “Let me read them on my own. At the rate I’m going, I’ll be finished by the end of the week.”

“I won’t tell you anything . . . but promise me you’ll keep me posted on what part you’re on.”

“Agreed,” I muttered as she left the room.
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Later that day, I was finishing a run at Griffith Park. I’d spent the rest of the morning trying to work but was unable to stay away from the damn short stories. I was well into the third one by now, losing ground fast to this new addiction. By three P.M. it was obvious that I would get no work done, so I decided to go for a run.

I was lucky that my job allowed me a flexible schedule and I mainly worked from home. I had gone back to school after moving back to the Midwest from L.A. and gotten a second degree in instructional design. I created and designed training programs and materials; it was work I enjoyed and was good at, although it wasn’t satisfying the way performing was.

As I was running, I reflected on how happy I was here now. The first time, I had been focused only on what I thought fame would bring me. I wanted the attention, the money, the lifestyle—instead of concentrating on the work, on the craft. Back then it was all about the validation, looking out instead of in.

I rarely allowed myself to really let go, to truly trust myself or whoever I was sharing a stage with. I had rare moments of honesty onstage, but they were so powerful and exhilarating that I quickly moved on to surer footing. I would transition into a punch line or camp it up, taking myself out of the moment and back into what I knew. Be funny and beautiful but not real.

And I failed for the first time in my life—really failed. I hated that, but not enough to fight it. After moving back home I gained weight, becoming almost unrecognizable to anyone who’d known me in L.A. It happened over several years, so I didn’t notice how unraveled my life and its direction had become. When I went back to school, I was lucky enough to find something that I was good at. Once I was finished with school for the second time, the jobs I was able to get afforded me the luxury of working from home, and I cocooned there.

Holly and I stayed in close contact but rarely saw each other. I had a few friends that I spent time with, and while I went out on dates from time to time, there was no one special. For someone who had partied like a rock star and never lacked male companionship, I had effectively shut down that part of my life. It was as if I was numb down there. I’d had a highly charged sex life and a strong sexual appetite, but once I started to gain weight, I no longer had the desire. Okay, strike that. I had the desire, but I was too reluctant to let anyone touch me. Over time, that part of me just went to sleep. I had become a shell of my former self and didn’t even know it.

Everything changed when my friends took me out for my birthday. I had stayed in contact with several of my girlfriends from high school, getting together with them for dinners and cocktails occasionally. They always made me tell them stories about the exciting life I had led in California, all eighteen months of it, and it was fun. There was still a little crazy left in me, and I let it out sometimes, albeit carefully.

For my birthday, they surprised me with tickets to see Rent. It had been years since I had seen a play or musical of any kind, and I was touched that they’d remembered how much I had loved the Rent soundtrack. I had never seen the show and thought it would be an interesting night. Interesting did not even begin to describe it.

From the moment I walked into the theater, from seeing the stage to finding our seats in the mezzanine, my skin was tingling. My senses were heightened, my breath was coming fast, and I actually felt a little dizzy.

Then the lights went out.

There is a feeling, an electricity that happens in live theater. There is a connection between the actors and the audience that is palpable. When the lights came back up, I saw the band onstage and felt the music begin to move across me—I was overwhelmed. When I recognized the opening song, tears formed in my eyes. Before one note was sung, before one word was spoken, I was lost in the moment. And I began to cry.

It was as though everything I had been missing in my life came into focus, and I couldn’t hide from it anymore. As silent sobs wracked my body, I was filled with such a sense of joy, of rapture, of belonging. I couldn’t stop the smile that was stretching from ear to ear. It was magic. It was the closest to a religious experience that I had ever come. At one point, my friend to my left tried to ask me something, but I just shook my head. I couldn’t take my eyes off the stage. I knew that this was what I was supposed to be doing with my life, and I couldn’t wait to start living again.

After that night, it was like there was a hand pushing against my back, constantly keeping me moving forward. I went home, looked in the mirror, and cried at what I saw. Not so much about the weight, but because the woman looking back at me had none of the spark, none of the crazy, that I used to love about myself. I cried for the time that I had lost. I cried for letting things go on like this for too long. I cried for the living I had deprived myself of. Then, once I was done crying, I went to work.

I hired a personal trainer the next day and set about changing the outside. I also started speaking to a counselor to change the inside. I took an acting class at the local theater and was insanely happy. I was thrilled to be back in the company of creative people again and threw myself into every scene, every critique, and every exercise as if it were my job.

Then, one evening, I went alone to a club that was sponsoring an open-mike night. I climbed onto the tiny stage with my sheet music, which I gave to the accompanist. I sang my song, hearing my voice ring out strong and clear through the club, and felt whole. I felt like I had come home.

I began to open up and have fun again. As the weight came off, my confidence returned and I became reacquainted with the power that kind of confidence can bring a woman. I went out on dates, and the first time that I invited a man back to my house . . . well, let’s just say it was another religious experience. Why the hell did I deprive myself for so long? I rejoiced in my reawakened sexuality, and while I was careful, I certainly enjoyed myself. I was definitely more aggressive than I had been back in the day, and I was pleased to realize that I was still quite good at the sexing.

After almost two years of self-discovery and work, I was ready to make another big change. I visited Holly in L.A., and before the end of the first day, she invited me to move in with her. I thought about her offer for about seven seconds and then agreed. We were both thrilled to be spending time together again. I knew that living with her would be as fun as it was the first time. She was truly my best friend, my sister, and I would do anything for her. She also saw through all my bullshit and never let me get away with it. I had to love her for that.

I stopped reminiscing when I got back to my car and stretched out from my run. After climbing in I put the top down, then took a long pull on my water bottle while I glanced at my cell. I had a few messages, the first of these from Holly, asking me to pick up Mr. Chow for dinner on my way home.

The second was from Nick, asking me if I wanted to go out dancing the following night. His favorite club in West Hollywood played all eighties music on certain nights, and it was the best for shaking your ass.

The third was a text from a number I didn’t recognize:

Sheridan, The Lost Boys is on TNT tonight. I know how much you desire Haim.

I laughed when I read it; there was only one unknown number who could have sent me this text. I quickly texted him back:

Hamilton, I already have my DVR set to record it so I can “desire” myself whenever the mood strikes.

I plugged in my iPod and was selecting some driving music when my phone buzzed, alerting me to a new text:

Sheridan, now I am concerned for you . . . I think you need a new celebrity to crush on, someone a little younger, perhaps. More charm, less heroin.

My heart fluttered a little. He was cute and funny. And twenty-four, Grace, twenty-four!

I thought about his hair then, those gorgeous curls, and his green eyes. I thought about the way he looked when he was biting on his lower lip. Ah, fuck it.

Hamilton, I’ve been thinking about upgrading to someone new for my “daydreaming.” Any thoughts?

I chose my music, and right before I pulled out of the parking lot, I got another text:

Sheridan, I’m having several thoughts . . . One question, though. Still on for the tryst?

I laughed aloud and sent him one more text:

Hamilton, hell yes, although I’ll need to be swept off my feet.

He responded in less than a minute:

Here’s to getting you off your feet, Grace . . .

Damn it—he’d first-named me.
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After getting home, I took a quick shower to wash the canyon off. When I was finished I headed down to the kitchen, where Holly was heating the Mr. Chow I had picked up for dinner.

“How was your day, dear?” I asked in my best 1950s homemaker voice, giving her a peck on the cheek.

“It was busy. I’m glad to be home. I see you had a productive day,” she answered, nodding to the magazine that was in the freezer as she removed a bottle of Absolut.

I laughed and said, “I had to hide it. It was making me crazy! I was trying to write training protocols all afternoon and it was calling to me. I finally had to put it away.”

I got out the jar of olives and began mixing two dirty martinis.

“How far did you get?” she asked as she gratefully took the cocktail I handed to her.

“Hmm. He was talking with his assistant about making some modifications to the time machine. I really love the character of Isaac.”

“Wait until you see the actor they got to play him in the film. Super cute.” She grinned, taking a sip of her cocktail and shivering a little.

“How much time until dinner?”

“Oh, I’d say about twenty minutes.”

That was just enough time to grab my magazine from the freezer and settle into the living room for a quick predinner read.

It wasn’t too long before I shouted, “Wait . . . what? His time machine broke? He’s stuck in ancient Egypt! He can’t get back?” I jumped up, running into the kitchen with a look of panic on my face.

Holly was placing the food on the table.

“But what about Penelope in the first story? Will he get back to see her? Will he get back to his own time? W-what about . . . ,” I stammered, and then realized that I was excessively invested in this story. I attempted to reel it back in a little. “I mean, it just seems that he should have planned ahead for these kinds of mishaps. I don’t know. Whatever,” I said nonchalantly as I sat down and began nibbling on a spring roll, trying to appear uninterested. “I wonder if, when he gets back, if he gets back . . . ,” I said, glancing at Holly sideways to see if she was going to give me any information.

“Hell no. I’m not giving it up,” she said, rolling her eyes. “You said you didn’t want me to give anything away. You’ll have to read it and find out.”

I sat quietly for a few minutes, sucking on my spring roll, trying to figure out what my next tactic should be.

He couldn’t really be stuck there, although the idea of Joshua meeting a pharaoh’s daughter had intriguing possibilities. Maybe if I asked nicely, she would at least tell me if—

“You can quit strategizing. I’m not telling you a thing,” she said, smiling through a mouthful of garlic noodles.

Busted.

