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    Chapter One 
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    The Past  
 
      
 
    “Oh my God, I seriously cannot believe we get to work with them.”  
 
    I glance over at Regina and roll my eyes.  She is standing at the open doorway to the room where we have set up, waiting for the ‘them’ in question to arrive.  Regina is still in college, she is an intern with me, supposed to be with my company for six months.   
 
    “They put their pants on one leg at a time, just like the rest of us,” I tell her as I continue setting up my table.  I take the client sheets from another case to hand it to her, but she is camped at the door.  I could have told her their shit stinks the same as everyone else, but I am working and don’t want to be crass. 
 
    “I know, I know, I’m just super excited.  Do you know how hot they are?” 
 
    “I’m aware,” I shake my head.  I was excited the first time I met them too, but this is the fourth time I’ve worked with the members of BreakNeck, a rock band out of New York who are now L.A. based.  They’ve been around for ten years, have been rocking out long before Regina even knew what rock music was.  
 
    I get on with my set-up.  I hate to keep the photographer and set directors waiting for a client to have their hair and makeup done.  Makeup is my life.  From as young as five I’d been getting into my mother’s dressing table, much to her dismay.  I used to do make-up on my friends, with hideous results when I was younger, but then I started making a profit from it at school dances. Girls would pay me to make them glamorous.   
 
    My hard work was recognised by one of their older sisters, a part time model who was short on cash and needed help with her portfolio.  Rather than hire a professional artist, she used me.  
 
    Now, I’m venturing out more and more, being hired for photoshoots like this and have worked a couple of fashion shows.  They were hectic, not my favourite thing at all.  That was an eye-opener. 
 
    To me, make-up artistry is a craft, one I take very seriously. I majored in chemistry at Stanford University, to learn everything behind the science involved in the products I would be using.  Then I went to the Aveda Institute and got a further qualification in Cosmetology.  My resume consists of working in numerous cosmetics counters and stores.  At a photographers studio, then a short training stint alongside a professional makeup artist for the theatre.  I learned all about prosthetics, disguises, and costumes.  Then I opened my own studio and I contract out for work too.   
 
    “Have you worked with them before?” Regina asks, finally tearing herself away from her vigil to help me set up.  She is a good kid, I want her to go far in the business.  I’m always looking for good artists, it will be nice to have one I’ve trained up on the team. 
 
    “I have,” I look up at her with a smile.  “They’re just people.” 
 
    “I know,” she clasps her hands to her chest.  “Have you seen Aidan though, he’s so hot it’s like he blinds your eyeballs.” 
 
    I frown at her analogy and shake my head.  Sure, I get what she means, Aidan Gass is hot.  They all are.  They have that age thing going for them now, not so fresh faced, laughter lines and evidence of a life well lived on their handsome faces.  Of course, they spent their fair share of time in the press, Jordan the drummer the most.  He is wild.  I always enjoy chatting with him.  He is a pain in the ass to put makeup on though, he can’t sit still for longer than two seconds, and is forever tapping out some tune on the nearest surface.   
 
    “Who is your favourite?” she asks me, lining up my moisturisers and makeup wipes.   
 
    “I don’t have one,” I straighten and brush my long unruly blonde curls over my shoulder.   
 
    “Everyone always says the lead singer, you know?  But I kinda think the bass player is the best looking.  Have you seen his eyes?” 
 
    Yes.  I have seen his eyes, up close and personal, enough to see the flecks of silver in the too blue shade.  They are lined with dark lashes that make him look like he’s wearing eyeliner, his dark flop of hair always seems out of control.  As much as I say I don’t have a favourite, I agree with her.  Nick is insanely attractive, and he has the personality to match.  I won’t tell Regina Nick has asked me to go out with him the last two times we met.   
 
    I made a strict rule with myself when I started this business.  I do not date clients.  I definitely don’t date rockstars.  I’ve worked in this town long enough to know getting involved with any kind of celebrity is bad for business.  I don’t want to get that kind of reputation. Doesn’t stop me from fantasising about him though.  In fact, climbing him like a tree, a naked, sweaty, horny tree, is a fantasy I’ve had more than once. 
 
    “I see that dreamy look on your face,” Regina pokes my arm.  “It’s him isn’t it.  He’s your favourite.” 
 
    “I told you I don’t have one, and hush.  We’re supposed to be professionals.” 
 
    “I can’t help it.  My crew is gonna lose their shit when they find out who I worked with today.” 
 
    “Which is why I didn’t tell you in advance.”  She bites her fingernail, a sign of nerves.  “Relax,” I take her hand from her mouth.  “I trust you, but you need to get used to working with clients like this and remember you signed an NDA.  No photographs.  You can’t ruin our reputation, Reggie.” 
 
    “I won’t,” she says solemnly.  Then the sound of the band arriving has her cheeks flushing and her knees almost going.  “Oh my god, oh my god.  They’re here.  Who do you think will come in first?” 
 
    “All good in here?” 
 
    Regina nearly jumps out of her skin at the voice behind her.   
 
    I laugh and toss a packet of wipes at her, she manages to catch it and look sheepish.  “Yes, great, thank you.  When will we be starting?” I ask Lola, the photographer’s assistant.  I like working with this photographer. Cultivating relationships with them works for me and they are one of my main sources of work now.  Word of mouth goes a long way.   
 
    “They’re sending in Archer and Jordan now.”   
 
    “Thanks, Lola.” 
 
    A few minutes later, Jordan’s booming laugh announces the two members of BreakNeck approaching our little workspace. 
 
    “Elsa!” Jordan says with a beaming smile, his arms out wide.  “I’m so stoked you’re on this shoot today,” he comes over and picks me up, squeezing me tight.   
 
    “Put her down asshole,” Archer says, dropping into the makeup chair.  “She doesn’t need your filthy hands pawing all over her.  Elsa has more class than that,” he winks. 
 
    I wobble a little when he sets me down but smile at him all the same.   
 
    “What is the look today?” Jordan asks, dropping his lanky frame into the second chair.   
 
    “Basic stuff, it’s an aftershave product so they want you to look edgy and tough.” 
 
    Archer looks up, pulling out his cell phone. “So, no eyeliner?” 
 
    I laugh.  “No eyeliner.” 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with a little eyeliner,” Jordan says, picking up a bright red lipstick, taking off the lid and twisting it up.  “Sexy.” 
 
    I take it from him with a scolding look and he holds up his hands in defence.  “I don’t think it’s your shade,” I tell him, and he laughs heartily.   
 
    “Okay, baby doll.  Hit me with it,” he leans back. Then he notices Regina who has gone quiet suddenly.  She looks like a deer in the headlights now.  “Howdy,” he salutes her.  “You doing okay back there, sweetheart?” 
 
    “Hi,” she breathes out.  “Yes, I’m fine.  Just… a little…” 
 
    Archer looks over at her, then me, a grin on his face.  I narrow my eyes at him.  He isn’t known for his womanising ways, not like Jordan, but I know when a man is checking out a girl.  Regina is way too young for him.  I introduce her as my college intern, emphasising college.  Archer’s head lifts in acknowledgement.  He says ‘hi,’ then goes back to his phone.   
 
    “No need to freak out,” Jordan says with a cheery grin.  “We’re the normal ones.  Just wait until Aidan comes in, he’s a diva.” 
 
    “He is not,” I nudge Jordan’s shoulder.  “Ignore him.  Can you sit still while I do this?” 
 
    “I can try,” he laughs cheekily, both of us knowing damn well that isn’t going to happen. 
 
    Getting to work, I cover him with a gown.  He starts telling us about a party they attended last night, how he’d accidentally fell in the hotel pool, unintentionally starting a whole thing of people following him in. 
 
    “Yeah, not planned at all,” Archer says sarcastically, without looking up.  
 
    “Why, I would never,” he puts his hand on his chest like he is offended and Regina giggles.  He gives her his full-on smile and she flushes bright red.   
 
    “Face this way,” I remind him.   
 
    “It’s a good job you started with him first, or we’d be here all day.” 
 
    “Holy shit,” Regina leans back against the wall.  “You’re Nick Chambers.” 
 
    “Last time I checked,” he comes into the room.  “Nice to meet you,” he holds out his hand and I swear Regina is on the verge of fainting.   
 
    I can understand why, having the three of them in here, particularly him, is stealing all the oxygen out of the room, or maybe just my lungs.   
 
    “So, Nick floats your boat, huh Reggie,” Jordan grins at her through his reflection in the mirror.   
 
    Nick takes it in his stride and makes small talk with her, making her damn year if the look on her face is anything to go by.  I work through getting Jordan ready for the harsh lights they’re about to be under for the next couple of hours.  Once he is done, he saunters out, bellowing about being hungry and thirsty.  I move over to Archer and begin prepping his face.  He sits still, answering texts and emails as I work.  He thanks me when he’s done and leaves. 
 
    “Ready for me?” 
 
    I swallow.  “Sure thing,” I indicate the chair with a small flourish, making him wink at me.  Fuck my ovaries.  I shift a little and busy myself getting the products I need.  His skin tone is a little darker than the other two.  It is what makes his eyes pop so much. 
 
    “How’ve you been?” he asks.  “Following the Lakers?” 
 
    “Always,” I reply.  My dad got me into basketball when I was a kid.  He used to take me to the games.  I spent as much time studying the makeup the cheerleaders wore as I did watching the games.  “They’re killing it.” 
 
    “Tough game coming up though, the Cavaliers have been great this season.” 
 
    “Yeah, but the Lakers have LeBron, he’s gonna try and make a point to his old team.” 
 
    I use my fingertips to rub primer into his skin.  He closes his eyes, his dark lashes dusting his cheekbones.  He has great bone structure.  And pecs, my eyes dip to where his shirt is halfway unbuttoned.  I get a glimpse of the fine hair covering those pecs.   
 
    “But he’s just one man,” Nick says, and I raise my eyes to his as they reopen.   
 
    I’ll be mortified if he catches me ogling him.  
 
    “Yeah, a legend though.” 
 
    Aidan comes in then, looking a little worse for wear.  I welcome him then focus back on Nick.  I am sure Regina is in a coma at this point, she’s barely spoken since Nick came into the room.  Nick watches his lead singer drop into the seat beside him through the mirror.  There is a look of concern, but I won’t ask, it isn’t my place.   
 
    I finish up with Nick, who chooses to remain seated, talking with Aidan about a party they are going to tonight.   
 
    “You gotta at least show your face, Bianca will kick your ass if you don’t.” 
 
    “I know, but I’m just not in the mood.  She’s still pissed at me for what happened last week.” 
 
    “Can you blame her, it cost us a lot of money.” 
 
    Aidan scowls and doesn’t respond.  Nick runs a hand through his hair, whatever they are talking about, he doesn’t go into any detail in front of Regina and me.   
 
    “Ad, I know it’s tough.  But we have obligations.  At least it’s just a small party.” 
 
    “When is any party Jordan attends a small party?”  He closes his eyes as I get to work on his face. 
 
    Nick laughs.  “It might help,” he says his smile fading. 
 
    “Yeah, whatever.” 
 
    They quieten as I work.  It took a little extra magic to hide the dark circles under Aidan’s eyes.  I have an idea what they are talking about.  Aidan disappeared a couple of weeks ago, causing two shows to be postponed.  The press was speculating about the reason since, but BreakNeck has been silent on it, not a single word leaked.   
 
    “Els, are you busy tonight?” 
 
