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“This book is pure magic!”


—Helen Hoang, USA Today bestselling author of The Heart Principle and The Kiss Quotient


“I strongly suspect that Ivy Owens has smashed my skull open, inventoried every single thing I adore about romance novels, and then used the knowledge to write the most steamy, scorching, smart, sweet, exhilarating, passionate, swoony book I could ever imagine. I will literally need everyone to read Scandalized, so that when I quote by heart my favorite scenes, they can quote theirs to me, and we can bond over the magnificent experience of being swept away by Ivy Owens’s magical writing.”


—Ali Hazelwood, New York Times bestselling author of The Love Hypothesis


“I wish I could express how much unfiltered joy and pure 100 proof escape I’ve gotten from this book. I don’t remember the last time I reread a book this many times. Alec and Gigi are a romantic fantasy that feels so viscerally real, it’s nothing short of magical.”


—Sonali Dev, USA Today bestselling author of Recipe for Persuasion


“Scandalized is a delicious, unputdownable romance. Sizzling chemistry, with a tremendous amount of heart, it’s the oh-hey-that’s-my-friend’s-brother-and-wowza-has-he-grown-up book that we all need in our lives right now.”


—Susan Lee, author of Seoulmates


“Blistering hot chemistry and an edge of suspense that demands a one-sitting read!”


—Tessa Bailey, New York Times bestselling author of It Happened One Summer


“Scandalized is the definition of spicy—bursting with tension and teasing, banter and blistering chemistry. A perfect romantic fantasy made even better by characters who are vividly, stunningly real.”


—Rosie Danan, author of The Roommate


“Reading Ivy Owens’s Scandalized was like a jolt reminding me of everything I love about romance—it is a perfect blend of passion, emotion, and fun. Owens offers us a couple that is effortless to root for: Alec and Gigi are flawed and human and, best of all… absolutely exploding with chemistry every time they are on the page together. Scandalized is a delicious read, absorbing, and page-turning. I can’t wait to see what Owens does next!”


—Kate Clayborn, bestselling author of Love at First


“A frothy, seductive escape with two characters who are impossible not to love. Gigi and Alec’s chemistry positively burns up these pages—I’m still fanning myself!”


—Rachel Lynn Solomon, author of The Ex Talk


“Scandalized finds what so many books reach for—a romance that’s achingly raw, breathlessly passionate, and authentically warm, capturing the thrill of falling into bed with your dream guy, only to discover a deep, effortless love. This is a book I will come back to time and time again. It is impossible to overpraise Scandalized.”


—Erin, cohost of the Heaving Bosoms podcast


“Georgia and Alec’s urgent, white-hot chemistry will leave you breathless. Their tumble into love feels effortless, natural, and painstakingly rare. Scandalized is a perfect book.”


—Sara Whitney, author of Tempting Taste
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For CH and KC.


When I was little,


I dreamed of having friends


like you someday.










Author’s Note and Content Warning


This story includes a plotline related to sexual assault. Specifically, the heroine is an investigative journalist uncovering a related group of crimes. While no assaults happen on-page, character testimony and video evidence are described briefly.


The National Sexual Assault Hotline, 800-656-HOPE, is free and confidential. For resources related to sexual assault, please visit rainn.org.










One


I am great with names, terrible with faces.


But I know I’ve seen this one before.


He’s alone at the end of a row of seats and nose deep in his phone. I’ve lived in LA long enough to read his posture as respect-my-bubble rather than absorbed-in-reading, but I’ve also worked in journalism long enough to know this is a man doing his best to try to blend in.


It isn’t working. Even his haircut—precise and combed neatly off his face—looks expensive. And I know I know him from somewhere. Jawline that could cut steel, cheekbones carved like stone, and a mouth in a perfect candy pout. His face is like an itch in my brain, a teasing tickle.


I hear my mom’s voice, encouraging me to make the polite choice, to get up and say hello. But it’s the airport and I’m tired, having spent the last thirteen days in London, hounding strangers for information they don’t want to give and knowing no one except for one chain-smoking UK colleague with the alcohol tolerance of a rhino and whose bat-out-of-hell London driving had me praying to a God I don’t believe in several times a day. I’ve been on a plane for eight hours and sitting at this gate for another four, waiting out a storm, waiting on the connecting flight to LA that has been delayed and then delayed again and again.


To be fair, this man’s face doesn’t feel like one I’ve seen in the past two weeks. The feeling I get goes deeper than the hit of chase-the-story-related adrenaline that dumps into my bloodstream; this adrenaline corkscrews into my bones. The glimpse I got of his full face—when he looked up, when he squinted at the monitors and then seemed to let out a tiny grunt of frustration—was like a song that I haven’t heard in forever. Something about his posture makes my heart ache with nostalgic pain.


Paradoxically, he’s both upright and slumped, so refined in his tailored navy pants, polished brown shoes, and white button-down shirt still crisp after our long flight from London to Seattle. He’s gorgeous.


I pull my scarf up over my mouth, burying my face in it, but it smells like stale airplane and I tug it down again. The urge to scream in petulant exhaustion pulses through me. I want to teleport myself home to my bed. I want to skip all the self-care things and just crawl in unshowered, in my clothes. I don’t even care how disgusting I am: after a fourteen-hour day of tracking down an elusive nightclub bouncer who didn’t want to be found, then eight sleepless hours on a flight, I am reduced to my most feral self.