“Man, you suck! I would totally tell you,” I retorted.

“Like hell you would! Remember when I was in the hospital with pneumonia and I couldn’t see Sex and the City until a week after the premiere? I asked you repeatedly whether Carrie and Big got married. Do you remember what you told me?” she said snidely.

“No,” I answered, becoming decidedly more interested in my plate of vegetables.

“You said no way in hell would you tell me—you loved me too much to not let me find out for myself. This is the same thing. Sucks for you,” she said triumphantly.

“Fine. Whatever. I don’t care all that much. I probably won’t even finish reading it,” I grumbled, sipping my martini.

“Grace, you are so Joshua’s bitch now. Just like all of us.” She chuckled. “Anyway, speaking of Sexy Scientist Guy, did Jack get hold of you today? He asked for your phone number. Care to share?”

“Yeah, we texted. I wondered where he got my number. When did he ask for it?” I said, again trying not to show too much interest.

“He called my office today and charmed my assistant into giving it to him. I swear that guy can get practically anything he wants right now. I have people calling my office constantly to book interviews, to schedule promotions, even club owners wanting him there at night. He’s really about to blow up big.” She slurped up more noodles.

“Is he ready for all that? I mean, that’s a lot for someone so young.”

“Yeah, he’s ready. As ready as anyone can be. He has such a good heart, and he’s super smart. We’re working hard to make sure that this stays manageable and he isn’t just being pimped out all around town. Besides, he’s having a great time and we’re getting offers for some interesting projects. That makes him happy,” she replied. “And speaking of having a good time, what’s going on with you two? Don’t play games with me, missy. I know you way too well for that.”

“Holly, I just met him! He seems like a nice kid, and you know I always like meeting the people you represent. He’s a funny guy.” I pushed back from the table and brought my plate over to the sink.

“Yeah, we’ll see,” she said teasingly, following me.

“Holly, if what you say is true, this guy can have anyone in this town, and probably has. With all that fine young tail laid out like a banquet before him, why in the world would he want someone like me? I’m enjoying having a new friend; let’s just leave it at that. Besides, I think he’s a little young for me,” I answered, beginning to get a little agitated and not sure why.

Because you do think he’s too young for you and it’s driving you crazy.

“Okay, snark, settle. You’re telling me you don’t have the tiniest crush on him? Tell the truth, Grace,” she said, cornering me by the dishwasher.

“I don’t have a crush,” I replied. “Well, maybe I have half a crush. I have a ‘cruh,’” I admitted, giggling. “But it’s strictly Joshua-inspired,” I added, knowing that was not entirely true.

“Well, hell—even I have a crush on him that’s Joshua-inspired. How could you not?” She sighed, getting a little goo-goo eyed.

With that, I knew that the discussion was over, and I was anxious to get back to my reading. As we cleaned up the kitchen, we talked about our plans to go dancing with Nick the next night.

Then I grabbed my magazines and took them upstairs with me, telling Holly that I was going to go to bed early. After washing my face, I changed into my favorite old white button-down. I had been sleeping in this shirt since college. I snuggled under my duvet and dove back in, determined to find out what the hell happened to Joshua.
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One thirty A.M.

I was still reading.

I only stopped once, to go downstairs and get some coffee, practically running back upstairs to return to the story. I was now solidly into the series and very engaged. So engaged that I was startled by my phone ringing on the bed next to me. It was Jack . . . sigh.

“Seriously?” I grumbled, trying to hide the delight in my voice.

“Sheridan! Are you up?”

“What if I wasn’t? Do you know what time it is? Some of us sleep at night,” I answered, rolling onto my side.

“You don’t sound like you were sleeping. You sound quite alert, actually, almost stirred up. What are you up to?” he asked. I could hear rustling in the background.

“Well, you caught me. I am up. And I was reading.” I smiled into the phone.

“What are you reading?” he asked.

Shit.

Not wanting to be schooled for reading these stories, my eyes whirled around the room, finally lighting on the other book on my nightstand.

“The History of Salt,” I answered.

“The History of Salt, Grace? Wow, that sounds . . . dreadful. Why the hell are you reading that?” He laughed.

“Hey, it’s really good. Did you know that salt was used as currency throughout history? Many major European cities are founded on or near a salt quarry. This is good information to have,” I retorted, settling into my pillow. I could hear more rustling in the background. “What’re you doing? What’s that sound?” I asked.

“Ever since the other night, I have been craving Chex Mix.”

“Well, save me the Wheat Chex. They’re my favorites.” I giggled, swallowing a yawn.

“So, what should we talk about?” he asked through a mouthful of what I assumed were melba toasts.

“Hey, you initiated this booty call, you tell me. And don’t talk with your mouth full, it’s rude,” I said teasingly.

“Booty call? Is that what you think this is?” he asked with mock outrage.

“Let me clue you in to something, Hamilton. In America, when a guy calls a girl in the middle of the night, especially when they’ve just met, it’s most certainly a booty call,” I said, deadpan.

“I know what a booty call is, Sheridan, and if I understand the term correctly, I’d be expecting to come over and get some, right?” he asked.

“That’s the general idea, yes,” I answered, rolling over onto my stomach, in which butterflies had now taken up permanent residence.

“Well, then that is rather presumptuous of you. Who’s being rude now?” he said, teasing me back, leaving me feeling foolish.

“Eh, I . . . um . . .” I struggled to finish a sentence. I had nothing. There was a long pause.

“Maybe I just called to talk to your booty,” he said finally.

“You are so fucked in the head,” I said, having trouble keeping my laughter contained.

We talked for a few more minutes, then I began to yawn, which he noticed.

“What do you have going on tomorrow?” he asked as I put away my magazine and turned out the lamp on the nightstand.

“Um, not too much. I have yoga in the morning and then I’m meeting up with Holly for coffee and to work on the pieces I’m doing in her showcase.”

Often agents and managers would host showcases for new talent to introduce them to casting directors. Holly held them about twice a year, depending on how deep she was in new talent. She had agreed to bring me on as a client again, and we were in the process of auditioning scene partners for me to work with.

“Oh, are you in that? She mentioned she had something coming up. What time are you meeting her?” he asked.

“I’m stopping by her offices at eleven thirty,” I answered.

“Well, then I’ll let you get some sleep, Sheridan. I enjoyed our booty call. Was it good for you?” He chuckled.

“Oh my, yes.” I laughed. “I don’t think I’ll be able to walk in the morning. It’s a good thing I have yoga. I can work a few things out.”

We said good night and hung up, and I snuggled down deeper into my covers, thinking about Jack. He was funny, twisted, and dangerously cute. My hands found their way to the bottom of my button-down and slipped underneath. My fingers ghosted upward across my stomach until they touched the soft swells of my breasts. I thought about Jack’s lower lip and the way he bit down on it.

Why do his lips turn you on so much?

My nipples immediately hardened as I thought of what he would look like hovering over me and biting down on that very lip. What his hair would feel like as it brushed across my belly as he pressed tiny kisses on his way toward my . . .

Go to sleep, Grace. This is not helping.

My inner schoolteacher interrupted my daydream just as it was getting good. I placed my hands safely above the covers.

I was going to have to get some. And soon.
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I  woke up early and fixed a quick breakfast for Holly and me while she got ready for work. Since my schedule was much freer than hers, I tried to be a good houseguest and I kept her well fed. I mixed up a berry fruit salad and added it to a parfait glass with vanilla yogurt. As she headed down the stairs, I quickly poured her a cup of French-press coffee, with just the right amount of milk and two sugars—exactly the way she liked it.

“Bitch, you are spoiling me. I think I’ll finally need to get a housekeeper when you move out,” she said jokingly, sitting down at the breakfast bar and sipping her perfect coffee.

“That, or get yourself a house husband. Then you can get your house cleaned and your lady bits pleased all in one fell swoop,” I said, beginning to stretch before my yoga class.

“My lady bits wouldn’t know what to do if a man came within two feet.” She sighed, looking sadly at her fruit salad. “Have you talked to your contractor lately? Not that I want you to move out. I love having you here.”

“Yes, in fact I’m heading over to the house on Friday to check on the progress. Seems like things are moving along as planned. I’ll miss being roomies with you, but I’m anxious to be in my own home again,” I replied, thinking fondly of my new house.

I had sold my house back home and was in the process of renovating my new home here. Once I’d made the decision to move back to L.A., I flew out at least once a month to go house hunting with Holly. She was a godsend to me then, doing drive-bys on properties I had seen online so we could maximize our time and avoid looking at crap while I was there.

I had saved my money over the years, not having a lot to spend it on. Added to a sudden windfall in the form of an inheritance from a great-aunt I barely knew, I had enough money to brave the L.A. real estate market. I finally found exactly what I was looking for in a smallish California bungalow off Laurel Canyon. It had great bones and a beautiful old garden that needed a lot of work. I couldn’t wait to move in. I had a contractor and a team of professionals working ’round the clock trying to get it ready for me. Walls had been removed, trees and shrubs cleared, floors refinished; I loved a fixer-upper. I was hoping to be moved in within the next month or so.

“This is good fruit, by the way—farmer’s market?” she asked, spearing a blueberry.

“Yep, I stopped by the other day and stocked up. Speaking of fruit, are we still on for dancing with Nick tonight?” I asked, pulling my hair up into a tight bun on top of my head.

“Oh, yes. I can’t wait to shake this ass all over West Hollywood tonight. I am channeling my inner hag,” she answered, shaking her ass right there in the chair.