    “I’m washing my makeup brushes, why do you ask?” 
 
    Aidan snorts as Nick frowns.  “You wanna come to the party with us?” 
 
    “With the band?” I look over at him. 
 
    “Yeah, sure, the band,” Nick winks again. “I like you had an excuse prepared too.  Impressive.” 
 
    “Excuse me but it is not an excuse.” 
 
    “Liar,” he leans forward in his chair.  “It’ll be fun.  We’ve already asked Lola and Jaxon.  They’re coming too.” 
 
    “Good for them.” 
 
    “Take a hint dude,” Aidan looks amused now and I am glad he’s snapped out of whatever funk had taken over.  “How many times are you gonna ask?” 
 
    “Till she agrees to come.” 
 
    “No discussing me like I’m not here,” I grab my powder to set Aidan’s face.   
 
    “Not until you quit declining.” 
 
    “Why do you want me to come?” I arch a brow. 
 
    “Cos it’ll be fun,” Nick gave me a heated look and I can see what that means, the kind of fun he is referring to.   
 
    My heart flutters, a deep pulse throbs between my legs and I am sure my breathing becomes dangerously irregular.   
 
    “Come on, what’s the worst that could happen?” 
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    Nick pins me to the wall, one hand squeezing my hip, the other on my breast.  This is a bad idea, very bad, but his tongue is doing things to my neck that have my eyes crossing.  One drink I said.  Just one and then I’d leave.  I swore that was what I would do.  So how the hell have I ended up in a hotel room with him?   
 
    “Fuck, you’re so hot, Elsa,” he moans against my shoulder, his teeth nipping as he pushes my top away, baring the skin to his lips.  “I’ve wanted to do this since the first time I saw you.” 
 
    “You have?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he grabs the hem of my top and pulls it over my head.  His eyes dilate as they lock on my breasts.  “Fuck yeah.” 
 
    He pulls off his own top in that honest to God, panty melting move guys do with one hand, dropping it behind him as he unhooks my bra.  Alarm bells are going off in my head.  I don’t do casual sex, I’ve had my share of one-night stands in college.  I am a mature, independent and strong businesswoman now.  I don’t do things like this anymore.  I must tell him to stop.  I moan as his mouth closes around my nipple.  God, he is good at that.  So good.   
 
    No, I have to stop, I’m not some groupie.  I push him. He looks confused, lost in a haze of lust.   
 
    “What’s wrong?” he asks, pausing at my hesitancy.   
 
    “This isn’t why I agreed to come out tonight,” I tell him.   
 
    “I know, it wasn’t why I asked,” he hasn’t moved back, but he isn’t touching me like he had been.  “But I thought we were both up for this, you seemed to be enjoying it,” he points out. 
 
    “I was, I am.  But I’m just.” Shit what do I say?  I’m not a groupie, I’m not someone to mark as a notch on your bedpost.  Or wall.   
 
    He arches his brow at me.  “If you want to stop, that’s fine.”  He doesn’t look like it’s fine, but he does take a step back.   
 
    He could push the issue, but he doesn’t.  I am grateful he doesn’t.  And pissed at myself.  We stand here topless, I could be wrapped around him right now, but I put the brakes on.  What the hell is wrong with me?   
 
    “I don’t want to stop,” I pause, and he puts his hand up and brushes some hair from my forehead.  “But at the same time,” he drops his hand, a frown on his face.  He doesn’t look angry, just confused.  “I swore I’d never sleep with clients.  It’s unprofessional.” 
 
    “I won’t tell the boss if you don’t,” he grins.  He knows I’m my own boss.   
 
    “And you’re…you.” 
 
    “Meaning?” he straightens up but still has a hand on the wall beside my head, still all up in my space.  When I don’t answer, he sighs.  “You think this is some meaningless encounter?” 
 
    “Isn’t it?” 
 
    For a moment, he looks offended, and I feel terrible.  “No pressure here,” he says.  “But this isn’t meaningless, Els.  You’re not just some nameless, random girl.  Besides, I don’t do that stuff.  I’m not Jordan,” he gave me a pulse spiking grin, shit he has some pretty dimples.  I wonder if he has them above his ass too.  “I don’t think you’re the kind of girl to give it up to anyone.  You’re sweet, kind, a good friend.” 
 
    A friend.  Wow.  He bends down and picks up my top, passing it to me.   
 
    “I don’t want to make you uncomfortable.  If you don’t want this, then we’re all good.” 
 
    “It’s just that,” I take the top.  “I’m looking for more.  My days of random hook ups are over.” 
 
    He stares at me. “What if it wasn’t?” 
 
    I look up into his too blue eyes.  “Wasn’t what?” 
 
    “A random hook-up.” 
 
    “I’m not sure what you’re suggesting,” I squirm a little.  It’s getting chilly and my nipples peak and tighten.  Or maybe it’s not the cold.   
 
    His eyes drop to them, then back to my face.  “It doesn’t need to be a one-time thing,” he tells me. 
 
    Is he asking for me to be the girl he comes to whenever he’s in town? Is that any better?  At least I know where I stand with one night.  At least I know things won’t go too far, or my stupid heart won’t get the wrong idea.  On the other hand, my body is having an intense argument with my head.  He is right there, ready and willing.  Nick Chambers from BreakNeck just asked me to be his… friend with benefits? 
 
    I drop my head.  I can’t do it.  I’m not that girl.   
 
    “Hey,” he cups my chin and tilts my head so I’m looking up at him, and I see the resignation in his features.  “I get it, I promise.  If anything, this whole refusal thing, makes you hotter.” 
 
    I laugh but my brain is now telling me I’m a fucking idiot. 
 
    He bent down to collect my bra and helps slip it back on, before pulling my top over my head.  I don’t think I have been so disappointed in my life, but it is the right thing to do.  After he pulls his top on, he slips his arm around me.   
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “We’re going back to the party,” he tells me as he opens the hotel door and guides me out. 
 
    Great, he’s going to pick up someone else in front of me.  What an absolute idiot I am.  “I should probably just go,” I say. 
 
    “Go, no way.  The night is young, plus we’ve got a lot to talk about.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” I let him lead me to the elevator.  The party is in the roof top bar.  I’m not sure why Nick has a room here, when he lives in L.A. I twist my fingers together as the elevator arrives and we step inside.  He keeps his arm around my neck as he leans back against the mirrored wall.   
 
    “Well, if I want to show you that you are more than just a one-night stand, we need to get to know each other.” 
 
    I tilt my head up to look at him.  His eyes are alight with amusement but there is still that edge of attraction peeking out at me.  I’m not sure I am buying what he’s selling.  I can’t believe someone like him is willing to forego a night of sex.  There are plenty of women upstairs who would never balk at what was just at my fingertips.  Why is he doing this for me?  We go back into the bar, a few people glance over, some eyeing me suspiciously.  We haven’t been gone long enough for anything more than a quickie.  Embarrassment blushes my cheeks and I dip my head. 
 
    “Hey,” Nick leans in close to my ear.  “They’re just jealous, don’t let it bother you.” 
 
    “They don’t have anything to be jealous of,” I mutter. 
 
    “Sure they do,” he tugs me closer. 
 
    I look up at him in confusion.  He calls out to a bar tender who is passing with a bucket of ice and a bottle of champagne perched in it.  He asks if one can be brought to the table, he is leading us towards.   
 
    “They think you’re the lucky girl I chose tonight, a throwaway.  But that isn’t what you are.” 
 
    “I’m not?” my eyes widen, and I feel my heart swell.    
 
    “Absolutely not,” he guides me into a booth and slides in after me, when the bar tender brings us a bucket of champagne, he pours us both a glass and holds his up to mine.  I lift and we clink glasses.  “You’re the girl I’ve thought about for weeks,” he says, leaning in close.  “The girl I would give everything to have been in that hotel room with right now, but,” he winks.  “You’re also the girl that I want to talk to, to get to know, to spend time with.” 
 
    He can’t mean that.  Right?  We both take a drink of our champagne and after he sets his glass down, he takes mine and puts it on the table too.  Then he takes my chin between his thumb and forefinger and guides my mouth to his.  When he kisses me, my toes curl, and my heart explodes.  I can’t believe it, he still wants to hang around after I turned him down.  Nick Chambers, the bass player for one of the most famous rock bands in the world, still wants me.   
 
    Fucking hell, this is worse than sleeping with him. I have let myself in for something far worse than the disappointment of being a one-night stand.  I am allowing myself to trust him, to believe his pretty words, his beautiful blue eyes lure me in without hesitation. 
 
    More fool me.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
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    The Present 
 
      
 
    I shriek almost as loudly as Jenna does when she walks through the door.  She hurries over and grabs me in a tight squeeze.  We are the same height, but she is dark haired to my blonde, chic to my boho, both of us incredibly successful in our businesses, but still able to screech like teenagers at the sight of each other and give no fucks whatsoever about it.  It has been months since I’ve seen her, after her last trip to L.A. with her boyfriend.  Now her fiancé.  
 
    “Let me see,” I grab her hand and pull it closer to inspect the rock on her ring finger.  It has been two months since the engagement.  She’s sent me plenty of pictures, but it isn’t the same as seeing it in the flesh.  I cover my eyes.  “Oh. Ma. Gawd. I’m blind,” I cry. 
 
    “Stop it,” she laughs, but she is beaming.   
 
    “Being engaged suits you, girl,” I squeeze her hand before letting it go. 
 
    “I’m so glad you’re here,” she does a little shimmy of a dance that has me laughing.  “I have so much planned.  Brooke and Meg are ready to party tonight, they’re excited to see you too.” 
 
    “About that,” I adjust the beads and chains around my neck.   
 
    “Nope,” Jenna holds a hand up. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I know what you’re going to say, and I am not letting you come up with some excuse because he is going to be there.” 
 
    “I wasn’t,” I pout.  I totally am.   
 
    “You can’t get out of going to the party anyway,” she points out. 
 
    Again, totally correct.  I’m not attending this party as a guest of Jenna, or BreakNeck.  I am at this party because I am friends with the guy throwing it.  I am here in New York because of the job I am currently working.  Remi Molyneaux, my current number one client, will kill me dead if I don’t show up tonight.  And I’ve already had the pep talk like thirty-seven times, that I can attend this party with him there too.  Remi knows all about Nick Chambers and our brief but painful past. 
 
    I’ve seen Nick a grand total of two times since he pulled my heart out of my chest, tossed it on the floor, stomped on it, then set fire to it.  Okay, so maybe that is a slight exaggeration, but it is for sure what it felt like at the time.  I’d put a brave face on it the first time I saw him, acted all nonchalant, like I was over it.  Over him.  He’d been awkward in our first encounter too.   We hadn’t spoken since the night it happened.   
 
    Once he realised, I knew what he did, he called once, but I wasn’t interested in speaking to him.  It had been right there, on TV for the entire world to see.  There was no way he could say it was anything other than what it was.  He took another girl home when he was supposed to be with me.   
 
    You can’t get a much clearer slap in the face than that.   
 
    There were enough people at that first meeting that it didn’t get too weird.  We could be in the same room and have a good time, away from each other, without too much chat, or even looking one another in the eye.  The other guys had clearly been watching us to see how we would act, but both of us rose above it and behaved like adults.  I hadn’t gone home and cried like a loser.  Not at all. 
 
    The second time we’d talked, we’d shared a laugh, then I spent the rest of the night counting down until I could leave, without it being obvious.   
 