I look around and see a few people stretched out across four chairs, sleeping, while others have to find space on the floor. My skin is shouting at me to lie down somewhere, anywhere. And yet I don’t, knowing that even if we board and depart in the next five minutes, by the time I grab a cab and make the long trek home, it’ll be well past midnight, and I’ll need to get working as soon as I can. I’ve been given the chance of a lifetime with this story, and as of this minute, I only have two days to finish writing it.


Near the gate, the airline employees have carefully avoided stepping behind the podium. If they so much as hover nearby, an irritated line forms. Instead, they shift around in the background, staring gloomily at each other every time the Jetway phone rings with an update on the torrential storm outside. Finally, one bravely steps toward the intercom, and from the sag in her shoulders and the way she stares down at the monitor as if she needs to read from it, I know.


“I’m sorry to announce that United flight 2477 has been canceled. You have each been rebooked onto a flight departing tomorrow. Tickets will be reissued to the email address linked to your reservation. Please contact our customer service line or go to the customer service office in baggage claim with any questions. We will not be able to rebook you here. We’re sorry for any inconvenience.”


On instinct, I look up to watch his reaction to the news.


He’s already lifting his phone to his ear, nodding. Our eyes meet briefly as his gaze passes unseeing across the room, but his attention freezes, eyes quickly drawing back to mine, focusing with the same unknowing recognition. It’s only a beat, but in that time heat spreads through me wild and unchecked, and then he blinks away, frowning.


And now I wonder how he knows me, too.





In a perfect world, I would be home already. I would have been booked on a direct flight from London to LAX, instead of this route via Seattle. In a perfect world, I would be well rested and already at my computer, downloading the torrent of information from my brain and my phone and my notebook into a cohesive story. I would not be standing behind this perfect man in the lobby of a Seattle hotel, feeling like a run-down bridge troll.


There is a line of three people in front of me, another four behind. We all came from the same canceled flight, we all need rooms, and I have the unsettling feeling that I should have ventured out farther into the city than I have. This feels a lot like a race I didn’t know I would be running, one that I will most definitely lose.


The man whose name I still can’t remember has his neck bent as he appears to text in a flurry, but at a brief commotion at the hotel entrance—a horn honks, a woman shouts out a name—he turns in alarm, and I get a close-up view of his profile.


All at once it hits me, where I’ve seen his face.


I’ve seen a younger version of it looking back over his shoulder as he skateboarded away on a heat-warped Los Angeles street in the dead of summer. Laughing with friends on a living room couch, oblivious to me passing behind them through the room. Ducking around me in the hall at his house late at night as I went to use the restroom and he was finally heading to bed.


“Alec?” I say out loud.


He turns in alarm, eyes wide. “I’m sorry?”


“Aren’t you Alec Kim?”


A laugh works free of his throat and the smile reveals a perfect set of teeth. He has a face that continually reveals new, fascinating angles. Dimples. An Adam’s apple that moves in a masculine tease when he laughs. Skin like silk. I’ve been around beautiful people for the past two weeks but he’s something else entirely. If he isn’t a model, it’s a crime.


“Yes—I’m sorry.” He frowns, searching. “Do we know each other?” I haven’t seen him in fourteen years, and his words are wrapped up in a new, delicately complex accent.


“I’m Georgia Ross,” I prompt, and he turns to face me fully, tucking a hand into his pocket. The effect of his full attention is like having a powerful suction inside my chest, pulling air directly from my lungs. “Your sister, Sunny, and I were close in school. Your family moved to London at the end of eighth grade.”


Alec was six years older than us. My crush on him was intense almost to the point of painful. For years he’d just been my best friend’s brother. Occasionally present, always polite, mostly unremarkable. But then one night, only a couple weeks after my thirteenth birthday, I’d gone downstairs for a glass of water and caught him digging in the refrigerator for a midnight snack: nineteen years old, shirtless, and sleep rumpled. I could think of nothing but his naked torso for weeks afterward.


I think back to the muscled bodies wrestling over game controllers on the couch, the shirtless boy-man kicking at the street, pushing away on his skateboard. Halfway through his time at UCLA his family moved to London for Mr. Kim’s job, and Alec went, too. Sunny and I each sent about three letters before dropping our well-laid plans entirely. She’d been my closest friend from second to eighth grade, but once she moved, I never saw her again.


He lets his gaze move over my features, clearly trying to connect the face in front of him with the one on the kid he used to know. Good luck to him. The last time he saw me I had braces, unsupervised eyebrows, and arms as thin as toothpicks. I’m still on the petite side, but I’m not the scrawny kid I once was. Even though I was at his house nearly every day after school, I’d bet a wad of cash he won’t remember me.


Still, he’s putting in a real effort to recognize the little Gigi Ross inside the grown-up Georgia. I’ve never been particularly insecure about my appearance, but under his inspection I could not be more aware of how desperately I need a shower. Even my eyes, which are arguably my best feature—wide-set, thickly lashed, hazel green—are probably bloodshot and squinty. Let’s not even imagine my hair. It was already so greasy fifteen hours ago that I used up the final dregs of my expensive dry shampoo and twisted it into a bun. Standing in front of a man like this, looking like I do, is mortifying.


“Georgia. Right.” He doesn’t exactly light up in recognition. It’s fine. These things are always one-sided. To a nineteen-year-old, I’d have been so uninteresting as to be practically invisible. But then his expression clears. “Wait. Gigi?”


I grin. “Yeah, Gigi.”


“Wow,” he says. “It’s been a while. I haven’t been called Alec in…” He thinks. “Fourteen years?”


“What do you go by now?”