“It should be fun, although I’m not allowed to have too much to drink tonight. Cut me off after two. Three tops,” I said.

“That’s a deal. I don’t want to have you lying around like third base all day tomorrow,” she replied, finishing her coffee and grabbing her bag for work.

“No third base, got it. Love you, bitch. See you at eleven thirty,” I said as I put her dishes in the sink.

“You’re a dick. I love you, too,” she shot back, and off she went to work.
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After a grueling yoga class, I showered and got ready at the gym. I changed into a clean pair of black yoga pants and a fresh white camisole, then wrapped a hot-pink tracksuit jacket around my waist and called it good. Holly and I were going out for coffee, so I didn’t feel the need to get dressed up.

Her offices were in a new space off Wilshire. It was near all the museums and the La Brea Tar Pits, close to where we had shared our first apartment. You could even see the E! building from her window. She said it helped her focus during the day.

After parking, I walked through the lobby and made my way up to the fifteenth floor. She had half of the floor, and when I walked into reception I saw Sara, her assistant, standing at the front desk. She was young and pretty and sweet—a bit fluttery, but nice. Speaking of fluttery, she seemed very on edge this morning.

“Hey, Sara,” I said, before she let out a little scream and turned around.

“Oh, Grace! I—I’m so sorry. I didn’t hear you come in. I’m a little out of it today,” she stuttered.

“No problem. What’s going on? You look a little crazed.”

“Do I? Shit, I was trying to play it so cool.” She sighed, sitting down at her desk and then banging her head against it.

“Hey, hey! Stop that! Who is here?”

Sara had a tendency to get a little starstruck. Once a rather famous movie star had come in to take a meeting with Holly, and she freaked all over reception, making an ass of herself. She actually tripped and went headfirst into a potted fern. Holly had been working with her on her self-control, which she needed if she wanted to continue a career in the industry.

I found it funny watching Holly lecture anyone on control, because I had once seen her chase Donnie Wahlberg across a Carl’s Jr. parking lot to get an autograph. New Kids were definitely her Achilles’ heel.

“Your new boyfriend, that’s who’s here! I almost died when he asked for your phone number the other day. How the hell did you land Jack Hamilton?” she asked incredulously.

I groaned. Damn it, you really have to start wearing nicer clothes when you come in here.

“First of all, I did not ‘land’ anything. Nothing has been landed on, no one is landing anything. Second of all, I barely know him.” I tried not to look too conspicuous as I ran my hand through my hair, fluffing up my ponytail.

“Sheridan, I’m hurt. Did my booty call mean so little to you?” a ridiculously lovely voice said from behind me.

Sara silently mouthed, “Booty call?” and I shook my head.

“Shut it,” I mouthed back, and turned.

Fuck, he’s pretty.

Jack was wearing light-colored jeans with the same Doc Martens he’d had on the other night. His white T-shirt and gray sweater were tight enough that I could see his lean yet firm build underneath, but slouchy enough that it didn’t look like he was trying. Thankfully, he wasn’t wearing the demon ball cap, and those curls were begging me to run my fingers through them. Actually begging.

He grinned at me unabashedly, and I couldn’t help but grin back.

“Huh. Fancy meeting you here,” I said teasingly. “I recall telling you that I had a meeting with Holly this morning. Coincidence?”

“Sheridan, that’s rubbish. Are you insinuating that I only came here in the hopes of running into you? I happen to have had an appointment as well,” he said, taunting me.

“That’s crap, you stalker,” I said, deadpan, moving in closer to him.

“Really, I have an appointment. Ask Sara to check her book.”

I looked to Sara, who was watching this little exchange with the same interest she usually reserved for reality TV.

“It’s true, Grace. He had the appointment right before you,” she replied, trying not to get worked up again with him so close to her.

I knew the feeling. Jack shot me a cocky half grin, thinking he’d won this round.

“Sara, when did he book this appointment?” I asked, not taking my eyes off Jack, who suddenly looked at Sara in conspiratorial panic.

“Um, let’s see. There was an e-mail from him this morning when I turned on my computer,” she answered, still looking dazed.

“What time was that e-mail sent?” I asked with my own cocky grin beginning to form across my face.

Sara clicked around a few times and then said, “Two-oh-seven A.M.”

“Shit,” Jack said quietly while I laughed aloud.

“I knew it! You are so busted, Hamilton!” I cried, inwardly dancing like an imbecile.

He totally came up here to see you. Girl, you are on.

He laughed and ran his hands through his hair, biting down on that damnable lower lip as I heard Sara gasp audibly. I had trouble controlling myself as well. He was that hot.

He grinned sheepishly and said, “Okay, you caught me. I wanted to see you. Is that so terrible? I’m bored, and you’re fascinating.” He was smiling, but I swear I saw a look of nervousness flit across his face.

“Well, I’m glad I can amuse you. You’re mildly entertaining to me, as well. Although, as Holly can attest, I can become a lot to take,” I replied, suddenly becoming shy. Sara had answered a phone call during our latest round of banter, and I found myself alone with him.

I was very aware that our only physical contact so far had been two handshakes and a perfunctory rubdown through a towel when he was helping me to dry off. I wanted contact.

“I somehow doubt that, Sheridan. In any case, I’m quite sure I can handle it,” he said, moving slightly closer.

If I weren’t so conscious of where he was in relation to me, I probably wouldn’t have noticed it. Nevertheless, every single molecule, every particle, every speck of matter between us had begun to hum, and I was aware of everything. I knew exactly where he was.

Keep moving over here, sweetie, keep moving.

“I don’t think you realize how nuts I actually am. And no one ‘handles’ me, Hamilton,” I said tauntingly, creeping infinitesimally closer to him. Now I was the one on the move.

“I think you’re the right kind of nuts. I like girls who are nuts.”

I could literally feel his eyes on me. I could feel them moving across my body. I watched as his lips pushed his words out, watched the tip of his tongue slide gently across his lower lip as he punctuated his sentence. He cocked his head slightly to the side and as he raised his right hand to his head to run his fingers through his hair, I finally noticed his hands, his fingers.

Holy Lord, look at his hands. Good. Night. Nurse.

The tension was so thick in the room, it was too much. He was too much. I couldn’t take the pressure, so I panicked. Sexy and in-control Grace left, and twelve-year-old-dork Grace took her place.

“Heh heh, you said nuts.” It burst out of me. My self-edit button was now turned off for good.

I began to giggle uncontrollably as I watched his face scrunch up. My giggles turned into chortles, then guffaws, and finally full-on belly laughs—the kind where you look more in pain than anything else. I was completely into the ugly-laugh stage. Thankfully, he joined in.

I grabbed on to him, almost losing my balance. I was laughing so hard I was seeing stars, and about the same time Jack started wiping tears away from his face, I could feel mine fall as well.

When we finally began to settle down, I noticed he was staring at me with a look of contentment. The kind you only get after a truly great laugh.

“Oh man, you really are nuts.” He sighed.

“Don’t start. I can’t handle another fit like that.” I began to giggle again and then squelched it down. We stared at each other for a long moment, our breath still coming fast from the insanity of what had just happened. And not just the laughing.

Sara came out from the inner offices and said, “Grace, Holly is just finishing up on a call, but she said to come on back.”

Holly? Who’s Holly? Oh, right . . .

I turned back to Jack. “Well, it’s been—” I’d started to say when he interrupted me.

“Huh-uh. You have a meeting with Holly for coffee right?” he asked.

“Yeah, why?”

“I’m staying right here, and when you’re done, you and I are going for a drive,” he stated, rather than asked.

“Yes,” I answered, not even bothering to try to come up with something witty. I started for Holly’s office but then stopped to look back. Jack was settling himself down on the couch, getting out his iPod.

“I’m not going anywhere, Sheridan. Now, get your ass in there and take your meeting,” he commanded with that sexy half grin. He was serious.

“Okay,” was all I could come up with as I continued toward Holly’s office, totally dazed and confused.

You are so in over your head.
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I walked down the hall, trying to regain my focus. Holly knew me too well, and if she saw me at all flustered, she would give me hell. I composed my face and pushed the office door open.

“So, are you two fucking yet?” she asked, a telltale grin on her face.

Heat burned across me with the image of Jack underneath me, face flushed with passion, that same sexy grin on his lips as he said my name. I quickly recovered and sat down.

“Who am I allegedly fucking?” I asked, trying to play it off.

“Please, who do you think you’re talking to? I just spent thirty minutes with him, dancing around the issue of Grace Sheridan. He’s so transparent. He likes you. He thinks you’re ‘cool,’” she answered, using air quotes.

“I am cool, but that’s beside the point. Did he say anything else?”

“No, except that when I mentioned that I had a meeting with you today he seemed to already know about it. Now, how would he know that, Grace?” she said teasingly.

“He might have called me last night,” I answered.

“And what time did he call?” she asked, eyeing me carefully.

“Um, it was about one thirty this morning,” I said, almost under my breath.

“No way! That’s a booty call. I knew it!” she yelled as I attempted to shush her.

“Shut up! He’ll hear you,” I whispered.

Her eyes got wide. “He’s still here? Why?”

“He asked me if I wanted to go for a drive after I was done with you, and I said yes,” I said quietly, wishing I were anywhere but there. She was going to tease me mercilessly about this. My new friend and me. My much younger new friend. She didn’t tease, though.