    Jenna has become one of my best friends, even though we’ve only known each other such a brief time.  She had already hooked up with Adam, or Aidan as he is known professionally, the lead singer of BreakNeck, when we first met. So being her friend makes me a part of their circle.  And Nick is also a part of that circle.  A huge one.  So, I must get over it if I want to remain her friend.  I have to be the bigger person.  Show that dick it doesn’t matter what he did.  He doesn’t matter to me. 
 
    Fake it till you break, er, make it… That is how the saying goes.  I’m not broken.  At least, not anymore.  I was back then.  Really, stupidly broken.  It is a lesson learnt, one I am not going to repeat.  How could I when I’m not around him? 
 
    “Remi would totally understand if I blew it off,” I say, leading her to the huge semi-circular sofa in Remi’s living room.   
 
    “Yeah, for sure, he said that.” 
 
    Of course, she sees right through me. We sit down and I offer her some chocolates from the tray on the coffee table.  She takes two of the square pieces of chocolate.  I love she isn’t afraid to eat.  I have worked around so many models and actresses lately it’s rare anyone takes me up on my offers of treats.  Jenna looks after herself, working out all the time at the boxing gym, but she isn’t afraid of calories the way most of the people I spend my time with are.   
 
    “This place is amazing,” she sighs, looking around.  “You’re actually staying here with him?” she arches a brow. 
 
    “Don’t get excited,” I laugh.  “It’s a secret, so you have to swear never to repeat it, but Remi likes his conquests with three legs, not two.” 
 
    For a moment, she looks perplexed, then my meaning dawns on her.  “Really?” she asks like I’ve told her the juiciest gossip ever.  “But he’s so…” 
 
    “Alpha male?” I suggest. 
 
    She taps her chin with her forefinger, that rock dazzling my eyeballs again.  “You don’t have to be straight to be an alpha male,” she says sagely. “Have you ever read any MM romance.” 
 
    “M and M’s? They write romance about candy?” I grin. 
 
    She laughs loudly.  “No, MM, male, male.” 
 
    “Gay romance?” I arch a brow.  The guys have been giving Jenna shit about her love of romance novels for as long as they’ve known her. She always manages to have some kind of reference to the literary world she works in.  “I’ve heard of it, I’ve never read any.” 
 
    “So hot,” she takes another chocolate and pops it into her mouth.  “I can give you some recommendations if you like.” 
 
    “I missed you,” I grab her in another hug, and she laughs in surprise.  “And it’s actually common knowledge Remi is into guys.  I see you still haven’t taken the time to learn about anything other than books and eighties cock rock.” 
 
    She laughs unapologetically.  “Cock rock.” 
 
    “Ha, you said cock,” I grin.   
 
    “What about cock?”  
 
    Jenna almost chokes on her chocolate.  I look over the back of the couch as Remi comes into the room. He is shirtless, wearing white linen pants and his feet bare, there is a towel around his neck and his hair is damp.  Last time I saw him he was in the gym, he’s obviously finished up and taken a shower.   
 
    Remi is a heartthrob the world over.  He looks like an edgier, darker Hayden Christensen with pouty lips and piercing eyes. He catapulted into stardom on a reality TV show about three years ago, but the difference between Remi and a lot of the ‘celebrities’ to come from such shows is, he actually has talent.  He is an amazing actor, and he’s worked hard to get where he is.  Finally landing the leading male role in a romantic comedy that just wrapped. Tonight, he is throwing a party to celebrate the end of the shoot. 
 
    I’ve been fortunate enough to know him from the start, working on the TV show way back when.  We’ve become great friends and as his fame increases, he managed to get me as his preferred makeup artist on a couple of his movie sets.  I’ve worked alongside some of my heroes on this latest movie.  He’ll never let me say it, but he’s catapulted my career too.  I am already in talks to work on another movie being filmed here in New York, production due to start soon.   
 
    “Rem, this is one of my favourite people, Jenna Montanari.” 
 
    Jenna gets to her feet and reaches out to shake hands, but Remi pulls her into a hug.  He catches the sparkle of her ring as she steps back and grabs her hand.  “Now that is what I call a rock.” 
 
    Jenna blushes.  She is dating, sorry, engaged to one of the most famous and attractive men on the planet, yet she still blushes over something so trivial.  I get up and put my arm around her.   
 
    “What do you expect from Aidan Gass?” I say with a shrug.   
 
    I’ve told him all about Jenna already, which is when it came out BreakNeck would be coming to the party tonight.  One of their songs featured on the soundtrack to the movie.  The one Adam wrote about Jenna when they first met, to be exact.  Which is why it shouldn’t come as such a shock to me knowing they’ll be coming.   
 
    “So,” Remi bent over and grabbed a chocolate, popping it whole into his mouth.  “You ladies have plans while Els is here?” 
 
    “So many plans,” Jenna gushes.   
 
    “Well, I hope they include getting her laid.” 
 
    “Hey!” I shout but he just laughs back at me.  “I do not need any help in that department, thank you very much.” 
 
    “Yeah, right,” his face shows his skepticism.  The asshole.   
 
    “Well, I’m sure Elsa is perfectly capable of finding herself that kind of fun.  And if she isn’t, Brooke is always on the hunt for a good time,” Jenna links her arm with mine. 
 
    “I like the sound of this Brooke,” Remi grabs the sides of his towel and pulls them taut across the back of his neck. “Is she coming tonight?” 
 
    “Yep,” Jenna informs him. 
 
    “Excellent. And forgive me if I’m speaking out of turn,” Remi gives me a sly look and I already know what he is going to say.  “I’m going to assume as her girl squad, you’re all going to make sure she doesn’t do anything stupid with a certain, you know who.” 
 
    “Dammit Remi. I don’t need anyone preventing me from doing anything stupid. Besides, I’m over that,” I unhook my arm from Jenna and walk over to the bar in the corner. It might only be eleven AM but when there is a bar so well stocked at your disposal, it is rude not to take advantage.  
 
    “So over it,” he mutters behind me. 
 
    “You’re supposed to be on my side,” I whirl around putting my hands on my hips. 
 
    “I am. I have a plan.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare do anything stupid,” I waggle my finger at him.  
 
    Jenna stands beside him looking amused by the whole thing. She is a whole lot closer to Nick these days. Their friendship bloomed a lot towards the end of the band’s last tour. Though she never pushes me on discussing the whole debacle. She stood by me in solidarity because she’s been in the same position I found myself in. Watching the ass who is supposed to be with you, with another woman.  
 
    “I mean it Remi, I just want to enjoy the party without any drama. It’s been over a year since all of that,” I wave my hand, like I’m brushing away the whole affair. “I’ve moved on.” 
 
    He doesn’t say anything, but he does have a weird look on his face.  
 
    “I will never speak to you again if you embarrass me.” 
 
    Remi rolls his eyes. “Jenna, it’s lovely to meet you, why don’t you see what you can do to loosen her up a little.” 
 
    “I’m loose,” I pout. 
 
    Remi’s left brow arches up. I hate when he does that.  
 
    “Come on,” Jenna takes pity on me. “I have Adam’s credit card. He told me to get a new dress and shoes, but I have enough of that crap, let’s go to McAllister’s instead.”  When Remi looks confused, she smiles. “My friend’s bar.” 
 
    “You are not going to be a good influence, are you?” he laughs. 
 
    “Not in the slightest.” 
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    Despite her suggestion to avoid shopping, I talk Jenna out of abandoning the idea. Not that I will use her fiancé’s credit card, I have my own money thank you very much. But I do want to look amazing tonight. For myself obviously. And Remi is right, I could meet someone tonight, I’m open to anything. 
 
    We have a lot of fun and end up in Bloomingdales on the Upper East Side, a place I never thought I’d be shopping in. All I keep thinking about is Gossip Girl, but as ever, Jenna has no clue what I’m talking about.  
 
    After spending two hours going through the women’s department, I settle on a 1920’s Gatsby style, silver and black dress. It’s so gorgeous I almost faint when I touch the beautiful silk and handmade lace fabric. The beading is exquisite too and Jenna has to pick my jaw up off the floor. The price is eye popping, but I decide it’s worth it and it looks so hot on. Standing in the changing rooms, I run my hand over the gorgeous fabric. It is a high neck halter, leaving my shoulders and arms bare. It reaches to mid-thigh with the lace trailing a little longer than the hem line. 
 
    I absolutely am not thinking about who is going to be eating their heart out when they see me in this dress, but Jenna keeps eyeing me knowingly. I treat myself to a pair of black velvet four-inch-high Mary Jane shoes, with an intricate silver buckle at the ankle too. 
 
    While we’re finishing up, Jenna gets a text from Adam to say he’s booked us in to get our makeup done at the Charlotte Tilbury counter. I want to be offended but then decide it’s nice to be pampered for once, and am all in. Only Aidan Gass could get us a last-minute appointment here. Hell knows what he paid for it. Jenna just rolls her eyes, especially when he asks for her to send pictures of her new dress from the changing rooms. 
 
    “He’s a dirty perv,” I laugh. “I know he doesn’t want to see you in a dress.” 
 
    “Well, whatever, he won’t see anything because I am not buying a new dress. I don’t need one, I have a closet full of them.”  
 
    “I love that about you.” 
 
    “What? There are more important things to spend money on. A dress I’ll only wear once is not one of those things.” 
 
    I grab her by the arm and drag her over to the makeup counter.  
 
    We meet up with Brooke and Megan, Jenna’s other best friends, a couple of hours later, and have cocktails in Brooke’s apartment. I do their makeup for them, before I head back to Remi’s to help him prepare for the party.  
 
    “So, tell me really,” he is standing in front of a full-length mirror doing up the cufflinks on his expensive powder blue shirt. “How are you feeling about seeing him?” 
 
    “It’s not a big deal, Remi, really. You don’t need to keep bringing it up.” 
 
    “You told me he was the love of your life.” 
 
    “I was sooo drunk when I said that. We barely spent any time together. I didn’t love him.” 
 
    There went that stupid brow arch again. I know what he’s doing, he wants me to fill the silence and spill my guts, but I will never do it. Because there is nothing to spill. Not a single thing. 
 
    “Okay, answer me this. If he walks in here, with a woman on his arm, how is that going to make you feel?” 
 
    “Amazing,” I say. “Happy for him. Sad for her, cos he’ll shit all over her heart too.” 
 
    Remi laughs knowingly. “What you need is to get under someone else.” 
 
    I scrunch up my nose. “I don’t need a man to get over a man.” 
 
    “Who said anything about having a man. I’m talking about sex. You need some. Tonight. And not with him. Unless you really want to.” 
 
    “I do not,” I huff out.  
 
    “Want sex or sex with him?” 
 
    He is making me all flustered. So what if I haven’t done it since Nick?  It’s a lifestyle choice. A, ‘I’d much rather be sitting on the sofa eating ice cream from a giant tub than look for another man,’ kind of choice.    
 
    He slips his arms into the jacket of his suit, tugs on the cuffs and then smooths down the lapels, barely glancing in the mirror as he turns to me. He looks so much like an old black and white movie star. He’s stunning.  
 
    “Why can’t you be straight, Remi?” 
 
    “If I had a nickel for every time I heard that line,” he grins at me. “Anyway,” he walks to the dresser and grabs a small bag, then returns and hands it over. “I got you this.” 
 
    “What is it?” I ask. 
 
    “Open it,” he rolls his eyes as he does up the bottom button on his suit jacket.  
 