He regards me with a beat of surprised hesitation and then, eyes twinkling, says, “Alexander. But Alec is just fine.”


I reach to shake his hand and he wraps long fingers all around mine, squeezing firmly. “It’s good to see you again.”


He doesn’t immediately pull away. My sleepy body reads it as foreplay and immediately gets hot all over. When he finally releases me, I curl my hand into a fist, shoving it into the pocket of my jeans. “How is Sunny?”


Alec’s face breaks into a heartbreakingly perfect smile. “She’s great. Living in London. Modeling. Maybe you—”


The hotel clerk leans forward to grab our attention. “I can help whoever’s next.”


Alec gives me a small nod, indicating that I can go first, but I’m still feeling the handshake sex. My wallet is in my backpack, my neck feels like it’s about to scorch from this blush, and I really just need someone to drop me in a bathtub and give me a scrubbing with a giant scouring pad.


“Go ahead.” I wave him on, pretending to need to find something. Which I guess I do. Namely, my composure, which must be somewhere in this bag with my wallet. But after only a few seconds, a woman steps out from behind the counter and approaches the remaining five of us in line.


“I’m so sorry to say that we are fully booked for the night,” she says, wincing. “Unless you have a reservation, we’re unable to accommodate you. I know there are a lot of groups in town, but our concierge might be able to offer some alternatives.”


Before I can even react, the other guests have jogged over to the concierge’s desk and formed a line in the reverse order from this one, all clamoring for attention. Great.


Looking down, I send an email through the work travel portal, letting the help desk know the hotel I went to is booked solid. But it’s almost ten now, and I have no idea how long it will take someone to see it. I try calling, too, and get a voicemail. The surfaces of my eyes burn with frustrated, exhausted tears and I squeeze my lids closed, thinking. What are the odds I could just nap on a couch in the lobby and no one would notice? Or even return to the airport and curl up on a row of seats there? I’ve been rebooked onto a flight tomorrow morning at eight; it’s not like I need anything elaborate.


I’m startled back into awareness when a hand comes around my elbow, gently guiding me away from where I stand alone in a line that now leads nowhere.


“Do you have somewhere to go?” Alec asks.


“No. I’m trying to figure it out.”


He gazes down at me. “Do you need me to make some calls?”


I shake my head. “I’m just… so tired and need a shower more than I need my next breath.”


Tilting his head, he studies me with disarming focus for a few quiet seconds. “If you’d like, you can do that up in my room.”


Surely he’s kidding. “I—no, really, it’s okay.”


“If you’re uncomfortable, I understand,” he says quickly, “but you’re a family friend. You look like you might drop where you’re standing. If you want to take a shower upstairs, it’s really okay with me.”


Two more seconds of eye contact and then I break it.


I’ve been whittled down to my barest self. Even my hands feel grimy.


I nod, totally defeated and lifting my chin for him to lead the way. “Thank you.”





Inside the elevator, we stand as far apart as we can and fall deeply, heavily quiet. The realization lands like a tarp thrown over my head: No matter how badly I need to shower, this is a terrible idea. I’m five-foot-four, heading upstairs with a guy who easily has eight inches on me, and I’ve just spent two weeks tracking down scum-of-the-earth men all over London. I know better.


I wonder if Alec is having the same thought, or if not the same—surely he doesn’t worry about me physically overpowering him—then wariness about who I might have become in the years since we knew each other. The quiet is so absolute that it feels like some cosmic force has put the world on mute. I stare at my sneakers, scuffed and dusty on the gleaming polished floor of the elevator.


I don’t realize he’s been watching me until he speaks. “You can text a friend if you’re feeling uncomfortable,” he says. “Or—God, sorry this is obvious—I can stay downstairs until you’re done.”


Making him stay out of his room until I’m done feels… unnecessary. He isn’t a stranger, not really, and he’s probably just as exhausted as I am. I knew his family for six years—spent at least half of my weeknights across the dinner table from him, eating his mother’s Korean home cooking. He was soft-spoken, playful, attentive. God, eighth-grade Georgia would have kissed him until she passed out if she’d had the chance.


Still, a text is a good idea. If I was better rested, fed, and clean, it might have occurred to me to do this before even getting into the elevator.


My voice creaks out of me. “What’s your room number?”


He slides a hand into his pocket and pulls the envelope out, blinking his eyes down to it. “Twenty-six eleven.”


I text my best friend, Eden. Met an old friend. Using his room to shower because hotel situation is a mess. Seattle Airport Marriott. Room 2611. He’s a good guy but I’ll text within the hour to let you know I’m okay.


Immediately, she replies with a shocked-face emoji followed by a simple Okay.


“Thanks,” I say, pocketing my phone. Just the fact he suggested I text someone makes me feel better. He’s poised, has such a gentle presence. I try to imagine him turning menacing and… I mean, anything is possible. It’s astonishing how well the world hides viciousness. “How’d you manage to snag a room?”


He smiles as he holds the elevator door for me to exit first. “I was lucky to have someone call ahead of the crowd.”


After swiping his key against the door labeled PRESIDENTIAL SUITE, Alec gestures for me to step in ahead of him, and I’m so caught up in the view before me that I’m halfway down the long entry hall before I remember my manners. Of course, he’s still by the door, stepping out of his shoes. I’m blurry and wiped, and few things make me feel more graceless than the way he glances down at my feet as I trip out of my Vans.


He carefully wheels his glossy carry-on past me into the room.