“I think that’s great, Grace. Have fun . . . just be careful. The press is starting to really ramp up lately with him, and his fans are beginning to seek him out. You’ll see,” she said, warning me. “Enough of that. Let’s order up some coffee and get started on your showcase piece.”

She pushed the speaker button on the office intercom and we could hear Sara giggling. “Hey, Sara, can you make a run to Starbucks for us?” she asked, rolling her eyes kindly at the giggles.

“Sure, Holly, what did you want?” she asked, her voice high. She was obviously still losing her mind out there over Mr. Hamilton.

You might be losing your mind, too.

“Grande soy caramel macchiato for me. What do you want, Grace?” she asked.

“Tall nonfat, no-whip iced mocha with three sugars please,” I shouted over the intercom.

“Doesn’t anyone just get regular coffee anymore?” I heard Jack grumble in the background.

“Quiet, Brit boy,” Holly said, “or I will make sure you get cast in High School Musical 4: Electric Boogaloo.”

I laughed loudly and then heard Jack say, “I might need to rethink my representation.”

We worked for about an hour, planning which scenes I was going to do. My scene partner would be another actor she was representing, and we were doing a scene from a film that hadn’t even been released yet, where the two characters kiss for the first time and change the trajectory of their relationship forever. It was intense and sweet, and I thought we would do it justice. The second scene was between a couple going through a messy divorce, and it was full of tension and drama. The two scenes did exactly what a showcase should do, highlighting the emotional range that an actor was capable of.

We had yet to choose the songs, but I had a few in mind. Holly and I agreed to discuss it again later that night after I had narrowed my choices down. As we finished up I was reminded of the treat that was waiting for me out in reception, and my heart sped up a little. We walked out toward where we could hear Sara, who was still giggling, for God’s sake, and I looked at Jack. He was still sitting on the couch, listening to his music, exactly where I had left him. He looked up as we walked out and he smiled at me, standing to walk over.

“Gee, Jack, what are you still doing here?” Holly asked him directly as I blushed behind her.

“I’m trying to chat up your friend here. And don’t pretend you don’t know everything already. I could hear you two cackling in there,” he said, placing an arm around my shoulders and pulling me toward the door.

“See you at home!” I said to Holly as we walked out, leaving Sara and her wide eyes behind. She had finally stopped giggling.

“Don’t forget we have a date with our gay tonight, Grace!” Holly called after me as the door swung shut.

Once we were in the elevator lobby, he dropped his arm and leaned against the wall, looking at me. “So, what do you feel like doing?”

“Hey, man, this was your idea. I thought we were going for a drive,” I said as we entered the elevator. He pushed the button for the ground floor and turned to me. We were alone in the elevator and I began to feel the tension from earlier building again.

“Well, we can, but I have to warn you. I have kind of a shit car. I only bought it because you can’t not have a car in L.A. We should probably take yours,” he said, smiling slightly.

“You asked me to go for a drive and now you want to take my car? What the hell, Hamilton?” I laughed as the elevator dinged open. “Come on,” I said, walking in the direction of my car. My black convertible was parked at the end of the row and we walked toward it.

“Did you have a place in mind where you wanted to go?” I asked, tossing him the keys.

“You want me to drive?”

“Yep, this is your party. Where are we going?”

“Santa Barbara?” He grinned back.

“Nope, I can’t leave the greater Los Angeles area.” I laughed, thinking there was nothing in the world I would have liked more than to drive to Santa Barbara with him.

“Well, how about we drive Sunset to PCH and then grab some lunch? Sound good?” he asked, starting the car.

“Yes, I love driving Sunset, especially once we get past Hollywood. Top up or down?” I asked, my finger on the button. He looked at me, turning the full force of his green eyes on me.

“Top definitely down,” he said as his eyes left mine, moving lower across my body and then finally back up to mine. I let my breath out in a slow whoosh.

Damn.

“Whatever you want, Hamilton,” I said quietly, my heart struggling to return to normal. This guy had yet to hug me, hold my hand, even touch me, really, and with his eyes alone he had me coming apart at the seams.

“I’ll remember that, Grace.” He smiled sexily.

Double damn.
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As Jack and I rode through the streets of L.A., we began the process of actually getting to know each other past all the banter. We talked about how long he had been in California and whether he preferred it to London. He didn’t. I asked him about the film that was coming out in just a few months, pretending that I still knew nothing about the story. He gave me the CliffsNotes version. I prayed silently that he wouldn’t reveal anything that happened late in the series, as I was only about halfway done. I’d have to get on that.

Jack had been working in the industry for just a few years, having been spotted in London one day by a casting director. He auditioned for a small role in a movie for the BBC and then began working in independent films. After he landed some breakout roles in a few high-profile films, Hollywood had come calling. Being cast as the lead in Time had quickly made him an official “star on the rise” and “one to watch.” He called it all “rubbish.” He loved acting, but I got the sense that he could have walked away from it all and been happy working on a set somewhere in London’s West End.

As Sunset wound through Brentwood toward the Pacific Palisades, we moved on to other matters. I learned he had two older brothers and that he had lost his mom to cancer when he was only sixteen. His father was still in London, but one of his brothers was now living here in the States, working for the embassy in Washington, DC.

We both liked dogs and cats equally. We discussed the last few movies we had seen and whether we liked the current president, and I discovered that we shared a mutual love of Tina Fey. We laughed as we talked about our favorite sitcoms and argued about whether the UK or U.S. version of The Office was better. I thought he secretly preferred the U.S. cast, but being a proud Londoner, he could never admit that.

As we talked, I found him to be delightful. He was charming and funny, yes, but he was also very intelligent. He seemed interested in what I had to say as well, and I couldn’t remember the last time I’d enjoyed talking to a guy more.

I had plugged my iPod in when we first took off, and we’d been so busy talking that I hadn’t even turned it on. I selected my favorite “driving” playlist and turned up the stereo. When the first song came on, he looked at me curiously.

“What made you turn this song on?” he asked, moving his eyes back to the road, which was beginning to get curvier as we got closer to the mountains.

“Oh, this is one of my all-time favorites. This is my driving playlist, for when I just want to relax. Do you like it?” I asked, tucking my feet underneath me on the seat as I settled back.

He didn’t answer but smiled at me.

I pulled on my ponytail, letting my hair spill out behind me and get picked up by the breeze. I could feel myself begin to relax further and a slow grin spread across my face.

“This song never ceases to make me happy. If I had a top-five song list, this would be on it.” I leaned my head back against the leather seat and let “Into the Mystic” pour over me.

I began to sing as we drove. I could never resist this song. I sang along, keeping my eyes closed as I let my hand trail along in the wind. The sun was shining perfectly, warming my skin and making little patterns on the insides of my eyelids. It was one of those moments when you find yourself and your own little world in perfect harmony. I was content.

I could feel Jack’s eyes on me, and when the song was over, I looked at him. The sunlight had caught his hair and was bouncing shades of blond, wheat, toffee, and vanilla around him. His eyes were burning green as he watched me. He hadn’t spoken since the song came on. He looked at me for so long that I began to get a little self-conscious about my singing. Not everyone was a sing-along-in-the-car kind of person.

“Sorry, I tend to get a little carried away,” I said.

He took his right hand off the steering wheel and placed it on my arm. “Shh,” he said softly. “That was lovely, Grace.” He smiled sweetly as he lightly traced shapes on my skin.

Okay, look. Whenever I hear people say that they felt “sparks,” I usually think it’s a load of poo. I mean, I’ve felt attraction to people, sure, and I’ve even felt some instant lust. But sparks? Please.

Then he touched my skin. Purposefully. Pointedly. Nowhere near platonically.

Sparks. Sparks. Sparks. Hot sparks. Flashing sparks. Lightning-bolt sparks. Hal Sparks? Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, sparks.

We were at the end of Sunset Boulevard where it meets the Pacific Coast Highway. I pulled my gaze away from his and looked across to the Pacific crashing against the sand.

“End of the road, Grace. Where do we go from here?” he asked gently, still touching my arm.

“Gladstones,” I croaked out, my breath catching in my throat.

“Where?” he asked, snapping out of his own reverie.

“Gladstones,” I said again, pointing to the restaurant on the other side of the PCH. “I need to eat.”

My breathing was finally coming under control again, and he chuckled a little as he followed my finger. “Well, then, let’s get you fed.”
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Gladstones is one of my favorite restaurants, and although it’s a little touristy, it is perfectly so. It’s an indoor/outdoor restaurant, with a worn plank floor and concrete benches to sit on outside. We chose to do just that and had the entire Pacific Ocean as our backdrop. I ordered a beer immediately, which Jack joined me in as we continued to smile at each other. I know I must have looked like I had fallen asleep with a hanger in my mouth. I could still feel his hand on my arm, as if it had burned an impression there.

Our server came back with our beers and we ordered our lunch. As it was a seafood restaurant, I always got the she-crab soup and the coconut shrimp. I’d been ordering the exact same meal for years. Even when I came back to visit, I’d always made Holly bring me here.

After the waitress finished taking our order, Jack raised his glass of Killian’s Irish Red to me and said, “To Van Morrison, and the sexiest version of ‘Into the Mystic’ I’ve ever heard.”

I blushed a little. “Well, thank you, sir. But you’re really in for it if a U2 song ever comes on the radio. I really lose control when I’m subjected to the Edge,” I admitted.

“Then here’s to me finding more ways to make you lose control,” he said with a wink.

Before I had a chance to respond to that little nugget, I saw his eyes flick up behind me. I turned and noticed two women, a little older than I was.