    I open the bag and find a Tiffany box inside. I look back up at him, eyes and mouth wide.  He reaches over and uses his pointer finger, pushing my chin up to close my mouth.  
 
    “Remi,” I breathe out. “You shouldn’t have.” 
 
    “You haven’t even opened it,” he laughs at me, then sits down beside me, close enough that his thigh is pressed to mine. I glance up and catch our reflection in the mirror. He does too and slips his arm around me. “Babe, if I was straight, you’d be the only girl I’d want.” 
 
    “Don’t make me sniffle. Charlotte Tilbury,” I wave a finger around my face as explanation. I open the box and there are small star shaped diamond stud earrings inside. I make a sound, which has Remi rearing back slightly. “Are you crazy?” 
 
    “No, but clearly you are. Shut up with the complaints, the ‘you shouldn’t haves’ and the ‘I can’t accept this.’ Just put them in.” 
 
    “Well,” I huff.  “I can tell you with absolute certainty, I was not going to tell you I cannot accept them,” I grin.  He watches as I hop off the bed and go to the mirror, carefully putting the earrings in.  I admire them turning my head from side to side.  
 
    “You like?” 
 
    “I love,” I whirl around to face him.  “Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome, sweetheart.  Now, I got you another gift, something a little bigger, it’s upstairs." 
 
    "Why?” 
 
    “Why, what?” 
 
    “Why are you giving me gifts all of a sudden?” 
 
    He grabs my hand and walks me to the door, giving me a critical once over before he sweeps me out into the hallway. “Because when you met me, I was no one, but you treated me like I was someone.  Now I’m someone and you treat me like I’m normal.” 
 
    I pucker my brow at that one.  But I get it.  He’ll always just be Remi to me, even if this house soon will be packed full of A list celebrities all fawning over him.  He takes my hand in his and leads me up the stairs. 
 
    “Well, what is it?” I ask as we reach the top floor.   
 
    He surreptitiously points to a guy who has just grabbed himself a drink and is looking around, like he doesn’t quite believe where he is.  “He’s my oldest friend from high school,” he whispers in my ear.  “I brought him out here for his birthday.”  
 
    Holy wow. He’s wearing a suit like Remi’s but it’s more casual somehow, even though I can see its expensive.  He’s wearing a white t-shirt underneath it too, and sneakers.  He’s hot, like Christian Hogue hot, and I should know, I met that guy on a photoshoot once.  Talk about a man who could melt off your panties.   
 
    “You got me your best friend as a gift?” my eyes widen to saucers.  “Are you out of your damn mind?”  I clutch his sleeve urgently, trying not to make eye contact with his friend.  “This is not normal behaviour Remi.” 
 
    “What?  I’m just introducing you to my friend,” he sounds not even a little bit as if this is innocent. 
 
    “Oh yeah, sure, that’s what this is. I can’t believe you, this is embarrassing.” 
 
    Remi winks.  “Elsa, relax.  I haven’t told him anything, because like you keep saying, there is nothing to tell.  Your single, he’s single, you’re both in the city.  And Chase is hot, he’s a good guy and he will look fantastic on your arm tonight, or in your bed later.”  He leans in and kisses my cheek.  “Go with it and say thank you, Remi.” 
 
    “You’re an ass…” I glance at Chase as he spots us and grins wide. I keep my eyes on him as he walks toward us.  Then lean into Remi.  “Thank you, Remi.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
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    The sudden sound of thumping bass wakes me up with a start.  Instantly, I can tell Archer is in a mood.  When he gets like this, he doesn’t seem to give a shit who he is bothering.  The neighbours have complained more than once.  Fuck knows what time it is, but it is definitely too early for this pounding noise.   
 
    I throw back the covers with a resigned sigh and sit up.  My feet touch the freezing cold wooden floor and I hiss, fighting the urge to get back into bed.  Winters in New York are no joke.  I should be used to it, having grown up mostly in Up State New York, but living in L.A. for the last ten years has thinned my blood.  It is taking me a while to readjust.  It’s not like we have skimped on the place and the heat is keeping it warm, but we need a heated floor, like Adam and Jordan have in their upscale mansion apartments.  Or a rug at the very least.  I make a mental note to ask Janie about that later.  It isn’t like I can just walk into a store to pick up a rug for myself.   
 
    Given this is the third time in a week Arch has gone dark and put music on to work out his tension, I am beginning to wonder if it’s time to get a place of my own, even though that isn’t really what I want to do.  People may believe I’m a solitary guy, but I actually enjoy living with my friend. 
 
    I pull on some boxers and socks and snag a t-shirt from where I flung it over a chair last night putting it on as I open my bedroom door.  Our place might not be as grandiose as the other guys, but the apartment in Hell’s Kitchen is nothing to complain about.  We have an impressive corner apartment with our own spacious bedrooms, with en-suites, on opposite ends of the apartment to each other, a living area and a home gym, despite the building having its own gym and pool.  We also managed to snag an apartment with a terrace.  The obnoxiously loud techno music is coming from the gym. 
 
    Through the huge windows, I can see it’s early from the still lightening grey sky.  Too early for this shit.  I feel like a nagging wife as I open the door. My bandmate, one of my best friends is furiously punching the bag hanging from the ceiling in the far corner of the room. His back is to me, he’s topless wearing just a pair of shorts, his back is covered in sweat.   
 
    Rather than go up behind him and risk getting a punch if he startles, like a thoughtful friend, I pick up a water bottle and launch it, right at his ass.  It hits with precision and Archer yelps and spins around, grabbing his butt.   
 
    “Alexa, music off,” I practically shout.  The music cuts of instantly and the robotic voice repeats my order.  “What the fuck, Arch?” 
 
    “You threw a bottle at me.” 
 
    “You woke me, and probably half the building, because you’re being an emo bitch,” I throw back at him and he scowls, wiping away the sweat on his forehead with the back of his hand.  “I’m not dealing with any more noise complaints from the Resident’s Association,” I add, hating in my head I sound like a fucking Karen.   
 
    Archer looks away from me and out of the window beside him.  I know he’s struggling.  He is the only one not fully on board with us coming back from the West Coast.  The whole band upped stakes and moved to L.A. when we got a recording contract ten years ago and never looked back.  Till now.   
 
    I don’t want to come off like an asshole, so I sit down on the weight bench and watch my friend.  We have known each other since middle school, we all grew up in White Plains.  The four of us hit it off and once we realised we shared a love of music, we started our own band, never beliving for a second we would become what we are now. 
 
    BreakNeck, is currently one of the biggest rock bands in the world.  We’ve just released our ten-year anniversary album and Bianca, our manager is in full on bitch mode booking us for all kinds of appearances, press, interviews, and photoshoots.  We have a shoot this afternoon, then a party.  I’m not sure why it’s pissing Arch off so much, usually he is the first through the door of an industry party.   
 
    He stands with his back to me, hands on his hips as he watches the city below.  He has been hitting the gym hard lately.   
 
    He’s tall, built and blond, likened to a viking by our legions of fans. He’s been growing in a beard the past few months too and spends all his time in the bathroom grooming it. He is the heart of our band, the one who pulls us through when things get shit, the sensible one out of the four of us.  I’m classed as the quiet, introspective one, Adam is the temperamental lead singer who does things like leave in the middle of a tour, or fall in love with a literary agent in New York City.  And Jordan, there is really no describing him, he is a law unto himself.  Although, he shocked the shit out of all of us when he got a girlfriend.  For the last ten years, our drummer, the joker and pain in our manager’s ass, has slept his way through enough groupies to fill one of the arenas we play.  It looks like he’s turned over a new leaf, though all of us are waiting for it to implode.   
 
    Given his girlfriend is in New York too, it does not bode well for this being a temporary arrangement.  As a band, we discussed the temporary move and agreed this was the right time for us to come home, to write and record our anniversary album where we grew up, with the producers who worked on our first album.   
 
    We all know there is more to it than that and in reality we are split fifty fifty over the decision.  I’m still not one hundred percent convinced I want to stay here.  It’s nice to be near my grandma, she’s getting on, and was so happy when I told her I would be around for a while.   
 
    I can afford to keep my place in L.A.  We all have in fact.  We don’t have to live in the same city, it’s easy enough for us to fly wherever we’re needed, but it kind of means we’d be breaking up.  Not the band, or our friendship, but living across the country from one another won’t make things easy.  In the last ten years, we have worked and lived practically on top of one another.  There are disputes and arguments, sure, no four people can live and work that close without it, but none of that ever lasts long.  We’re brothers, always will be.  Although, what I initially considered to be a blip on the road, could be more than we realise.  Adam proposed to Jenna two months ago and we all know her life is in New York. 
 
    “What’s eating you?” I ask as I pick up a kettle bell weight and mindlessly lift it up and down. Usually Archer is an open book so this isn’t normal. 
 
    “Nothing, just needed to let off some steam.” 
 
    “At stupid o’clock in the morning, with music louder than some venues we’ve played?” 
 
    “Don’t exaggerate,” he turns to face me, absently rubbing his hand over his stomach.  I arch a brow.  “Okay, fine, it was too loud.  I’m used to being able to do this without worrying someone is gonna overreact.” 
 
    “When you had a house all to yourself with no one close enough to hear an explosion, never mind some techno booming shit.” 
 
    He doesn’t answer.  Archer’s house in L.A. is stupidly huge.  He went all out when we got our first decent paycheck and bought a Spanish monstrosity in the Hollywood Hills.  It has two swimming pools, a six-car garage which he has filled and a basement movie theatre.  He grew up in a small house and had to share a room with two brothers, so it is understandable he went nuts, when the rest of us just bought mildly ostentatious, yet private homes.   
 
    “It sucks, but we have other people to think about here.” 
 
    He swore under his breath.  “We’re going to receive a strongly worded email aren’t we?” 
 
    I laugh.  “Rather an email than someone banging on the door. Although if you keep it up, that’s gonna happen too.  And when it does, you can handle it.” 
 
    “Maybe it’ll be a hot chick.” 
 
    I give him a look that says he’s dreaming.  “In the real world, hot chicks don’t go around knocking on their neighbours doors telling them to keep it down.  This isn’t one of Jenna’s romance books.” 
 
    That got a chuckle out of him.  Jenna’s literary agency represents a lot of romance authors and we recently learned all about the phenomenon of ‘reverse harem romance’.  I am also not ashamed to say I’ve downloaded a few of those books to the Kindle Jenna got me.  She keeps me supplied with recommendations too.  It is a fantasy, not something I’ll ever engage in.  I’m way too alpha to allow any woman I’m with to get dicked by four other guys in front of me. Reading about it though… 
 
    “I’ll keep it down, dad,” Archer rolls his eyes, and breaks me out of my thoughts. 
 
    I huff out a laugh. “See that you do.  Or I’ll ground you.” 
 
    “Gladly.  Lock me in my room so I don’t need to go anywhere for the next two weeks.” 
 
    “You know Bianca would come up here and drag your ass out kicking and screaming.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he says with a resigned sigh.  “What’s the deal today? 
 
    “Photoshoot and party,” I remind him, surprised again he’s forgotten the schedule.   
 
    “Christ.  What’s the shoot for?” 
 
    I frown, it’s usually Adam grousing about these shoots, mostly because they dress us up like Ken dolls and we have to wear a ton of makeup.  I’m used to it, it’s part of the job, I don’t see the point in getting riled up about it.   
 
    “GQ.” 
 