Or rooms, really. I knew hotels had suites—I’ve stayed in them once or twice on very extravagant girls’ trips and have been in my share of them for interviews with important people—but this is different. This isn’t just an apartment, it’s a luxury apartment. An apartment villa. One entire wall is just floor-to-ceiling windows with a view of the Seattle skyline. There’s a living room, a full kitchen, a separate dining room, and a door leading down a hall to where there seems to be multiple other rooms. “Wow.”


He watches me with a hint of a smile. “You look exhausted, Georgia.”


“I am,” I admit, meeting his eyes. “I’m so grateful for the shower. I’ll head downstairs after and figure out the rest.”


“Are you sure I can’t call someone while you’re in there?”


I shake my head. “We have a travel department.”


“ ‘We’?”


“My work.”


“Ah.” He looks like he wants to ask, but his attention slides to the sag in my shoulders. Alec lifts his chin. “Go ahead. I’ll be right out here.”


Even though he’s so refined, he seems to give each tiny gesture deliberate forethought; after the darkness I’ve seen in London over the past two weeks—after the stories I’ve heard over and over—I’m grateful for the reassurance.


And for the lock on the bathroom door.


I lean back against it once it’s shut, exhaling. Even though I’m exhausted, I can’t deny Alec Kim still has a real presence. Masculine and composed and stern. Gently arrogant in a way I find intensely sexy but, wow, what a contrast between the two of us. Looking the way I do right now, I feel like I’m stealing something by even thinking about him in a vaguely sexual way.


I haven’t had these kinds of thoughts in so long. Months, to be precise, and Alec is a sharp contrast to the other, more recent man in my sex-brain. But in the span of eleven months, Spencer lost all the Best Boyfriend points he’d gained over our six-year relationship. Men, sex, and the complex dance of being vulnerable with someone lost all the shine it once had.


And talk about being vulnerable: in the twenty minutes since our reacquaintance, Alec Kim has looked at me so squarely, as if he can see all of me in a glance.


Spence had stopped looking at me directly, but I realized it only in hindsight. At some point, he started offering only the briefest flickers of eye contact even when he gave me his trademark dazzling smile. His smile would crack wide open, but his eyes would angle over my shoulder or down to the side, like he was delighted by something out the window or charmed by the cat curled up in the corner. That alone should have tipped me off; when we first met, he would stare. Whether I was naked, clothed, it didn’t matter. He once told me he wouldn’t ever stop being surprised that I was his. We were the envy of our entire group of friends, all of us close since college. While our friends were chaotic and messy, Spence and I were the solid heart of our social circle. We were playful, affectionate, down-to-earth.


But over six years together—two of those spent sharing an apartment—somehow a switch was flipped. One day we were Spence-and-G, one word, the next day something was off. I’d get a quick peck at the door before he rushed out for the day. Gratitude at night for whatever I’d managed to throw together for dinner—over-the-top gratitude that seemed to expand until it became something desperate and off-putting. That should have tipped me off, too.


But by then I’d been hustling so hard to advance my career I barely looked up. I thought that’s what we were supposed to do in our midtwenties. I thought reaping the rewards came later: disposable income, vacations, weekends. I worked eighteen-hour days. I scraped for every freelancing gig. When I was hired under Billy at the LA Times foreign-news desk, I felt like I’d been given a golden egg. During all of it, I didn’t really have time—didn’t really take time—to notice how Spence had changed.


I’d changed, too, I guess. I’d always been ambitious, but those first few months at the Times had simmered off the weak, diluted parts of me that didn’t know how to go after what I wanted. I grew hardened mentally, having to battle for every story, every inch of copy. The grueling hours, skipped meals, and sprinting all over town left me hard physically, too. Sometimes I get why Spence did it. Sometimes I get why our friends took his side. Sometimes, I want to forgive them all just to be done carrying it around alone.


When I shove away from the door and step in front of the mirror, I’m horrified to catch a glimpse of my haggard reflection. My eyes are deeply bloodshot. Skin sallow and shiny. My lips are chapped, and my hair holds its shape in the bun even when I take out the clip.


Good God I smell.


Shedding my clothes, I imagine tossing them into the trash can, stuffing my jeans and socks and even my underwear in the small brass receptacle. I could leave my suitcase in Seattle and never have to see any of these things again. Alec probably wouldn’t even wonder why I’d done it—everything I had on is now crumpled on the floor and looks like it wouldn’t last another day anyway.


Naked, I turn on the shower and look around while the water heats up. The bathroom counter is a massive slab of granite, the sink a raised and gleaming blown-glass bowl. The complimentary toiletries are full-size and housed in a plush leather case. It’s disorienting to enjoy such luxury when I feel barely human.


When I step under the showerhead, I can’t help the moan that escapes. I have never had a shower this good, but especially in the past two weeks, every shower has been rushed and distracted. A quick rinse before shoving an apple in my mouth and bolting out the door. Some days it was only cold water splashed on my face and a fresh application of deodorant.


But this is bliss. Water pressure for the gods. Foamy body wash, expensive shampoo, and a conditioner that smells so good I don’t want to rinse it out. I’m aware that Alec is out there waiting, probably wanting to go to bed himself, so I do rinse, but only after using the small razor to shave myself clean and the body scrub to make my skin tingle all over. The towel is plush and enormous. I brush my teeth with one of the toothbrushes in the vanity kit, then turn to grab my suitcase.


Which I have left out in the hallway.


Of course I have. Because of course the flight was canceled, and there are no more rooms available. Of course Alec is here, and he goes by the much fancier name Alexander, and he’s a god and I’m a monster, and of course he has an enormous suite and he let me shower here, so of course my suitcase is out in the hall.