They wore the same expression Sara had had on that morning. They began to approach us, both giggling, neither wanting to be the first to say something. Finally the bolder of the two stepped forward and said, “Hi, are you Joshua—I mean, Jack Hamilton?”

Jack began to blush. “Yes, how are you? What’s your name?”

“Wow, I’m Claudia and this is Michelle. Can we take your picture?” she said, the words rushing out.

“Sure, of course.” He smiled as they clicked away merrily.

The two women paid no attention to me. They were caught up with their Super-Sexy Scientist Guy.

He chatted with them for a moment and then the forward one said, “Okay, enough. We’ll let you eat your lunch now. Thank you so much. You don’t know how much we, uh, I mean, uh, bye!” she said, turning quickly and then marching them away. They had barely made it twenty feet before the screaming started.

“Oh, man, you really are a hit with the womenfolk, huh?” I said teasingly, taking a sip of my beer. When it was just us, it was easy to forget that all signs were pointing toward his becoming a major Hollywood player by the end of the year.

“Yeah, yeah. The ladies, they love me. What can I say?” He shrugged.

“Ass,” I stated as the server brought our lunch. Then we slipped back into our comfortable conversation; the fans had broken the tension that had been building all day.
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After sitting and watching the waves for a while, we decided to take a walk before heading back into town. Malibu was always beautiful, and this day was no exception. I held my sneakers in my hand as we walked along the water.

“This is really a Hallmark moment, Hamilton. Walking on the beach, sunshine, seagulls. It’s freaking perfect,” I said, glancing at him sideways. He was silhouetted against the horizon, the sun highlighting the exquisite planes of his face.

“If it was perfect, we’d be rolling around on the sand together, kissing like mad.”

I stopped walking and looked him straight in the eye. Then I lay down on the sand and began to roll myself back and forth.

He closed his eyes and tilted his face to the sky. “Fucking nuts girl.” He sighed.

“Come on, big boy, get down here and roll with me. I can’t do this alone. Someone will call Baywatch and tell them there’s a girl on the beach having some kind of fit.” I snickered, getting covered in sand.

He laughed and joined me, wordlessly rolling back and forth, making me laugh harder. It was so easy, so authentic, being with him. We both stopped and lay on our backs next to each other, looking up at the sky. The sun was out over the ocean, and I raised my legs. Pointing my toes, I covered up the sun with my feet and then moved them apart to reveal it again. I did this several times; then I noticed that Jack was staring at my legs. My yoga pants had slid down toward my thighs, revealing the skin above my knees.

Thank you, God, for the shaving reminder this morning.

He rolled onto his side, propping his head up on his arm. I looked at him but kept my legs in the air, toes pointed toward the sky.

“See something you like, Hamilton?” I retorted, waiting for his witty response.

“You have no idea,” he answered softly, his tone making my legs stop in midair. I brought them back down and rolled onto my side as well, facing him.

“I have some idea,” I said, dragging my fingers through the soft sand between us. His hand began to creep toward mine. My heart stopped, then started up again, crazy fast.

“I was wondering about something,” he said.

“Yes?”

“Did you know that U2 is one of my favorite bands? I mean, like, my absolute favorite band?” His hand was dangerously close to mine.

“How would I know that? I just met you.” I picked up a shell to examine it, then put it down, my hand landing closer to his.

“There’s all kinds of stuff on the Internet about me lately. You could’ve Googled it.” He moved his hand closer still. I could feel the energy between us begin to hum again.

“I think that you should go Google yourself, Brit boy. I’m not interested in Googling you.” I frowned, moving my hand back toward me slightly.

“Are you intrigued by film stars?”

“Not particularly,” I lied. Only one . . .

“Are you intrigued by romantic beachside gestures?” he asked, moving his fingers an inch away from mine.

“Nope,” I said, barely breathing. His eyes were actually smoldering as they looked deeply into mine. A lock of hair had fallen over his forehead, and I was aching to sweep it back.

“Would you be intrigued by a film star who wanted to kiss you?” he breathed, his fingers finally touching mine.

I paused as I looked back at him, almost panting. “Mm-hmm,” I whispered.

Holy shit. Holy shit. Holy shit.

His eyes were heavy as he gazed into mine. He closed the distance between us and his hand came up to my cheek. I could feel the sand clinging to his fingers graze my skin, and it was cool. I was not.

As he cupped my face gently all I could focus on were the perfect, soft-looking lips that were about to touch mine. I moved in to meet him and then closed my eyes. I knew if I had to look at him right now, I would lose my nerve.

I felt him even before I felt his lips. The energy between us shifted, and I knew exactly where he was. The instant before his lips met mine, I could tell that he was about to deliver a kiss that would stun me stupid.

It was soft and sweet. It was tentative and deliberate all at the same time. He kissed me once, then again, and then a third time, with a little more grrr behind it. His scent, which up until now I had somehow overlooked, filled my nostrils. He smelled like sand and sun and sweat, mixed with chocolate and smoke. Not icky cigarette smoke, but warm pipe tobacco and chimney smoke all rolled into one.

Sweet Jesus, he’s like your own personal s’more.

The combination was seriously messing with my head, as well as making my pants feel excessively confining. We broke apart and just looked at each other. I inclined my forehead to rest against his. Frankly, I needed the prop—I was spinning.

He smiled first, and I answered back with my own.

“Did you feel that?” he asked, concern crossing his face.

“Yeah, I felt it. You too?” I answered, flirting back.

“No. I mean, yes, obviously I felt that—but didn’t you feel that hit your head?” He began to grin broadly.

“What are you talking about?” I asked, raising my hand up to my hair.

“Grace, a seagull just shit on your head,” he stated, beginning to shake.

“What?” I shouted, springing up to run in circles.

Of course a seagull shit on my head.

His laughter rang out down the beach.
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Repeated rinses in the Gladstones bathroom and a roll of paper towels later, I emerged ready to face whatever was coming, and I knew there would be no mercy shown.

Jack’s face lit up when he saw me. “Nice do, Sheridan,” he said jokingly.

I had attempted to dry it with the hand blower, resulting in sticky strands radiating outward from my mortified face.

“Keep your fucking mouth shut, or I will kick you next time I’m wearing pointy shoes,” I said, noticing how the waitstaff was struggling not to laugh. Obviously, Jack had clued them in to what had happened with the seagull. And I knew then that he would never let this go.

I had started walking toward the parking lot when I heard one of the waiters say, “Miss? You forgot your doggy bag!”

Don’t forget your leftover coconut shrimp. You’ll want that tonight at about midnight.

Never one to pass on food, I turned back around—and noticed that it was wrapped not in the traditional aluminum swan shape but in the shape of a mother-loving seagull.

Blast it.

The entire staff started laughing aloud while Jack laughed harder. I sweetly smiled and took my shrimp, then informed him where he could stick his seagull. He shook his head and walked with me out to the car; he was heading toward the driver’s side when I stopped him.

“Oh, no, fucko. Driving privileges are revoked. Keys, please.” I motioned with my hand as he withdrew them from his pocket.

“Oh, come on, Sheridan. That was hilarious! You’ll tell that story for the rest of your life. That was pure comedy. You can’t write shit like that!” He pleaded with me, handing me my keys and sinking into the passenger seat. “I can’t believe you’re pouting. You know bloody well if this happened to someone else, you’d be in hysterics on the floor.”

“Listen, Johnny Bite-Down.” I turned to him. “While I admit it would be slightly funny if it was someone else, it wasn’t. It was me. And until I have showered or removed my head from my body, or both, let’s not discuss it.” I peeled out of the parking lot and headed back toward Sunset.

We were both quiet for a moment, then I added, “Well, maybe it’s more than slightly funny. But now I am gross and defiled. I feel violated.”

“Hell, if it’s defilement and violation you want, I can think of a few things—wait, what did you call me? Johnny Bite-Down?” He turned to look at me.

“Please, like you don’t know how hot it makes you look! You with your biting down on your lower lip, and your accent and your curly hair. You look like you’re gonna throw me up against the wall and make me scream your name!” I shouted, all the adrenaline from the day pumping through me and flying out of my mouth.

Too much, too much! Man down, man down!

He sat there looking stunned at my outburst. I fumbled with the stereo, trying to plug my iPod back in, while I chanced another look at him. He looked confused now but was smiling.

“That might have been the hottest thing anyone has ever said to me,” he stated.

“Well, I say hot things when I have poo hair,” I replied with a smile, trying to defuse the situation. I was still struggling with my iPod.

“Can I help you with that?” he asked.

“I can’t get this into the little hole,” I answered.

“That’s what she said,” we said at the same time, then stared at each other.

“You might be the most perfect girl I have ever met!” He looked at me in amazement.

“Perfection will cost you, pretty boy,” I said brightly as I sped back into the city.

He selected a song, and we danced in our seats the rest of the way home.
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When we got back to Holly’s office I turned into the garage.

“Aren’t you glad we took your car?” he asked, nodding toward his car. The old MG looked like it was held together with string.

“Well, I suppose. Although, other than the seagull poo, this was a great day. Whose car we took wouldn’t have changed that,” I replied, allowing myself a small moment of honesty.

He turned his entire body toward me. “It was a great day. I’m so glad we did this . . . no jokes. It was great.”

The structured walls of our banter were coming down, and the deafening roar of pheromones was beginning to seep through. You can’t fight chemistry.

“So, you have a date with your gay, if I heard Holly correctly?” he asked.