    “Shit,” he sighs.  This is a big deal cover.  He grabs a t-shirt off the treadmill and heads for the door.   
 
    “That’s it?” I ask.   
 
    “What else do you want me to say?” 
 
    “I’ll make you breakfast would be nice.” 
 
    “Get bent,” he tosses me the finger as he walks out of the room.   
 
    I look down at my feet, wondering if I should push it and follow him.  In the end, I choose to leave it.  I wouldn’t appreciate being forced to talk, so I won’t make him do it either.  There is one thing clear though, I can’t move out and leave Arch alone. Not until whatever is going on with him is fixed.  
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    Janie, my assistant of the last six years, packs up her laptop, pushes her glasses up on her nose and quickly finishes her glass of apple Tango before getting to her feet. 
 
    “So the most important first, I’ll book La Traviata at the Metropolitan,” Janie holds up one finger after slinging her laptop bag over her shoulder. A second shoots up. “The meeting with the people from Warwick needs to be before the end of the month but push it as late as possible and,” For this one she grins.  “One large, plush, I don’t give a shit what colour it is, bedside rug to keep your tootsies warm.” 
 
    “Yep,” I tell her, as I get out of my chair and start to follow her.  “I’m glad to see you know where my priorities lay.” 
 
    “A world tour,” she rolls her eyes.  “How important could that possibly be, when we need to prevent your precious little feet from getting cold.” 
 
    “Or, you know, my grandma’s eightieth birthday celebration,” I say dryly.   
 
    Janie laughs.  I’d be lost without her so I don’t complain about her jabs. We’ve built up a good working relationship over the years, so much so, she very rarely needs to run things by me anymore. She’d been out of college a couple of months when she fell into the business of being a personal assistant to make some money during the summer.  It wasn’t something she planned on remaining doing for a career but was having so much fun working for me, she couldn’t imagine doing anything else.  I’m pretty sure that is because of the ridiculous amount of money I pay her to look after my life.  She fully deserves it and more.  I’d be lost without her. I trust her judgement and since I’m her only client, she is always here when I need her.  She didn’t bat an eye when I said I was moving to New York for a while, just surprised me by gettting herself a place here and came along happily.  
 
     Also, I’m not embarrassed to tell her to prioritise the rug to keep my damn feet warm.   
 
    Not that she has any involvement in band arrangements, but with the release of the new album, another tour is in the works.  It has been nine months since we wrapped up the last tour, which was across the US and Europe.  The label wants a World Wide tour for the tenth anniversary.  That could mean up to a year or longer on the road, with a few breaks between different legs to come back home, whether that be here or L.A.   
 
    “I’ll send you through some options for the jewelry, she will definitely want pearls?” 
 
    “They’re her favourite,” I say as we walk to the front door.   
 
    “Okay, and not too ostentatious,” she adds to herself.  “Doris hates flashy.” 
 
    “That she does,” I laugh thinking of my grandma.  She did a lot for me growing up.  I’m looking forward to celebrating her eightieth birthday with her.  It’ll be the first time in years I’ve been around to spend time with her on her birthday, and I’m pulling out all the stops doing the things she loves. 
 
    “Oh, shit, almost forgot,” Janie shifts the laptop bag around and pats her pockets, searching through all of them before she finds what she is looking for.  She hands over an envelope.  “Invites for the party tonight, they won’t let you in without them.” 
 
    I could be an asshole and say, of course they’ll let me in, they’ll see my face as the invite.  I might be a celebrity but I’ve never looked at myself as more important than anyone else.   
 
    “There is one for each of you and a guest. It’s at his house.  Lord knows why he has invites printed out to come to his house, there isn’t anything on them. They’re just black with his initials, a number and zip code, but who am I to judge? You need to be at the Meatpacking District for three,” she glances at her watch.  “So you have an hour.  Have you eaten?  They’re catering the photoshoot if you haven’t.” 
 
    “I’m good, Janie,” I put a hand on her shoulder.  “Promise.  Been feeding myself for close to thirty years now.” 
 
    After a few more reminders, my neurotic assistant heads out.  I’m glad she pointed out I only have an hour.  I take a quick shower and change, then knock on Archer’s bedroom door.  He disappeared when Janie arrived.   He offers to drive, and I don’t argue because driving the streets of New York is not fun to me.  Having recently discussed it with Janie, I bring up the tour on the drive over.   
 
    “Ad wants to postpone till after New Years,” he says, cursing a taxi driver who cuts him off.   
 
    “It’s not a bad idea,” I say.  “We can get all of that out of the way and not have to worry about factoring in a break for it.” 
 
    Arch nods.   “Not really sure Bianca believes him.” 
 
    “She thinks it’s because of Jenna?” I scowl.  He nods again.  “If she’d just give her a chance, B would realise Jenna is one of the nicest, most genuine people she’ll ever meet. She doesn’t have anything to say about the band and our commitments.” 
 
    “Preaching to the choir,” he points out.  “And honestly, I don’t think Jenna particularly worries how Bianca feels about her.” 
 
    That got a laugh out of me.  He’s right.  Our manager had a real problem with Adam getting himself a steady girlfriend.  At one point, we all believed Bianca fed some bullshit news story to the press to try and break them up, turned out it wasn’t her but she had known some of the shit stirring the real culprit was involved in. She had been pissed for a long time after Adam announced he is in love to the world at one of our shows.  Once Jenna got over her fear of being involved in a relationship with a superstar, she went all in, and didn’t care what anyone thought about her.  She doesn’t read any of the press about herself, unlike Adam, who is a maniac whenever anything disparaging is printed about her.   
 
    Interest in them has died down. It flared up because of his proposal at the album launch but nothing as bad as the initial ‘Aidan Gass is off the Market,’ bullshit that happened a few months ago.  Another bone of contention between Adam and Bianca was his stage name.  He wants to drop it, she won’t let him.  It is a barrel of laughs around the two of them when they are in a room together. She went back to L.A. a couple of days ago so we have a reprieve today. 
 
    “We’ll talk about it with him and Jordan later, if we agree, she’s gonna have to suck it up.” 
 
    “Are you happy about it?” I hedge, looking at him out of the corner of my eye.   
 
    “Like you said,” he looks at me with a small frown.  “It makes sense.  What’s the look for?” 
 
    “Nothing,” I shrug.   
 
    For a second, he looks like he might question me further but he stops and focuses on the road.  Arch loves Jenna, like the rest of us do.  I know he doesn’t blame her for any decisions Adam makes.  I’m pretty sure we all know Adam is making decisions based on her.  I won’t begrudge him.  Things haven’t been easy for any of us over the last ten years.  Finding and maintaining a relationship has been impossible. He had it for a while with his ex, but its different with Jenna.  It’s the real deal.      
 
    Losing my mom at an early, yet very much impressionable age taught me life is too short to not go after the things that make you happy.  Maybe a few years back, if this happened, I might have been more concerned, but we are in a place where we don’t need to bust our balls to prove ourselves.   
 
    Arch has always been free and easy, going with the flow where women are concerned.  Jordan had a revolving door to his bedroom, until recently.  I’ve definitely not found anything even remotely long term over the last ten years.   
 
    Although… I shake my head.  Nope, not going there.  Not going to think of her gorgeous blue eyes and long, blond hair, her infectious laugh and carefree style.  I fucked that up beyond repair anyway.  I’ve ran in to her twice since we came to New York, she had a couple of short term gigs here and is still good friends with Jenna. 
 
    She is in L.A. doing her thing, probably not giving a second thought to the asshole who allowed her to think there was more going on between us. I didn’t even have the balls to talk to her about why I’d be a shitty excuse for a boyfriend.  I’m better off sticking to my random, yet sporadic hook ups.   
 
    After Christmas, we’ll be leaving for what will essentially be a year long tour.  I pity Adam just thinking about it.  I’m better off alone, there is less chance of hurting people that way.   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
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    “This is awesome,” Jordan says as he bounds down the stairs ahead of us.   
 
    He’s like an overexcited puppy.  I have to admit he’s right.  After spending five hours on this set getting dressed up and down and up again, they offered us the use of a hotel suite next door where we could get washed up and changed, ready for the party.  They provided us with food and drinks and allowed us to take the clothes from the shoot.  That isn’t new, we are often given designer clothes, belts, shoes, cologne, you name it, because seeing BreakNeck members in their products really got marketing execs going.   
 
    This particular shoot had us in Giorgio Armani classic tuxedos, perfect for the black-tie event we are heading to.   Jordan is the only one who has kept the bow tie in place.  The rest of us ditched those as soon as we could.   I unbutton the top three buttons of my white dress shirt and Adam switches out the pointy black dress shoes for his boots.  He is on his phone to Jenna as we walk to the car waiting for us outside the hotel.  Not saying he can’t do anything without talking to her, but he can’t. 
 
    Arch rolls his eyes at me as Adam tells her we’ll be by to pick them up in ten minutes.   
 
    “Is Alessa with them?” Jordan asks, pulling the door to the limo open.   
 
    I happily barge past and get in before he can.  If he wants to chat with Adam about their women, I don’t need to be involved in that.  Arch has the same idea, and we leave them to their whipped ass conversation.  I grab the vodka bottle from the mini bar and pour a couple of shot glasses, handing one to Arch before putting the bottle back. 
 
    “Hey, where’s mine?”  Jordan slides in beside Arch.    
 
    “Bottles right there,” I point.   
 
    “The gentlemanly thing would have been to pour all of us a drink,” Jordan sniffs, but reaches for the bottle and two glasses.   
 
    Adam gets into the car and unbuttons his tux jacket, letting it fall around his hips as he spreads out on the seat.  Jordan offers him a glass, he takes it with a nod of thanks.   The car pulls away from the curb and I spot our security guys, Stone and DiMarco get into a car behind us.  They’ve been at the shoot all afternoon, probably bored out of their minds.   
 
    “So how long are we expected to hang out at this party?” Adam asks, pinching the bridge of his nose.  “I’m exhausted.” 
 
    “No one is forcing you,” Arch points out.  He’s looking out of the window, not at anyone in the car.   
 
    Adam looks across at him then over to me when he sees Arch’s attention isn’t in the car with us.  I shrug at him, telling him silently to let it go for now.  Adam and Archer have been best friends forever.  They knew each other before Jordan and I came on the scene in middle school.  Maybe I should let Adam know I think there might be something up with Arch, he may be best to talk to him about it.  It looks as if Adam is already realising Arch isn’t himself.   
 
    “Alessa is excited,” Jordan says, lifting one leg and resting his ankle on his knee.  “She’s got a thing for Remi Molyneaux.” 
 
    Adam frowns at him.  “That doesn’t bother you?” 
 
    “What? That she thinks the guy is hot and wants to lick him?” Jordan laughs.  “Nah man, I’m secure in my relationship,” he sips his vodka.  “Why, you think he’s gonna steal Jenna away?” 
 
    “He’d be more likely to want to lick you,” I point out making Jordan laugh and Adam scowl.   
 
    “Let’s face it bro,” Jordan looks back at Adam.  “Jenna probably doesn’t even know who the fuck Remi Molyneaux is.” 
 
    “True,” he concedes, but still doesn’t look overly impressed.   
 
    “Listen,” I speak up.  “Before we pick up the ladies, I just wanted to check in and see what everyone thinks about this world tour.  Should we put it off a while? What do you all think?” 
 
    “Given I missed most of the last one, then I say hells no, although if you guys need to, I don’t care when we go,” Jordan says grabbing the vodka bottle after finishing his current shot.   
 