There are two robes on the back of the door, and I pull one free from its hanger, sliding into it. Soft, thick—it smells like lavender. I have never felt so clean and refreshed in my entire lifetime; for the first time in several days I’m hopeful that I can get home and find the strength and energy to write the story that’s been haunting my sleeping and waking hours.


Out in the hallway is my bag, and I catch a glimpse of Alec in the living room—facing the window, hands tucked into his pockets as he looks out over the skyline. He turns at the sound of my suitcase wheels on the marble floor and our eyes meet. Electricity spirals through my torso and he takes in my clean face, my wet hair, now free from the grubby bun. It’s spread halfway down my back and is darker from the water. And then his gaze trails down my neck and widens—


I clutch the robe closed where it’s gapped open. Oh God.


Jerking my suitcase in with me, I call out a mortified “Sorry!” and slam the bathroom door closed again. I don’t know how much boob he saw, but it definitely wasn’t no boob.


Suitcase open. Hair towel-dried and brushed, lotion applied, and now comes the hard part. Nothing is clean, but the question is, what is the least dirty? Packing only a carry-on for a two-week trip means wearing things multiple times, but even having washed some things in a sink at the hotel in London, everything at this point is crumpled and worn—horrible, really.


I pull out a bra and a red three-quarter-sleeve jersey dress. Forgivingly wrinkle-resistant. Comfortable. Cute. I take a sniff and decide it smells fine. Maybe too dressy for a cab ride over to another hotel, but unlike pants, it doesn’t require me to put on a pair of dirty underwear.


Truly, I am a mess.


Packing everything back up, I move out into the hall.


“Alec,” I say with gratitude, and he turns. His expression tightens, and he looks me over in surprise. “Thank you. Seriously, I feel like a new person after that shower.”


He nods. “You’re welcome. I’ll walk you down.”


“You don’t need to do that.”


“I don’t mind. I’m not tired anyway. I’ll probably get a drink downstairs.”


Inadvertently, my attention darts across the room to the fully stocked bar in the corner. “Oh. Okay.”


“I spend a lot of time alone in hotel rooms,” he explains, giving me a new and devastating grin. This smile is different. It’s flirtatious and oddly knowing. It feels like fingertips slowly dragged down my arm.


I turn and move toward the door, suddenly aware how close we are. I mean, not really—I don’t think he’s moved from where he stood near the window, but an odd silence has fallen over the room and the force of his presence shrinks the cavernous suite down to a shoebox. Even with my back to him, I sense that his eyes have scanned my body, that he’s figured out I don’t have underwear on. And maybe in reality he’s looking at his phone behind me and the last thing he would think about is what’s under my dress, but somehow it doesn’t feel like it. I feel the press of his attention like a hot iron against every part of my body he can see. The back of my legs, the small of my back, my shoulders. My hand as I brace against the wall to balance and put on my Vans—shoes that absolutely don’t work with this dress, but I’m beyond caring. Alec Kim probably dates women who only wear four-inch heels or higher. Who roll out of bed fully made up and who never run out of clean underwear.


But I’m too tired to worry what I look like from the back right now. If thirty-three-year-old Alec Kim wants to check out grown-up me in the cleanest article of clothing I currently own, I’m not going to stop him.










Two


He follows me out into the hall, to the elevator, and the strident chime announcing its arrival startles us both. I catch a hint of his similarly aware smile as he reaches forward, pressing the button for the lobby with a long finger and then stepping to the far side of the car—giving me space again. I pull out my phone and text Eden that I’m okay before looking up at him. A familiar ache hits me right in the center of my chest, radiating out. It’s wild how quickly our bodies remember infatuation.


“Do you come to LA often?”


He gives the slightest shake of his head. “It’s been a few years since my last visit.”


“Is this a work trip?”


Alec gives me his disarming attention again, but this time, something in his expression reads as oddly… tickled? “Yes.”


“What will you be doing there?”


He turns to face the doors as they open and holds his arm out to keep them from closing as I pass. “Endless meetings.”


It’s a weirdly bland answer for someone who looks like he was God’s pet project in the human-design studio. But if he was in the entertainment industry, it would have been the first thing out of his mouth. I’ve met more businessmen than I can count in the past couple weeks and my curiosity about his job is now officially flaccid. I send a silent prayer out that Alec Kim isn’t like any of the executives I’ve spoken to and heard about in London. He’s gorgeous and polite, but I’ve learned that means nothing. Evil loves to hide in pretty packages.


“What’s that face?” he asks. Both the exit and the hotel bar are in the same direction off the elevator, and we move together down the hall, two of my strides for every one of his. I am eager to leave and get a room, but also dreading losing this warm, vibrating feeling I have being so close to him.


“What face?”


He lifts a hand, amusement shining in his eyes, and gestures to my head. “You have a thing against meetings?”


“I’m sure there are great businessmen out there. But I haven’t met many in the past few weeks.”


We stop near the hotel exit. He’ll go left. I’ll go straight. “I hope I’ve been the exception,” he says quietly.


“You have been amazing.” One… two… three beats of eye contact before I look away. My crush is back, hot and persistent.


“What were you doing in London?” he asks just as I open my mouth to say goodbye.


“I was there researching a story.”


“Fiction?”


I shake my head. “I’m a journalist.”


His expression changes almost imperceptibly but I clock it. “Ah. Which outlet?”


“LA Times.”


One eyebrow performs a quick, impressed flicker. “What’s the story about?”