I shook my head for a moment, trying to remember. “Oh, my gay! Yes, we’re going out dancing with Nick. You remember him from the other night, right? He’s head of your West Hollywood fan base. You know you’re hot when you cross over into that crowd,” I said teasingly.

“Yes, that’s what I hear.” He laughed.

We were quiet for a moment. I was thinking of that kiss and whether I had the right to ask for another one. I needed another hit of Hamilton. I didn’t want him to go, and he didn’t seem to want to, either. However, I knew I needed to get home and get ready for tonight.

“Call me tomorrow?” I asked tentatively. His fingers came up to brush my cheek, and I leaned into his hand without knowing I would do it, until I did.

“You can count on that, Grace,” he answered, his fingers sweeping softly over my lips.

I kissed his fingertips lightly and then smiled. “Okay, now get out of my car, Johnny Bite-Down,” I joked.

His face fell. “You will be the death of me, Sheridan. I can already tell.” He sighed, unfolding his long legs to get out.

“Yes, but it will be a good death. I’ll be gentle. You won’t even know I’m coming.”

He turned back and grinned. “That’s what she said.”

Perfection.

“Oh, and Grace?” he said, walking toward his car. He stopped when he reached it and leaned back against the door. “I will definitely know when you’re coming. And so will you,” he said, biting down on that lower lip.

Fucking perfection.

I found my chin somewhere in my lap and attempted to drive home. I ran two stop signs and almost hit a Pomeranian.
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When I arrived at Holly’s house it was almost six, and I wanted to make us some dinner before going out for our ass-shakery. She had a fantastic kitchen, with a professional range and Sub-Zero fridge. I indulged my inner chef whenever possible.

Since Holly wasn’t home yet I put two glasses in the freezer to chill for cocktails, then paced between the pantry and the fridge, taking out everything I needed. Opening a can of San Marzano tomatoes, I drained them in a colander and then put a pot of water on the stove to boil. Then I rinsed off some fresh spinach and dumped it into the salad spinner to dry while I sliced and grilled some good Italian bread, rubbing it with garlic for crostini.

When Holly walked in, I was frantically chopping onions on the cutting board with tears streaming down my face.

“Grace, it’s fine. Don’t get all choked up. I’m home now,” she stated dramatically.

“Funny, Holls, funny. Cocktail?” I asked, gesturing toward the fridge.

“Are you offering or asking me to make one?” she asked, already on her way.

“Asking, obviously. Extra dirty please,” I replied as she grabbed the vodka and olives.

“Something smells good—what the hell happened to your hair?” she inquired, stopping to take a closer look. I hadn’t had time to shower yet, and my hair was still in orbit from the beach/poo incident.

“You don’t want to know, but I’ll tell you later.” I sighed, thinking about the heaven that had been happening right before the shit hit the fan.

Are you technically a fan? Hi-yo! Bah-dum-bum.

“Never mind, I’ll let it remain a mystery,” she replied, sitting down across from me at the counter. “So, how is the British invasion going? Has he invaded your hoo-ha yet?”

Sweet lord.

“How long have you been waiting to use that one?” I asked, staring at her.

“Just since this afternoon, I swear,” she said. “Things went well, though, I take it?”

“Yeah, it was good. And no hoo-ha has been invaded.” I gestured with my knife, pointing it at her.

“Really? You’re losing your touch, missy.”

“If I may remind you, Slutty Slutterson, I only met him a few days ago. That’s hardly enough time to let anyone invade anything,” I scolded her, dropping the pasta in the pot with a big handful of kosher salt. Giada would have been proud.

“And if I may remind you of a certain night in New York City—New Year’s Eve, I believe it was . . . ,” she said, scolding me back.

“No, you may not remind me. That was a long time ago.”

“Really, Grace, in a bathroom at the Marriott Marquis . . . for shame.” She shook her finger at me.

“Enough! You wanna go? You wanna go?” I said. “Graduation? Nicholas Rabinowitz . . . and his girlfriend?”

That shut her up fast.

“Truce?” she huffed, eyeing me warily.

“Truce,” I said in agreement, offering her my olive.

“Olive juice,” she said.

“Olive juice, too, ya little fruitcake,” I said, adding oil to the pan and lightly browning some garlic.

“Hmm, so no invasion yet. But how did the afternoon go?” she asked, stealing a tomato out of the bowl.

“Hey, you’ll spoil your dinner! And today was . . . wow,” I said, closing my eyes briefly.

“That good, huh? Where did you go?” she asked, taking the opportunity to grab another tomato, as I noticed when my eyes opened again.

“We drove Sunset all the way to the beach and then had lunch at Gladstones. I saw that, by the way,” I said, chiding her for her tomato thievery.

“And then what happened?” She leaned forward on her stool.

“Then we walked on the beach and we talked and laughed and lay on the sand, andthenhekissedmeandaseagullshitonmyhead.” I rushed through the last part, holding my breath to see which admission would get the loudest scream.

I was surprised when I heard, “He kissed you! Fuck me, Grace, you just made out on a freaking beach with Super-Sexy Scientist Guy!” She launched herself across the cooktop and hugged me, coming dangerously close to lighting herself on fire.

“Hey, hey, watch yourself! Be careful, please. I want to go dancing tonight, not to the burn unit!” I shouted, untangling her arms from around my neck and scooting her safely back across to her side of the counter. “He’s not Joshua. He’s Jack. And he’s damn fine,” I said, pressing my lips together, trying not to scream myself. “And we didn’t technically make out. We kissed.”

“Tongue?”

“No tongue . . . not yet.” I waggled my eyebrows at her. She continued to watch me in amazement. I could tell she was beside herself that her best friend was getting some play.

“The thing is, though, I don’t get it. I mean, I’m nine years older than he is,” I grumbled.

Yep, I had done the math.

“So? He clearly doesn’t care about you being an old bag,” she said teasingly.

“No, seriously. He’s cool and all, and we have a good time together. And fuck, there are some powerful sex vibes being thrown back and forth, but come on! He’s going to realize any second that this is crazy.” I stirred the sauce vigorously, finally giving voice to my concerns.

“He seems to like crazy, and you definitely fit that bill. Besides, I don’t know who you think you’re convincing here. I’ve seen some of the guys you were dating before you moved back out here. They were all younger than you,” she said, challenging me.

“That wasn’t dating, that was eight years of sexual frustration exploding and landing on pretty boys.” I smiled, thinking about Trevor, my trainer at the gym.

Mmm, remember when he had you work on your core strength by making you balance on the exercise ball, while his mouth worked on your—

“Grace, the pasta is done,” she said, interrupting my thoughts. “Take it out before it gets soft.”

“That’s what she said,” I muttered, smiling to myself. Maybe I could handle this after all.

“Wait a minute! You just cooked me dinner with bird shit in your hair?”

Oops.
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After dinner, I let Holly clean up the kitchen while I went to take a shower. After washing my hair three times in scalding water, I exfoliated myself in all the places that needed exfoliating and was shaving my armpits when I heard Holly come into my bathroom.

I peered through the frosted glass at her. “What the hell? You here for a peep show?”

“I couldn’t wait to show you this. Look what’s on the Internet,” she said, mischief in her voice. I opened the door slightly and looked at her laptop. It was on the TMZ home page.

It was Jack and me at lunch. He was laughing, hand in his hair and leaning toward me. I was glaring at him, pointing with a shrimp.

I remembered this moment. He had just told me I had a bat in the cave.

The caption below the picture said: “New heartthrob Jack Hamilton, caught at the beach with an unidentified redhead. Is this the new lady in his life?”

The next few pictures were of Jack and the two women who had approached him. Those bitches sold his pictures to make a buck!

“Are you kidding me?” I said angrily, rinsing off my razor and attacking my underarm.

Mistake!

“Hey, what did you expect? I told you, he’s getting more and more popular by the day. You should see all the websites devoted to him. This is nothing,” she said, pulling her phone out of her pocket.

“Who are you calling? Shit,” I moaned, shampoo running in my eye.

“Who do you think? It’s time to call the Brit,” she answered.

“Wait, wait! Don’t call him!” I pleaded, trying to stop the flow of blood from my underarm and the flow of bubbles directly into my eyeball. Not my prettiest moment.

“Too late . . . Hi, Jack! It’s Holly. Listen, just had to let you know you’re on TMZ again . . . Yep, I’m looking at it right now. Yep, it’s you and Grace at the beach . . . No, you’re not rolling in the sand, you’re eating lunch. Wait, when were you rolling in the sand? I didn’t hear about that part.” She moved the phone away from her mouth and yelled, “You didn’t tell me about the rolling in the sand, Grace. I’m hurt you skipped over that. All I heard about was the kiss!” She loved her life right now.

Mortified, I slid down the wall of the shower and let the water beat down on me. I was an unidentified redhead with a British addiction. Moreover, my best friend was delighting in it.

“Yeah, she’s right here. She’s in the shower, in fact . . . Oh, Jack! I told Grace the funniest joke about the British invading her hoo—Wait, what? . . . Hold on . . . Grace, Jack would like you to know that he’s seen the pictures, and he thinks you were pointing that shrimp at him far too aggressively . . . No, she isn’t acknowledging you. She’s now banging her head against the shower tiles . . . Oops, now she’s glaring at me . . . she’s turning off the shower, Jack . . . she’s coming toward me . . . she’s naked, Jack . . . and angry . . . she’s naked and angry, Jack . . . you would probably love angry, naked Grace. It’s something to see. She’s hitting me, Jack . . . I think she’s going to take the phone away from—”

Silence.