    “What about Alessa?” Adam asks him.   
 
    “She’ll be with us, of course.” 
 
    “In what sense?” I ask. 
 
    “They’ll support us.” 
 
    “I love how confident you sound,” I laugh.  “Red Alert aren’t what the label class as an opening act, especially for a world tour.” 
 
    “I’ve already sent B a memo,” he waves a hand. 
 
    Adam snorts a laugh.  “And what was her response?” 
 
    “She’s clearly thinking about it,” he says. 
 
    “Meaning she’s ignoring your ass.” 
 
    “Dude, that is not happening,” I don’t even try to let him down easy.  “All I want to know is if we’re all on the same page about when to start,” I set my empty glass down in one of the cup holders.  “I don’t know about the rest of you, but I’d like to have a normal Christmas.  Not sure how many Christmases my grandma has left, I want to make the effort this year.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Jordan nods.  “I’ve been making plans with Mama Montanari for this year too.” 
 
    “What?” Adam looks at our drummer.  “What plans?  Why haven’t I been included in these plans?” 
 
    “Relax, Jenna hasn’t been included either,” Jordan waves his hand. 
 
    “You don’t think she should know what her mom is planning for the holidays?” Adam asks incredulously.  
 
    "Chill, we got it handled, it’ll be awesome.” 
 
    Adam pouts.  I roll my eyes and give Arch another look, but he’s still staring out of the window.  I kick his shin and he jumps, then glares at me. 
 
    “What the fuck was that for?” 
 
    “We’re having a band discussion and you’re watching the pretty lights of NYC out the window.” 
 
    Jordan laughs loudly.  “I’ll have you all know that this year, Christmas is going to be a huge affair.” 
 
    “Shit, what are you and Sandy planning?” Adam sits up.  
 
    “Never you mind son-in-law, I’m the true son.” 
 
    “Don’t even engage,” I say to Adam before he can protest the fact Jordan is not his girlfriend’s mom’s actual son.  “And can we go back to the topic at hand.  Are we in agreement, any plans for a world tour happen in the New Year?” 
 
    “I also put this in the memo to B,” Jordan says with a wave of his hand.   
 
    “When exactly did you send this memo?”  
 
    “Round about the time you were getting yelled at to get the hell out of the shower, this guy,” he uses his thumb to point at Adam.  “Was on the phone to my little sis.  And you,” he points in Archer’s direction.  “Were staring into space.  What’s up with that anyway?  You’re being weird.  You’re never weird.” 
 
    “I’m not being weird,” Archer protests.  
 
    “Hmm, I call bullshit, you’ve been in your own head for weeks.  What gives?” 
 
    We all turn to look at Archer.  He glances between all three of us and shakes his head.  “I don’t know what you’re talking about, I’m fine,” his eyes land on me.   
 
    I’m not sure what it is I see there, a plea to say nothing about what I’ve seen of him and his mood lately?  Or that he thinks I can talk Adam and Jordan down about getting in his shit?  Do I even want to do either of those things, given I’m as concerned as Jordan and Adam are?   
 
    “Arch and I talked on the way over, we both agree we’re happy with holding off till the new year.  Am I included in these holiday plans?” I ask Jordan. 
 
    “Course,” he grins.  “We all are,” he holds out his arms.  “It’s gonna be epic.” 
 
    He goes off on a tangent about how he ought to have been a party planner and Adam tries to find out what the hell he’s planning.  Arch looks over at me, he gives me a slight nod.  I tilt my head and narrow my eyes.  My meaning is clear.  I’ve saved his ass tonight, but he has some explaining to do.  He owes me. 
 
    When we get to Jordan and Adam’s building, Jenna, Alessa and Brooke all get into the car.  Alessa doesn’t hesitate to plop herself on Jordan’s lap, not that he would have let her sit anywhere else.  She’s in her usual black, but the dress is sparkly and short, and she’s wearing heels, which is unusual for her. Jenna squeezes between me and Adam, kissing him on the cheek then waving at everyone.  Her cheeks are all rosy and she’s grinning like mad. 
 
    “Who got you drunk?” Adam asks, glaring at Brooke as she settles herself beside Archer, reaching over him for the mini bar.  
 
    “Why are you looking at me?” she huffs. 
 
    “Because you’re a bad influence,” Adam tells his fiancée’s best friend.   
 
    “Archer, move up,” she nudges him, and he grumbles but moves over.   
 
    Megan, the other woman in their friend group gets in the limo and apologises to everyone.  No one really knows what she is apologising for, but it’s something she does often.  We’ve kind of all learned to go with it.  She has a long history of domestic abuse and Jenna explained it’s a natural reaction for her to apologise, in a weird kind of way of pre-empting anything bad that might happen.  She assured us Meg knows no one here would ever hurt her in any way, it’s just a habit she formed, and it’s difficult for her to break.   
 
    “Hey, Megster, how’s my favourite fighter’s woman?” Jordan breaks any weird atmosphere that came into the car with her.  “Does Slayer have a fight this weekend?” 
 
    “He does,” Megan smiles.  “In Chicago on Saturday night.  I’m flying out there in the morning.” 
 
    “Well, tell him I’ve got money riding on him, so he better make sure he wins.” 
 
    “He always wins,” Megan says shyly.   
 
    Her situation couldn’t have been any weirder, to go from an abusive relationship to one with a professional fighter.  Joey ‘Slayer’ Ferguson is a legendary MMA fighter, with a fierce reputation.  Jenna has known him for years and swears up and down he’s a big teddy bear.  Given how we’ve all seen the way he treats Megan like she’s a fucking queen, I can well believe it.  It’s funny how things work out.   
 
    “Do you know about the holiday plans Jordan and your mom are making, without letting any of us in on it?” Adam asks Jenna. 
 
    “Huh?” she tilts her chin up at him, her hand outstretched for the champagne Brooke has poured out for the women.  “What holiday plan?” 
 
    And so ensues another round of questions and trying to get Jordan to talk, but the guy is a vault.   
 
    “Jordan,” Brooke is sitting forward in her seat, her legs crossed and one wrist resting over her bare knee, the champagne glass dangling from her fingers.  “You realise people will make their own holiday plans if they’re not aware they’re meant to be somewhere else, right?” 
 
    He just grins at her.   
 
    “You’re better off not even trying,” I tell her.   
 
    She doesn’t look appeased by that but before any more arguments can ensue, we pull up at a brownstone that has a couple of men standing outside, trying but failing to be inconspicuous.  We were told to enter the property as quickly as possible when we were originally invited, no one wants to let it out of the bag there are tons of celebrities here tonight.  I hand out the invites to everyone.   
 
    “Archer, you’re my plus one,” Brooke tells him, linking his arm.   
 
    “Think you’ll find the invite was for me and my plus one.” 
 
    “Well, either way, this is your lucky night,” she clinks her champagne glass off his empty shot glass.   
 
    He mutters something no one hears but as he is closest to the door, he gets out and, despite his dour mood, does the gentlemanly thing and helps her out of the car.  I do not miss how he checks out her ass as she steps ahead of him though, and he lifts a brow when he sees I caught him.  He gives me a rare, as of late, Archer grin, before walking towards the stairs of the house.  I turn to Meg, figuring she’s with me.   
 
    “Joey won’t kick my ass, will he?” I ask her as we follow the others.   
 
    “Not unless you give him reason to,” she smiles. 
 
    “I don’t have a death wish,” I hold out my arm and Megan links it but keeps a respectable distance between us.  
 
    We’re ushered up the steps to get us off the street quickly and our car pulls away before it draws attention too.   
 
    “I need to get me one of these,” I hear Jordan’s loud voice ahead of us, they’re already inside the foyer of the brownstone.   
 
    When we step inside my mouth drops open.  I mean, we’re loaded, ridiculously so, and some of the shit we’ve bought over the years has been outrageously expensive, but this place is amazing.  Not just in the expense it must cost, but the architecture, the decoration, the history of it.  A woman in a sleek white dress, her hair pulled back in a tight, model chic bun, greets us and asks for our invites.   
 
    “This place is insane,” Brooke breathes out as a man in a black suit appears with a tray of champagne glasses.  She takes two and hands one to Archer, who takes it from her with a frown.  She’s barely paying him any attention, too busy looking around.   
 
    “Are we the first ones here?” Jordan asks. 
 
    “No, the party is on the top floor.” 
 
    Everyone turns to look at Jenna.   
 
    “How do you know that?” Adam asks. 
 
    “Er, uh… lucky guess?” 
 
    We all look at her and her cheeks flush.   
 
    “You’ve been here before?” Adam asks, his brows drawn in a deep frown. 
 
    “If you would like to follow me.”  Jenna jumps when the man appears behind her.  “The elevator is this way.” 
 
    “There is elevator?” Alessa frowns but follows behind the guy with Jordan in tow, neither of them too concerned about Adam’s questions.   
 
    Archer gives Jenna and Adam a wide birth given they’re whispering like crazy at each other.  Brooke eyes her best friend, then her gaze flicks to me.  She doesn’t say anything, just follows the others.   I look at Meg who shrugs but her eyes are averted.  Why do I get the feeling something is going on that none of us guys are going to like?  Not that I’m at all concerned.  Stuff doesn’t faze me, whatever is going on, I’m sure it can’t be that bad. 
 
    We skirt around them too and step on to the elevator that is waiting for us.   
 
    “You guys either get in or take the stairs,” Archer yells out to them.   
 
    Adam looks as if he is about to do just that, but Jenna skips away from him and dodges inside.  Adam glowers but follows her.   
 
    “So, what’s the story, sis.  Are you hooking up with the Hollywood hottie?” 
 
    “Jordan, I swear to God,” Adam glares at him but our drummer just grins.  
 
    “Of course not,” Jenna hisses at Jordan.  She looks over at me.  “Um, I was meeting a friend.  She’s staying here.” 
 
    “What friend?” Adam asks, crossing his arms.  Then his face shifts, his eyebrows go up to his hairline and his lips go round.  “Fuck,” he looks at me. 
 
    “What?” I ask, leaning one shoulder against the wall of the elevator, which is moving quickly for an elevator inside someone’s house.  
 
    “Well, see, the thing is…” Jenna stutters.   
 
    “Oh, for God’s sake,” Brooke leans around them.  “It’s Elsa.” 
 
    Before I can open my mouth and ask what the hell she means by that, the doors open and the sounds of the party break what has become a tense silence in the elevator.  Jordan and Alessa bounce out, quickly getting lost in the crowd.  Brooke gives me a smug look, her head tilted as she steps out.  Arch follows her, downing his champagne. 
 
    “Elsa?” I ask, trying and likely failing to look as if that doesn’t bother me.   
 
    Jenna’s lips turn inwards just as the doors start to close.  Adam holds his arm out to trigger the sensor and pulls Jenna after him.  That fucker knew she was seeing Elsa today.  I take a deep breath, willing my heartbeat to slow the fuck down.  This isn’t an issue.  I’ve been around her a couple of times since the whole mess I caused back in L.A.  I can deal. 
 
    I step out of the elevator last.  There are lots of people around, all dressed in their finest, music is playing but the chatter is louder.  I recognise a lot of people, not that I personally know them, but this is a Hollywood party, for the film they’ve all just worked on.  Right now, there is only one face I want to see, which only makes me a fucking idiot.  I walk further out into the party.  Jordan is right, this place is insane.  We’re on the fifth floor and I can see through huge windows at the rear of the house, onto a massive roof patio.  A building like this is one of the most sought-after spaces in New York.  There are lots of people milling around out there, Alessa and Jordan already in the thick of it, Jordan being his usual boisterous self, fitting in anywhere with anyone.  I’ve managed to lose Megan already too.  Guess now I know why, all the girls were fully aware Elsa is in New York.  
 