I smile, chewing my lip. Looking at him, it’s easy to tell that he’s well connected, and being a well-connected businessman in London means the odds are good that he’s heard of Jupiter. Maybe he’s even been a guest there. I tread carefully: “It’s about a group of people doing very bad things.”


Alec squints at me, and what he says next isn’t what I’m expecting. “That sounds like a grueling assignment. Are you sure you’re up for hotel hunting?”


“I promise I am.” I adjust my backpack strap on my shoulder. “Though thank you again for letting me use your shower. I feel like a new human.” I nod toward the exit. “I’m going to grab a cab.”


“Take the bedroom, Georgia,” he says abruptly. “The one upstairs, I mean.”


“In your suite?” I cough out a laugh. “No way. I couldn’t.”


He exhales slowly. “Come on.” That quiet come on changes everything in his demeanor. He’s the same man as he was a second before but gentler, somehow more real. “You haven’t booked a room yet. It didn’t sound like there were a lot left around here.”


“I emailed from the lobby,” I say, adding without conviction, “I’m sure our travel department booked one for me.”


He lifts his chin like, Well, take a look, then. And when I do, I see a missed call and voicemail from Linda in Travel Services.


Alec watches me as I lift my phone to my ear, and his expression changes in tandem with mine. Eyes widen in hope, brow drops in defeat.


I slip my phone back into my backpack. “There’s some big science conference in town. Airport and downtown hotels are full.”


“Everything’s fully booked?”


“Everything close by, at least. They’ve booked me at a motel in Bellingham.”


“That’s nearly two hours from Sea-Tac.” He pulls back his sleeve, glancing down at a visibly expensive watch. “And it’s almost eleven.”


I groan at the ceiling. “I know.”


“Are you on the eight o’clock flight?” I nod, and he frowns again. “Seriously, Georgia.”


I deflate. What he’s offering sounds convenient but so very awkward. “It feels like a huge imposition. I’m not comfortable saying yes.”


He glances to the side, jaw clenched, and it looks like he wants to argue with my personal boundaries but won’t. “Okay. But come have a drink in the bar while you look for something closer. How can I send you off in search of a hotel this time of night?”


“That’s exactly what cabs are for!” I protest, but follow him anyway.


He leads me to a dim, far corner and gestures to a low table with couches circling it. “Maybe, but you’re small and it’s dark out.” He watches me sit and adjust my skirt around my legs. And not wearing underwear, it seems he wants to add.


Or maybe that’s just me.


There’s a small oil candle in the middle of the table, and I stare at him as subtly as I can while he reads the cocktail menu. His hands are a love sonnet to masculinity. His neck is pure filth. And even though the person in front of me is a full-grown man now, the contours of his face are so familiar, it’s almost like I saw him yesterday and not fourteen years ago. I spent so much of my childhood at his house that I understood about half of what his mother would say to her children in Korean. I wonder what Sunny is like now, whether she ended up loving London like I promised she would. Whether my shy best friend had someone she trusted to talk to about her first kiss, her first heartbreak, her worries and victories.


Alec clears his throat as he checks his phone, and my attention refocuses on the sight of him in front of me. He’s a treat I want to savor. I want to take long pulls of the view of him, hold it in my mouth, slowly swallow him down. I can see his parents in his face: his mother’s dimples and cheekbones; his father’s height and long neck. And then I remember I’m supposed to be looking for lodging, not studying the bulge of his Adam’s apple or the thoughtful fullness of his mouth. I pull out my phone, but as soon as I get my travel app open, he reaches across the table and gently lowers my hand.


“Hey,” he says. “You’ve seen the suite. It’s huge. Let this go. We’re talking about a few hours of sleep in separate rooms.”


I reach up, rubbing my face. “It’s not weird?”


“You’re the one making a big deal out of it.” He blinks over my shoulder, surveying the room behind me. There are a handful of people at the bar, a few people at tables, but no one immediately next to us in this tiny, dark corner. Alec settles back into the sofa.


“Okay,” I say, “but I insist on splitting the cost with you.”


He gives me a delightful shot of both dimples. “And of course I will refuse. Besides, you’re a journalist. Isn’t this how a great story begins?”


“What kind of stories do you think I write?” I ask, grinning at him. “Stuck-in-a-strange-city, there’s-only-one-room-left-at-the-inn? I don’t write for Penthouse.”


He stares at me, expression straightening in surprise, and my words slowly reach my own ears.


“Oh my God.” I press my hands to my face. “I can’t believe I said that.”


Across from me, he bursts out laughing. “I mean, you wouldn’t tell me what you were writing, but I did not mean to imply that.”


“I know you didn’t,” I say through horrified laughter. “Now I really can’t sleep upstairs.”


He drags a hand down his face, pulling himself together. “No, come on, let’s start over.”


“Let’s.”


We stare at each other, eyes shining. Finally, we both break again, and oh my God, what is happening? My brain is too fried to successfully drag us out of this.


Thankfully, the waitress comes for our orders—Zinfandel for me, whiskey neat for him—and when she leaves, he leans back and stretches his arms out across the back of the couch. “That was fortunate timing.”


“We needed the reset,” I agree.


“Tell me more about your job,” he says. “Am I right that you and Sunny used to pretend to be detectives?”


I laugh. “How on earth do you remember that?”


“You two were always hunting around the neighborhood with notepads, looking for clues for mysteries.” He gazes at me with amusement. “I guess I shouldn’t be surprised you ended up working for the LA Times. But that’s a big deal.”


“Thank you.” Pride warms my chest.


“How did you end up there?”