I stood over Holly, one hand holding the phone and the other over her mouth.

“You will be quiet, starting now,” I stated in a low voice.

She nodded her head, her eyes wide. Then she licked my hand in an attempt to throw me off.

I could hear Jack laughing maniacally over the phone.

“Hi, Jack. Things are under control here now. Can I call you back in a few minutes?” I asked, tightening my grip on Holly’s mouth.

“Are you really naked? Like, all kinds of naked?” he asked in between wheezes.

“All kinds of naked. And wet. That should be enough to tide you over for a few minutes. I’ll call you right back.”

“Jesus, wet? Wait, Sheridan, wait!” I heard him say as I hung up the phone.

“Nice touch with the naked and wet,” Holly mumbled through my hand.

“Yeah, I thought so, too,” I answered, smacking her with my loofah.
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A little while later I sat on my bed in my robe, looking at my laptop. I had seen the pictures several times now. I looked sassy. I looked sexy.

You looked gooood.

I did look good. I dialed the phone.

“I can’t believe you hung up on me after giving me that kind of visual. You little cock tease,” he grumbled. His voice was low and thick.

If I could have heard Jack Hamilton say one word for the rest of my life, it would have been cock.

“I had an ass to kick. I saw the pictures. Sorry about that,” I said.

“Why are you apologizing? I should’ve warned you about that. That isn’t the first time this has happened.”

“Yeah, Holly mentioned that things were beginning to get a little crazy for you. You okay with that?” I asked, leaning back onto the pillows.

“It’s not too bad. I mean, meeting people who are fans of the stories is actually cool. It’s weird, though. If they only knew how boring I actually am, they wouldn’t be interested.”

“I don’t think you’re boring. I find you quite . . . stimulating, in fact,” I answered.

“Really? What exactly do you find stimulating?” he inquired.

“Well, right now it’s your voice. That damn accent is driving me crazy,” I breathed into the phone. This had gone from innocent to sexpot fast.

“It’s always the accent that drives you American women crazy. I’d no idea you fancied it, too.”

“Oooh, ‘fancied it.’ Say more like that,” I begged, smiling.

“Like what, Grace?”

“Talk British to me,” I whispered, only half joking.

“Dustbins.”

“More,” I said encouragingly.

“Crumpets.”

“More!” I demanded.

“Knickers.”

If I could have heard Jack Hamilton say a second word for the rest of my life, it would have been knickers.

“Say ‘put another shrimp on the barbie’!” I cried.

“Grace, that’s Australian,” he said chidingly.

“Say it!”

“Fine. Put another shrimp on the barbie. Bloody hell,” he muttered.

“Aaaahhhhhhh!” I screamed into the phone. Holly was passing by my room and rolled her eyes. I grinned at her.

“Are you quite finished now?” he asked.

“Oh, my, yes. That was great. Thank you for that,” I giggled.

“Anything for my unidentified redhead.”

His unidentified redhead? Damn skippy.

“So, what do you have planned for the evening?” I asked.

“I’m going to a club opening, somewhere off Robertson,” he said, not sounding that excited about it.

“Well, be careful. And you’re not allowed to sleep with anyone from any reality show on MTV,” I said.

“Oh, laying claims now, are we?” he said teasingly, making me realize what I had just said.

Too early, Grace.

“Then I want to lay some claims, too,” he said.

Maybe not too early . . .

“None of my claims are getting laid tonight, but go ahead.”

“You’re not allowed to sleep with anyone who has ever watched a reality show on MTV,” he said in a silky voice.

“So is there an after-midnight clause?” I said teasingly.

“Don’t tempt me, Grace, or I’ll comb every club in West Hollywood looking for you, starting at the stroke of midnight,” he said matter-of-factly.

My toes curled. I still needed that second shot of Hamilton. “Heh heh, you said—”

“Stroke. I know, I said stroke. I’m onto you, Sheridan.”

Please, be onto me . . . at least on me.

“Okay, Holly’s wearing a hole in the carpet outside my door. I need to get going. I’ll speak to you soon?” I hated to get off the phone, but I couldn’t take much more of this.

“Yes, I need to meet up with my mates, too. I’ll call you tomorrow. Don’t put too much sparkle on your boobies. They look great, by the way. Nice robe.” He chuckled.

“Thanks. I— Wait, how did you know I’m wearing a—”

“Night, Grace,” he whispered.

I sat there. What the fudge?

I heard a snicker and looked toward the door. There was Holly with her camera phone, and on the screen was a picture of me from a few minutes ago. My robe had fallen open just enough that you could see the tops of my girls, to say nothing of how high it was open on my legs.

The worst part was that she had taken it when I was screaming after he said “shrimp on the barbie.” I looked like I was in a porno.

She danced away from my lunge and said, “Never smack me with your loofah again. I know where it’s been.”

Bloody hell.


nine

The night was fun. Holly and I met up with Nick at a club in West Hollywood. They were having “decades” night, and we danced all night in the eighties room. I didn’t mention to Nick the fact that I had been engaged in a back-and-forth with Jack. First, I knew how big a crush he really did have. Second, he worked in the industry too, and that was just too tempting a rumor.

After the hangover from the other day, I restricted myself to a two-drink maximum, despite Nick’s best attempts to get me wasted and onstage with a drag queen. It was not going to happen—the getting-wasted part. I did dance on the stage.

I packed my tired ass into bed sometime after three—well past my bedtime—and was asleep almost instantly, although not so instantly that I didn’t spare a thought for the Brit and wonder whether he was home yet or not.
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Only a few hours later, after some much-needed power sleeping, I decided to go for another run in Griffith Park. As I drove through the canyons on the way, my phone rang. It was the Brit.

“Hey there,” I chirped merrily into the phone. I was happier than I wanted to be to talk to him.

“Hey, Nuts Girl. What are you up to?” he asked, his voice deliciously thick. He sounded like he’d just woken up.

“I’m going for a run. You?”

“I’m still in bed, trying to decide if I can talk the girl at Starbucks into making a home delivery. Is it too pretentious to ask if she’s a Time fan?” he asked, already knowing my answer.

“Yes, it is. Don’t you dare,” I said, chiding him.

“Where are you going for your run?” he inquired, setting me up.

I let him. “Griffith Park, why?”

“Oh, that’s really close to my place. Pity I don’t know who that unidentified redhead was. I bet she’d get me some coffee.”

“Maybe if you ask really nice and then you kiss on her for a while, she might consider it.” I loved where this was leading.

“That’s a deal. When I see her, I’ll kiss on her until she tells me to stop.”

“Who says she’ll tell you to stop?”

“Then you better get your sweet ass over here so I can begin the kissing,” he said.

You’re going to let him touch your boobies, aren’t you?

Maybe. Probably.

“Okay, I’m going for my run, and then I’ll be by with your coffee. Did you need a muffin, too? Or am I just your java wench for now?” I said, sassing him back.

“Ha ha! Just the coffee, but skip the run. I’m lonely.”

“No, I need to run. Besides, that will give you time to clean up your place.”

“How do you know if I need to clean up my place or not? You’ve never been here.”

“You’re twenty-four, right? I’m going to guess that your boxers are on the coffee table, there are pizza boxes on the floor, and the bong is on the back of the toilet. Yes?”

He was quiet for a moment, and then he burst out laughing. “Go for your run, I’ll see you soon. And the bong isn’t in the bathroom.”

“Kitchen?”

“Maybe.”

I pressed. “Has it ever been in the bathroom?”

“Damn it, yes.”

“I am the master! Text me your order and your address and I’ll be along soon. I’m warning you, though: I’ll be all hot and sweaty from my run. You may not want to kiss me.”

“Not possible. I’m looking forward to the hot and sweaty. And, Grace?”

“Yes?”

“Run fast,” he said darkly.

“No problem. See you soon,” I replied.

I ran like my ass was on fire.
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I made it to his apartment in less than sixty minutes, forgoing my usual longer run in favor of a more Jack-friendly workout. I had picked up his coffee, a grande espresso, and my iced mocha as well. I climbed the stairs to his door and knocked carefully, balancing the two cups.

When he opened the door, my breath drew in with a hiss. He was wearing a white T-shirt and low-slung jeans and was barefoot. The hair was curly perfection, and he hadn’t shaved for a few days. The roughness of his beard accented his jawbones, making him look virile and angelic at the same time. He was smiling at me while looking devilish. I said hello to him, walked past him into the hallway, and continued into what I assumed was the living room. He said nothing, just followed me in. I could hear the soft slap of his bare feet on the wood floors. I turned around to hand him his coffee and he was right behind me. He took both cups and set them on the table.

“I got it with two sugars, just the way you—” I was silenced by his stare.

He slid his hands around my waist and pulled me into him. His green eyes were blazing, and his jaw set as his fingers touched the skin between my tank top and my track pants.

“Sorry, I told you I was going to be sweaty. Do you want me to—”

“Grace?” he said, interrupting me.

“Yes?”

“Shut the fuck up and enjoy this,” he whispered as he bent his head to mine.

He’s right, Grace. Shut the fuck up.

His lips touched mine, and where yesterday’s kiss had been sweet and amazing, today’s was serious. His mouth moved over mine urgently. I’d been dying to touch his hair since the first day I saw it, and now I dug in. I felt the silk and the softness of every strand as I wound my fingers through, drawing him closer to me. I sucked lightly on that damn lower lip, and when his tongue met mine I . . . thought . . . I . . . would explode.