    I glance around, telling myself I’m not seeking her out. 
 
    Then I see her.  “Damn.”  The word is out of my mouth before I can stop it.   
 
    I’m frozen to the spot as she laughs with the tall, blonde man standing next to her.  She looks breathtakingly gorgeous in a 1920’s style dress, her long tanned legs on display.  The boho girl I’d known a year ago is nowhere to be seen and as hot as she looks right now, I kind of miss those torn jeans and peasant tops, or her floaty dresses with layers of beads around her neck and arms.  Still, I guess she can’t attend a party like this dressed as if she’s headed to the beach.  She looks hotter than some of the Hollywood royalty walking around.   
 
    How the hell does she know people at this party?  Jenna said she is staying here, this place belongs to Remi Molyneaux.  Elsa is a makeup artist.  Could she have worked on the movie?  Back when I knew her, she wasn’t working in the movie industry.   
 
    The guy beside her says something that makes her laugh and my jaw clenches.  Who the fuck is he?  I’ve never seen him in any films.  Not that it’s any of my business who she is with. 
 
    “You gonna go talk to her or what?” 
 
    I turn to look at Archer.  At a champagne and caviar party, he’s managed to find a bottle of beer.   
 
    “No,” I tell him.  “Where’d you get the beer?” 
 
    “The bar,” he deadpans.   
 
    “Could have got me one.” 
 
    “I’m not your servant,” he scoffs, his eyes moving back to Elsa.  “Who’s the guy?” 
 
    “How would I know?” 
 
    He shrugs, his lip kicks up slightly in a half grin.  “You either need to go say hi or stop staring, dude.  It’s creepy.” 
 
    Her eyes turn and meet mine right then.  The smile falters, our eyes lock and don’t release.  Not even when the guy beside her says something.  
 
    “You are screwed my friend,” Archer says at my side. 
 
    I barely even hear him, but don’t I fucking know it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
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     It’s like a freaking homing beacon the way our eyes lock on one another.  All sounds around me dim to a low buzz.  Even Chase, like someone muted him.  And it is only after a few insane moments of staring into those endless blue eyes, I realise what a rude ass I’m being.  I visibly shake myself and pull my eyes from him, fully aware he doesn’t do the same.  I am going to make a wild guess and say Jenna didn’t let him know I will be here tonight. He looks too shocked.  
 
    He looks super-hot is what he looks.  If I didn’t already know he’d just stepped foot off a GQ photoshoot, that would be exactly how I would describe the way he looks right now.  The suit is practically moulded to him, and the way his shirt is unbuttoned almost down his sternum, another trigger for me where Nick Chambers is concerned, that hint of smooth chest, making you want to take a peek under the shirt.  He knows what he is doing when he dresses like that.   
 
    Shit. 
 
    “You okay?” Chase asks.  
 
    “What?  Yeah, sorry I’m fine.” 
 
    “Starstruck by all the celebrities,” he grins.  “Tell me about it, did you see BreakNeck just came in here.  Shit, I’ve loved that band for years.” 
 
    “Really?  How nice,” I take a big gulp of my champagne.   
 
    “How nice,” he laughs, giving me an arched brow look.  “You do realise your heart rate is going haywire,” he helpfully points out.  “Do you have a crush on one of them?” 
 
    “What?” I smooth hair back away from my face, seems I did a terrible job of disguising my reaction to Nick.  How can he possibly know?  His finger trails over my neck, pausing on my pulse, I feel it pounding under the light touch.  “How did you see that?” 
 
    “I’m a doctor.” 
 
    “You’re… Wait, you are?” my eyes widen as I focus back on him. 
 
    He laughs.  “Yep, Remi never told you that part.” 
 
    “Remi didn’t tell me a lot of things,” I point out, which makes Chase laugh.   
 
    “I’m an expert in body language, and something tells me you just got either a shock, a thrill or you got horny.” 
 
    “God,” I try to shrug off his words.  It would be wrong to nod and say it was all three, right?  Especially given what Remi is hoping to achieve by ‘gifting’ me Chase.  The embarrassment factor shoots up again and my cheeks pink.  
 
    “So, which one is it, I only see Archer Harris and Nick Chambers.  The other two are taken, I doubt you’re the kind of woman who’d go after a guy in a relationship.” 
 
    I shake my head, touching my throat where the ghost of his finger lay against my skin.  “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I say.   
 
    My treacherous eyes move to the left. Nick is looking at Archer, I don’t know if he saw the move Chase just made, touching my neck. Archer is looking at me.  He grins and winks when he sees he caught my eye.  I nod back then look at Chase whose brows are halfway up his forehead.     
 
    “Archer then?” 
 
    “No,” Is it getting hot in here?  I glance around for a server, wanting more alcohol.  “What do you mean you read body language?” I try to change the subject.  
 
    Chase keeps his gaze locked on me for a few beats then gives a small shrug. “I’m a forensic psychologist.” 
 
    I was not expecting him to say that.  “When you said you were a doctor, I assumed you meant a medical doctor,” I turn fully to face him.  He deserves my full attention.  Nick Chambers has plenty of attention from all the other guests at the party.  He does not need mine.  “You kept that under your hat.  So, what do you do exactly, it sounds interesting.”  
 
    “I work in the criminal justice system.  A lot of what I do is court based, professional opinions, mostly on defendants, some witnesses.” 
 
    “Wow, so you help put the bad guys away?” 
 
    “If that is what my expertise calls for,” he says with a slight shrug.  He spots a server and takes a couple of glasses of champagne.  “You were looking for this,” he hands me the glass. 
 
    “You’re reading me right now,” I take the glass.  “That is oddly…disconcerting.” 
 
    “It’s a bad habit that carries out of work, I try not to over analyse everyone I meet.  I just couldn’t help but notice how you changed when you looked over there,” he points.   
 
    I turn but Nick and Archer are no longer there.  Without wanting to, my heart rate spikes again as I search for them.  Where is he?   
 
    “I don’t want to up the anxiety factor here, but Rem did say you were trying to get over someone.  I never expected it to be someone like him.” 
 
    “Him? No, I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I squeak.  “Stop it!”  I force a laugh, realising he has seen right through me, so I admit defeat.  “I’m not talking about this and you’re going to stop trying to figure it out, deal?” I hold out my spare hand.  He eyeballs me, obviously wanting to explore this more but decides to take pity on me and shakes my hand.  It is clear there isn’t going to be anything between us.  Both of us know it.  I’ve sabotaged it, all because of Nick Damn Chambers.   
 
    Jenna and Adam find us a little later.  Chase is so dumbstruck it’s funny.  I introduce them and watch Jenna eyeing him up. She nudges my arm, but I surreptitiously push her back, widening my eyes in a ‘shut up’ gesture. 
 
    “What?” she whispers, angling towards me better.  “He’s hot.” 
 
    Adam keeps him occupied enough that neither of them hear us.  “Remi gave me him.” 
 
    “Is he a gigolo?” her big dark eyes widen. 
 
    “Oh my God,” I blurt.  “No.  He’s a forensic psychologist. A gigolo,” I laugh, for the first time the tightness in my chest easing.  “Remi thinks I need to do something to get over…” I clam up. 
 
    Jenna gives a sympathetic look.  “If it’s any consolation-” 
 
    “Nope, don’t want to hear it.  It isn’t helpful.” 
 
    She shifts slightly.  Her friendship with Nick really grew over the last year and she’s torn.  Ultimately, she gets it, she’s been in my position.   
 
    “Well, I say go for it,” she says, leaning closer.   
 
    I glance up and see Chase looking over at me.   Crap, maybe I should.  Finally just shake this off, this infatuation and sorrow.  We were barely together long enough for it to have caused this much heartache.  What if I am just clinging to some ideal about what we had, when none of it was real.  Am I still waiting for it to happen?  We live on opposite ends of the country.  I’ve seen him linked with other women since we broke up.  If breaking up is really what it can be called.   
 
    I’m living in a dream world, imagining something more than what it really was.  Yet, I can’t bring myself to give in with Chase.  Maybe it’s the way Remi went about it, wanting me to use him to get over Nick.  If I am going to get over Nick, it must be organic. I must meet someone myself, not have a booty call forced on me.  Remi meant well but this isn’t the way to help me.   
 
    I manage to slip away from them, Jenna having joined the conversation with Adam and Chase.  I try to spot Remi but he’s with a large group of people on the patio, including Jordan, who is waving his hands around emphatically as he tells them a story.  I smile, I like Jordan, he is up front about what he is, he doesn’t apologise for anything.  I don’t really know what he’s like now he’s in a relationship.   
 
    I head to the bathroom, the one on this floor is occupied so I decide to slip downstairs to the main bedroom floor.  I can use the bathroom there, or just go to my room.  I scold myself, I’m not running away.  I can face anything.  I don’t go to my own room, instead using the main bathroom on this floor.   
 
    After using the facilities, I touch up my lipstick, fix my hair and straighten my dress.  Makeup has always been my armour, my passion, one thing I’ve always been amazing at.  Working with Remi is opening lots of doors for me.  It’s time to focus on me, on the positives in my life.   
 
    Fuck Nick Chambers.  I’m moving on. 
 
    Then I walk into the hallway and slam right into him.   
 
    He reaches out a hand to steady me and I stiffen.  He lets go straight away, although not before his fingertips have trailed down my bare arm, making me shiver despite how hot his touch makes me. Then we get to staring at each other again.   My hands flutter around, unsure what to do and his lip twitches slightly. 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    “Guests aren’t supposed to be on this level,” I say, sounding semi-normal.   
 
    “The bathroom was occupied upstairs.” 
 
    I know that.  “Well, here, this one is free now,” I move to step around him.  I’m almost passed when he turns and reaches his hand out.  He doesn’t touch me but it’s enough to make me stop and look up at him.  Fucking hell, why does he have to be so damn gorgeous?  It’s painful, he hurts my eyes, he should come with a warning. 
 
    “You look beautiful,” he says pulling me out of the trance I’ve gone into. 
 
    “Thank you,” I answer because that is the right way to respond, and I’m polite if nothing else.  “That is a nice suit.” 
 
    He chuckles a little.  “Els, I think we’re beyond small talk.”   
 
    I cross my arms, realising how standoffish that is and let them drop.  He frowns, seeing I’m uncomfortable and takes a step back.   
 
    “I didn’t know you were working on movies now, that’s great.” 
 
    I shrug, it is great, and I can’t help but smile a little.  I’m proud of myself and not even standing here in this empty hallway, with the guy I’ve still not had the balls to actually get over, can dampen being happy about all I’ve achieved in the last couple of years.   
 
    “Jenna said you have more of the same work coming up.  She thought it might be in New York?” 
 
    I’ll kill her.  For that, she’s my number one enemy.  Forever more.  "Nothing is confirmed yet, but I’m talking to some people, yeah.” 
 
    “So, you’ll be around more?” 
 
    “Busy though, I should imagine.  They work long hours on movie sets, who knew,” I laugh.  It sounds a touch manic even to my own ear.   
 
    “Well, I’m sure Jen will be glad to have you around a little more.” 
 