“I only started about a year ago,” I say, “but I really love it so far. I went to USC for journalism and then hustled my ass off just trying to get any story anywhere I could. I did some crime reporting for OC Weekly for a while. Freelanced for every website that would take me. But when I wrote a pet project about a man in Simi Valley painting monthly portraits of his wife as she succumbed to Parkinson’s disease, and it got picked up by the New Yorker, I got a job offer from the Times.”


“The New Yorker?” He stares at me like he’s seeing me for the first time. “How old are you?”


“I’m the same age as Sunny.”


Alec gives an amused flicker of an eyebrow. “That’s an impressive résumé for a twenty-seven-year-old.”


“I am,” I admit with a small smile, “occasionally a bit intense about work.”


A dimple makes only a brief appearance. “I’m getting that.”


“What kind of business are you in?” I ask, changing the subject. I’ve gone from feeling proud to feeling like I’m bragging.


The waitress returns with our drinks and he thanks her, raising his glass to toast mine. “I work in television.”


Ah, there it is. But also: Yawn. I look at his outfit, remember his sleek suitcase. “Let me guess: business development at a new streaming service?”


He laughs and lifts his glass to his lips. “Nope.”


“Contracts attorney?”


“God, no.”


I study him, eyes narrowed. “BBC exec coming here for meetings with American networks about a show?”


Alec pauses with his glass halfway back down to the table. “That’s shockingly close, actually.”


“Really? That’s wild. My roommate, Eden, lives and breathes BBC.”


A tiny grin as he sets his glass down. “Does she?”


“I realize how shameful it is in this day and age to not watch TV,” I admit, “but I’ve been so wrapped up in work that I’ve missed most of what everyone has been obsessed with the past couple years. Tell me what you’ve worked on so I can remedy this. Eden tells me this is where creativity lives and breathes these days and I’m missing out.”


He waves this off. “Television isn’t for everyone.”


“If you work for the BBC,” I say, “she’ll lose her mind.” Alec laughs. “Which show? I’m going to text her. I’m sure she’s seen it.”


He gives me a wry smile. “It’s called The West Midlands.”


I type a quick text. The old friend I ran into? Yeah he said he works on The West Midlands for BBC. You like that one right?


Eden replies immediately with a string of unintelligible all caps. I turn my phone around to show him. “See? She knows that one. How cool.” I tuck my phone back into my purse and sip my wine. “I bet that’s a fun job.”


“It is.” He pauses. “What’s the story you’re writing? Two weeks is a long time to go to London on assignment, I’d imagine.”


“The original plan was a week, but it took an intense turn, I guess. I asked to stay.”


In fact, I begged to stay.


“Intense how?”


I do the internal calculation. I could tell him about the story, gauge whether he might be useful after all. He’s a businessman, clearly well connected. It’s a long shot, but wouldn’t it be wild if this inconvenient layover actually broke the story open for me somehow? The prospect makes me feel more alert. “Okay, let me ask you: Have you heard anything about a club called Jupiter?”


I watch him closely, searching for signs of a mask slipping into place. I get only a tiny thoughtful frown and, after a beat, a little shake of his head. “A nightclub, right?” he says carefully, and I nod. “There was something in the news about it recently.”


“Right.” I take another sip of my wine. “You probably heard about the bouncer who was beat up in an alley behind the club the same night he’d reported incidents of workplace harassment to his superior. He tweeted all about it and detailed how the police did nothing.”


Alec nods. “Okay, yeah, I think I saw something about that.”


“So, that’s all the London news outlets reported about it. Everyone moved on. No one seemed to notice that, about a week later, the same bouncer shared screen caps that someone sent him of a few of the club owners sharing sexually explicit videos in an online forum.” I pause, gauging his reaction. “Videos, allegedly, of those owners having sex with women in the club VIP rooms. But next day, the screen caps were gone. He deleted his entire Twitter account.”


No overt reaction passes over his features. So, Alec isn’t aware of all of this and… actually, I’m relieved. The story isn’t being talked about very much in London, and if he’d heard any of this about Jupiter, it likely wouldn’t reflect well on him. “So, I went over there to cover a really dry international meeting on pharma law, but I volunteered to be the one to go because of this Jupiter story. After I saw those tweets, the whole thing had been hovering in my thoughts for a couple weeks. I thought there was a chance this bouncer knew about some shady stuff happening at the club and got beat up for reporting it to his boss. It felt like he was trying to alert the mainstream media.”


“Right,” he says carefully. “But… you don’t think that anymore?”


Setting my glass down, I work to keep the anger from my voice, remembering the way the bouncer, Jamil, staunchly refused to speak to us once we tracked him down. “Oh, I still believe it. In fact, I know in my bones that someone is threatening him now. It’s why my boss let me stay longer. And the more I learn about what happens in those VIP rooms—the more terrible it becomes—the more I can’t seem to stop digging.”


Alec looks at me for a long, quiet beat. I expect him to ask what I mean, to explain what “terrible” looks like in this context, but either his manners prohibit him from pushing, or he sees the exhaustion ripple through me, because he says only, “Well, then it’s good that you’re working hard on this.”


I need a track change. “We never finished talking about Sunny.”


His expression flickers. Apparently, sex-scandal-to-sister-update is an abrupt transition. I need to get my social skills back in place. “How—?” he starts, and then frowns. “Oh. Yeah. She’s good. You should have looked her up when you were visiting in London.”


I pull my wineglass closer. “Would she even remember me?”


“Of course she would. You two were inseparable.”