His hands were rough on my hips, tugging me closer, and I could feel each fingerprint pressing into my skin. My senses were so heightened that I could even feel slight calluses on his left hand as they dragged toward my belly. I moaned into his mouth, feeling my skin pebble and shiver. He pulled back for a nanosecond and inhaled, gazing at me through heavy eyes, and then leaned in for more.

His lips trailed down my jaw toward my neck, and I turned my head to give it all to him. It was my sweet spot, the one that made my toes point . . . yep, they were pointing. He used his tongue to tickle his way from my collarbone up to my ear, stopping to nibble and nip here and there. I pulled my right hand away from his hair and began running my fingertips up and down his back, feeling his strong muscles through his thin shirt. His hands returned to my hips, pushing me backward until I felt my legs hit the table. He stopped then and lifted his head from my neck to look at me. I took the opportunity to snake my hands around to the front, slipping them under his shirt and letting them feather across his stomach. He closed his eyes.

“You’re driving me crazy, Sheridan,” he groaned, pushing me back onto the table.

“You like crazy, remember?” I quipped, scrambling up so that I was sitting with him in between my legs. “Now, come get your crazy,” I whispered, grabbing his shirt and pulling him back down to me.

It was hot.

He was hot.

I was hot. I was really hot. I was almost . . . uncomfortably hot. I was . . . burning?

“Ow ow ow!” I shouted, pushing him off me and springing off the table. “What the what?” I cried, feeling my back. I had lain right on his espresso and knocked it over, and it was now all over my back and sweet mother-of-pearl it was hot! It was dripping off the side of the table and onto the floor.

“Are you okay?” he exclaimed, unsticking my shirt from my back and holding it away from my body so I could get a little airflow.

“Yes! Goddamn it, that hurts!” I cried. And what the hell, who makes out with someone as hot as this guy and then lies in hot coffee?

You do, Grace.

“You’d better take that off. It’s cooling now,” he observed, staring at the coffee destruction that I had inflicted on my shirt.

“Ya think?” I asked, more frustrated that the kissing had stopped than that my back was probably blistering. I could tell he was concerned that I’d really hurt myself, but there was also a twinkle beginning to build in his eye. He was trying not to laugh as he continued to hold my shirt away from my back.

“If I take this shirt off, I’ll be topless. No bra, mister, can you handle that?” I inquired.

“Why don’t we just take a look at your back first, make sure you’re okay? Then I’ll see about handling you,” he said teasingly, still trying not to laugh.

I turned around and grasped my tank top, pulling it slowly up toward my shoulders. As I revealed my back to him, I heard him gasp.

“Yeah, that’s right. Liking the view?” I asked, swaying my hips suggestively. I peered over my shoulder in what I thought was a seductive gaze.

He was frowning. “Settle down, Crazy Girl, you’re really red back here. Let me get you some ice. Stay here.”

He walked into the kitchen and I could hear him puttering about. He came back in a minute, holding a Ziploc bag filled with ice and wrapping a kitchen towel around it. He took my elbow and began leading me into his bedroom. I still had my shirt pulled up around my chin, trying to keep the girls under cover in front. I saw him sneak a glance down and then shake his head. He was smiling that sexy little half grin.

“You’re in quite the compromising position.”

“Compromise this,” I shot back as we walked into his bedroom. It smelled like Febreze. I could tell he had just straightened up right before I got there, and I was touched.

He guided me over to the bed. “Right then, you lie down, and I’m gonna put this on your back. It should feel better. I promise I won’t peek,” he stated as I stood in front of him. I stretched up on my tiptoes to place a soft kiss on his neck and then kicked off my sneakers.

“Close your eyes,” I whispered.

He grinned and his eyes slammed shut dramatically.

I lifted my shirt off over my head and dropped it on the floor. As it hit the tops of his feet, he smiled again.

“You promised, no peeking,” I said, moving over to his bed.

“I know. I’m trying. You’re kind of killin’ me here. Let me know when you’re settled,” he said softly.

“All right, I’m good. You can open now.” I had settled myself on the middle of his bed, lying on my tummy, facing him. I had grabbed a pillow and placed it below me, and it was keeping me covered. Mostly. I might have arranged my cleavage a little.

He opened his eyes and took me in. “Why the hell couldn’t you have spilled some on your pants, too, Grace?” he said jokingly, sitting next to me. “Hold still, here comes the ice.” He gently placed the towel-wrapped ice bag on the place where it was the most red, and I hissed involuntarily.

“Does that hurt much?” he asked, his other hand running up and down my arm soothingly.

“No, not too much. It’s just the cold.”

I looked around his room and noticed a guitar in the corner. I’d have to remember to ask him about that.

I sighed dramatically.

“What’s that about?” he asked.

“It’s nothing. When I imagined me being topless in your bedroom, there wasn’t an ice pack involved,” I said.

“You are not the only one who’s imagined you topless in here. Who knew you’d sustain an injury, though?” he answered.

“Well, I’m here. And I am topless.”

“Yes, and still burned. I wouldn’t want you to injure yourself further,” he said firmly.

I looked at him. He was sitting cross-legged on the bed next to me with the ice bag in one hand, holding it to my back. His other hand was still on my arm. He looked like a piece of heaven and I couldn’t resist him. He was too delicious.

I sat up, with my hands still covering me. He slid the ice off my back. I reached out my hands to him, leaving me open to his gaze. His eyes widened and a slow grin spread across his face. I pushed him back onto the pillows and swung one leg over.

“It’s okay, Hamilton. I’ll just have to be on top.”

“Beautiful,” he breathed.

Nice move, Grace. Now go get yours.

[image: images]

We did not do the deed. That would have been too easy, too soon. It would’ve been amazing, but amazing too soon. As I drove home, my mind kept flashing on images that were particularly pleasant.

His eyes, staring up at me as I straddled him, running my hands through my hair, smirking down at him . . .

His hands, when he touched me for the first time. He’d run them slowly from my hips to my belly and then proceeded with agonizing slowness to my breasts. He watched my face for approval as he circled them, caressing the sides of each before gently kneading my skin. I had moaned when his fingertips brushed against my nipples, which hardened instantly.

His soft smile, as he watched me begin to come undone . . .

His strength, as he sat up underneath me, nuzzling at my neck. He’d been so careful not to touch my back, using my hips to guide me closer to him. I only cringed slightly when he grasped me there; I wasn’t quite as self-conscious as I had once been. I had lost my hands in his hair again. His breath had gotten heavier and more uneven as I pressed my hips downward onto him, eliciting a groan that made my blood boil and my tummy flip.

His lips, as he pressed them farther down my neck toward my breasts. I had arched backward to get better leverage, and he kissed down between them. He had planted soft kisses all over, between, below, and around.

His tongue, when he finally took my right nipple into his mouth. He had sucked torturously, running his tongue back and forth before releasing it with a nibble. He grinned wickedly at me as he watched my reaction.

It had been unreal. There were truly no words.

When we’d finally broken apart, panting heavily, we’d just stared at each other with lust. My lips were swollen from his more passionate kisses and his stubble. I was still sitting on his lap, my legs wrapped around him. He laid his head on my chest, nudging my head back so he could snuggle into the nook between my shoulder and breast. His strong arms encircled me, making sure there was no space between our skin. I trailed my hands gently through his hair again, using my fingernails to massage his scalp. This was something I’d quickly discovered that he loved.

He had sighed contentedly and asked, “How is it possible that I have only known you a few days?”

“I know. I know,” I said soothingly, pulling him even closer to me. The franticness of earlier had segued into smooth, easy touching and feeling and comforting and closeness. It was sweet.

“How’s your back?” he asked, cuddling closer to me. I felt his warm breath on my chest.

“It’s better. Thanks for the distraction,” I replied, kissing his forehead, his temples, his nose, his eyelids, his eyebrows. He sighed again, making a light humming sound in the back of his throat that I’d filed away as “Jack’s Happy Sound.”

A horn honking brought me back down to earth, snapping me out of my memory. I brushed my fingertips over my still-swollen lips and grinned. My shirt had still been wet with espresso when I left, so I was wearing one of his shirts. The long-sleeved white thermal would have fit him snugly, but I was swimming in it. He’d taken the time to roll up my sleeves for me at his front door, and I noticed again how much taller he was than me. He was easily over six feet, and he gazed down at me adoringly. We had made out all morning, hardly joking at all, and I wondered if things would change now. Would we be friends? Would we be mushy? Would we be anything now?

He leaned to kiss me good-bye and whispered in my ear, “In case I didn’t tell you, you have gorgeous tits.”

I grinned inwardly, then placed my mouth right next to his ear. “I know. Wait until you see the rest of me.”

We both cracked huge smiles and I trotted away toward my car. When I got there, I looked back and saw him still standing there, watching me.

“See ya, Hamilton!”

“Later, Sheridan.”

Yeah, things will be just fine.

[image: images]

Jack and I had agreed that for the rest of the day, I was working. He was between jobs right now, although he was doing more and more press for the film. Holly also had him taking meetings all over town, making sure that the doors would be open when this movie premiered. All the industry trackers were predicting a commercial success, possibly even forty million plus on opening weekend. If all went well, Jack would have significant bargaining power when choosing his next few jobs. Holly was determined to use his new power position to secure his career, rather than capitalize on just the next eighteen months while he was the new “it boy.”
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