“We were.” I frown a little in memory. “It’s true.”


He leans forward, picking up his glass to take with him as he settles back into the couch. “I remember when you two cut up her clothes for the talent show and Umma lost her mind.”


I laugh, wincing at the memory. “She was… not happy with us. But she could have called my parents and didn’t. We had to pull weeds for a month in her garden every day after school.”


“That was a minor punishment,” he says, smiling wryly. “I took the car without permission once and had to rebuild our back deck out of my own savings. We moved only a week after I finished it.”


Grimacing, I manage only, “Oof.”


“The transition to the UK was hard for Sunny,” he says.


“I bet.” This presses against a bruise I didn’t know I still had. “It was hard for me, too. Turns out making a new friend group in ninth grade is rough.”


He laughs. “Who knew?”


I grin at him, taking another sip. “Everyone?”


This makes him laugh again. I love the sound. His voice is deep and smooth; I bet he’s never yelled a day in his life—his laugh has that same calm resonance.


“She’s doing okay, though?”


He swallows, nodding. “She’s modeling. It’s a hard career, and I swear, fashion in London is brutal, but she’s doing well. You may have seen her in some print advertisements?”


“I wish I’d known to look for them.” I shake my head. “She’s working under her name? I should look her up.”


“Her given name, yes. Kim Min-sun.”


“And your parents?”


“They’re retired, just outside of London. They’re doing well.” Alec’s smile comes in so many forms, and this one is sweetly polite. It’s the one he would give when I’d pass him something at the dinner table, when he was instructed to say good night as I was leaving. “I’ll relay that you asked after them.”


“Thanks. Tell your mom I’m a great weed puller thanks to her.” We fall into a few beats of silence where we both stare into our glasses. “What did you do after you moved?” I ask.


He takes another sip of his drink before answering. “I moved to Seoul after graduating and returned to London…” He pauses, thinking. “Let’s see, a bit over three years ago now.”


I realize that’s what I’m hearing in his accent; it’s beautiful. “Oh, wow. You lived in Korea?”


“I did.” He smiles, and then it dies away. It’s the death of small talk: inquiring about family, doing the easy update, reaching the end of our knowledge about each other’s lives. Sexual innuendos have been awkwardly played out. I dig around for something more engaging to ask, but everything that comes to mind seems deeply inappropriate.


Are you married?


Are those hands as strong as they look?


What do you look like naked?


Finally, I string words together. Unfortunately, he’s doing the same thing and our questions burst out in overlapping awkwardness:


“How long will you be in LA?” / “How are your parents?”


“Sorry,” we say in unison.


“Go ahead,” also in unison.


I clap a hand over my mouth and point to him with the other. “You,” I mumble against my palm.


“I’m in LA for a couple weeks,” he says, laughing. “Actually, some of my colleagues left for Los Angeles two days ago. I was delayed but will meet them there.” He sips his drink. “And now your turn. How are your parents?”


“They’re fine,” I say. “They’re in Europe until next week.”


He narrows his eyes, nodding. “They traveled a lot? Wasn’t your dad a diplomat? Am I remembering that right?”


“Close. He works for the State Department. Mom travels with him as much as she can.” I don’t add that this is Mom’s first trip since Spence and I broke up, that she basically put her life on hold to help me pick up my pieces. I wash the weird catch in my throat down with a sip of wine. “Did you ever meet them?”


“Once or twice when I was picking Sunny up at your house. If I recall, your father is very tall, and your mother is—”


“Very not tall?” I nod, laughing. My father is six-foot-four. My mother is well over a foot shorter. “I was always hoping to get his height, but…” I gesture to myself. “I’m the person who always makes sure the doctor writes down five-foot-three and a half on my chart.”


He smiles at me and licks his lips distractingly. So distractingly, in fact, that it takes me a second to process his next question. And then my heart takes a nosedive off a cliff.


OEBPS/e9781982199869/fonts/OpenSansCondensed-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982199869/fonts/CoveredByYourGrace-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982199869/fonts/RobotoCondensed-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982199869/fonts/EBGaramond-BoldItalic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982199869/fonts/OpenSansCondensed-Light.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982199869/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982199869/fonts/RobotoCondensed-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982199869/fonts/DancingScript-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982199869/fonts/Roboto-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982199869/fonts/Roboto-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982199869/fonts/EBGaramond-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982199869/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Dedication



		Author’s Note and Content Warning



		Chapter One



		Chapter Two



		Chapter Three



		Chapter Four



		Chapter Five



		Chapter Six



		Chapter Seven



		Chapter Eight



		Chapter Nine



		Chapter Ten



		Chapter Eleven



		Chapter Twelve



		Chapter Thirteen



		Chapter Fourteen



		Chapter Fifteen



		Chapter Sixteen



		Chapter Seventeen



		Chapter Eighteen



		Chapter Nineteen



		Chapter Twenty



		Chapter Twenty-One



		Chapter Twenty-Two



		Epilogue



		Acknowledgments



		About the Author



		Copyright











Guide





		Cover



		Start of Content



		Title Page



		Dedication



		Author’s Note and Content Warning



		Epilogue



		Acknowledgments



		About the Author



		Copyright













		I



		II



		III



		V



		VI



		VII



		VIII



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312











OEBPS/e9781982199869/fonts/OpenSansCondensed-LightItalic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982199869/images/9781982199869.jpg





OEBPS/e9781982199869/images/title.jpg
IVY OWENS

2

POCKET BOOKS
New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi





OEBPS/e9781982199869/fonts/Caveat-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982199869/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