    Will you? I want to ask.  I don’t.  I clamp my lips together.  He just gives me that look, the one that makes women want to rip off their panties and fling them at him.  I’d never really understood that phenomenon, thought it was a cliché, but right then, I totally get it.  Danger warnings flash in my head.  Damn Chase is right, I’m horny.   For something I can’t have. 
 
    “I better get back, enjoy the rest of the party.” 
 
    It’s a dismissal and he knows it.  He gives me a rueful smile then turns and heads into the bathroom.  I move away as the door closes but reach out a hand to steady myself against the wall.  It’s stupid to think he will ever be mine, not in the way I want.  My phone vibrates in my purse, it’s a text from Remi asking where I am.   
 
    Squaring my shoulders, I head back upstairs to the party.  I find him straight away and he eyes me suspiciously, glancing at where Chase is talking with the director of the movie.  Obviously knowing I’d left the room but not with Chase.   
 
    “I love you,” I tell him as I get right in front of him.  “But I need to do this on my terms and as much as I appreciate the gift,” I finger the earrings.  “Not this one… I need to move forward in my own way.  I’m ready now.” 
 
    He glances behind me, and I turn to see Nick coming back up the stairs, he’s looking around and when a woman walks over, he smiles and starts talking to her.  I straighten my back and look at Remi.   
 
    “Chase will be disappointed.” 
 
    “Chase will get laid by any woman here in a heartbeat,” I wave a hand.  “I don’t think you need to worry about that.” 
 
    “It isn’t him I’m worried about,” he puts his arm around my waist and gives me a squeeze, as he stares right into my eyes.  “You really mean it?” 
 
    I nod.  If I don’t let it go, I’ll lose myself and I have no intention of letting that happen.   
 
    “Good girl.” 
 
    “I might have a bit of a praise kink, but not coming from you, mister.” 
 
    “Really, a praise kink?” he winks at me.  “I think I can work with that.” 
 
    “No more set-ups.  I mean it.” 
 
    “I’ll give you three months.” 
 
    “For what?” I lean back to look at him. 
 
    “To find someone for yourself and get laid.” 
 
    “Or what?” 
 
    “I’ll step up.” 
 
    I splutter out a laugh.  He looks like he isn’t kidding.  “You’d do that for me?” 
 
    “I love you, but you don’t do anything for me.  It would be a hardship.” 
 
    “How kind of you to say.” 
 
    “But if knowing I’m willing to do something that will gross me out motivates you,” he laughs as I slap his stomach with the back of my hand.  “Then I’m willing to put that on the line.  For you.” 
 
    I dip my head.  Whoever would have thought I’d have a friendship with this A-list Hollywood actor.  He’s one of the sweetest people I know.  And he’s right, I couldn’t subject him to sex with me.   
 
    “Fine,” I tell him.  “But no interfering.” 
 
    “I’ll be in the Caribbean anyway,” he informs me.  “I start shooting Blinded by Her in two weeks, the shoot is for five months.  From there we’re going to New Zealand.  But,” He taps my nose.  “Before you go freaking out about it, I want you to stay here.” 
 
    “I can’t,” I protest, already knowing I’ll love to stay here.  It solves a massive problem of finding a place for the duration of the movie. 
 
    “Don’t be stupid.  It’s rent free, you can throw lavish parties.  Plus, I need someone to look after the place.” 
 
    “You have staff.” 
 
    “Will you just graciously accept the offer already.  This place is a magnet too.  You’ll get laid if you bring people back here.  For sure.” 
 
    “You’re insane.” 
 
    He holds his hands out on either side of him, like that is a title he is pleased to be bestowed with.   He kisses my cheek.  Then we’re descended upon.  A whole group of people want to talk with him.  I go to step away, but he keeps tight hold of me.  Cleary he isn’t going to let me wander off alone and get into any trouble.   
 
    And for the rest of the night, after giving Chase the all clear when it comes to me, he barely leaves my side.  I’m also irrationally happy Chase doesn’t seem interested in anyone else and the three of us end up sitting outside, getting drunk, talking about our childhoods.   
 
    The night may have got off to a rocky start, but it ends with my resolve to pick up my life, and a plan for the next six months, which may include the three-month deadline to get laid, but I’ll worry about that when I need to.   
 
    I’m going to be happy.  Nothing can bring me down. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six  
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    Doris, my amazing grandma, is currently the centre of attention in the private dining room at Eleven Madison Park. When the guys realised it was her eightieth, they all wanted to celebrate with her.  Archer arranged the private dining room we are in which is decorated especially for her.  Up here we’re secluded enough we can be ourselves without worrying about prying eyes, despite the floor to ceiling window overlooking the dining room downstairs.  
 
    After the opera, the car brings us here where everyone is waiting.  She scolds me for spoiling her, but I owe a lot to my grandmother.  Without her, I would have ended up in foster care.   
 
    I have to admit, as gun shy as I’ve been about moving back to New York, I’m glad we did it, even if just for this moment, seeing the joy on my grandma’s face.   
 
    Jordan is his usual exuberant self and takes her hand making a big deal of Doris, giving her pride of place at the head of the table.  The girls start cooing over the pearl bracelet Janie got for me as her birthday gift.  Sitting beside Archer, I take a menu from the waiter who has appeared out of nowhere.   
 
    “Thanks for this, man.  It’s made her day,” I lean back, unbuttoning the jacket of my suit.   
 
    I went the whole nine yards, getting dressed up, picking her up in a limo with flowers, even went so far as to splurge on a box at the opera.  It about near broke my heart when she started crying.  Didn’t last long, Doris didn’t like to show weakness.   
 
    “Hey, it’s Doris, she deserves the best,” Archer says, picking up a bottle of wine and indicating it at me.  I nod and he pours me a glass.   
 
    “There are no prices on the menu.” 
 
    “Since when does that bother you?” 
 
    “Doesn’t, but it’ll bother her.” 
 
    As if on cue, my grandmother starts in about how ridiculous it is they don’t have prices, and she would have been happy at Five Guys.  I roll my eyes at her.   
 
    “Tak, is stupid,” Alessa agrees, her Ukrainian accent is strong tonight.  “No prices, bitesize food, giant plates,” she shakes her head in disgust.  “Leave hungry.” 
 
    “I hear you sister,” Doris agrees.   
 
    I glance at the waiter, he isn’t in the least bit concerned about their griping, thank fuck.   
 
    “Doris, you’re worth your weight in Gold, let us spoil you,” Jordan points out, he’s leaning back in his chair with a large tumbler that probably holds JD and coke.   
 
    Doris grumbles some more but gets out her glasses so she can read the menu.  It doesn’t surprise me when she asks for large portions of what she orders, telling the waiter she expects to leave here with a full belly, given the amount of money her grandson is paying.  He nods obligingly.  
 
    “How was the opera?” Jenna asks.  She’s met Doris a couple of times and they became fast friends, but that is Jenna, she can make friends with anyone.   
 
    “Loud,” Doris says, making a few people laugh.  “Those opera singers have some pipes on them.” 
 
    “Not as good as me though?” Adam is sitting across from her.   
 
    “No one has a more beautiful voice than you.  Even as a little tyke you sang like an angel.” 
 
    “Aw,” Jenna smiles, putting a hand to her chest. 
 
    Archer fake gags and I laugh, earning a scowl from Doris and a smug look from Adam.  Everyone chats among themselves as the food is brought out and Doris exclaims how happy she is to see a full plate.  I sip my wine, enjoying watching my friends and family.   
 
    Arch has brought a date, he picked her up at the party a few weeks back at Remi Molyneaux’s house.  She’s been hanging around the apartment, seems like a cool chick.  Archer has been happier than he was last month, so I’m not going to complain about it.  Doris is my date for the night and I’m good with that but seeing my friends with women does leave a vacant space in my chest.   
 
    Fuck knows what I was thinking at the party at Remi Molyneaux’s.  I hadn’t planned it, but I found myself following Elsa when she disappeared down the stairs.  It was clear she was shocked, even though she knew I was coming, Jenna forewarned her at least.  It had been something of a wake-up call though, given the way Elsa reacted.  I had to admit to myself I was jealous of that guy she was with, especially when he kept fucking touching her.  I had no right, still didn’t stop it consuming me.  Even after we spoke.  I’d tried not to, but my eyes sought her out all night.   
 
    Part of me wants to tell her nothing happened with that woman.  I was drunk and I hadn’t wanted her.  What I really wanted… I couldn’t admit it to myself.  Back then, I’d thought us ending was a good thing. Not hurting her but letting her see the person I wanted her to see.  She deserves more than I can offer her. 
 
    Seeing the other guys settling down, it’s been playing on my mind.  It isn’t just that I want to have what they have, without sounding like an arrogant fuck, I can get any woman I want.  It is about the connection to someone, feeling things beyond more than just fucking, or hanging out.  It’s about being able to talk to someone, to get them.  Like really get them. 
 
    Looking back, Elsa gave me that.  And I threw it all away.  Because I’m terrified of commitment, of being hurt, being abandoned.  Which is fucking stupid, I know that.   
 
    “Nick?” 
 
    I come out of my musings and look up, unsure who called my name.  Everyone at my end of the table is looking at me.  “What?” 
 
    “Where’d you go?” Jordan laughs.   
 
    “The cake?” Archer says, casting a furtive glance at Doris.   
 
    “Sorry,” I shake myself and glance at the waiter who is lurking by the door, obviously he’s tried to get my attention.  I hold up a hand for him to give me five and get to my feet.  Everyone turns to look at me.  I make a toast to my grandma, wishing her a happy birthday.  Everyone sings as the cake is brought out. She gushes over the giant two-tiered heart shaped monster with a little grandma figure made from fondant, standing beside the candles.   
 
    “Don’t you know a lady never gives away her age,” she chastises me, but her cheeks are rosy, her eyes glistening with emotion.   
 
    Later, after more food and wine, Arch doesn’t bring his girl home, he sees her into a cab, and she looks less than happy about that.  The car takes Doris home, after she swatted my ass and told me I didn’t need to go miles out of my way to see her home, seen as she lives in Brooklyn and I’m in Hell’s Kitchen.  It is hardly miles, and no hardship for me, given we have a limo, but she won’t hear anything else.  I make the driver swear on his life he’ll see her safely into her apartment and text me when she’s home.   
 
    “You didn’t want to bring Sophia back?” I ask, as we step onto the elevator in our building. 
 
    “Not feeling it,” he leans back against the wall, his hands in his pockets. 
 
    “Fucking, or her in general?” 
 
    “I’m always down for fucking,” he shrugs.  “She’s nice but it was always short term.” 
 
    I’d be an ass to ask if she knows that, given my history.  Plus, we don’t talk about feelings, at least, not about random hook-ups.  He’s been happier the last few weeks, I don’t want him to slip back into the funk he was in before. 
 
    “Doris had a good time.” 
 
    “Yeah, she misses us,” I sigh, itching to get the suit off.   
 
    Doris was always around the house when we were growing up. She saw our practices, provided us with refreshments and watched us when mom was out at work. She did it more so when she moved in with me after mom was gone.   
 
    “Shit before I forget,” Arch says as we step out of the elevator and head to our door.  “Adam wants a band meeting, without management. He’s in planning mode.” 
 
    “Someone needs to be,” I take off the jacket and toss it on the back of the armchair as I pass. 
 
    “Put your shit away,” Arch grabs it and throws it back at me.  “That’s what your closet is for,” he points, like an asshole. 
 
    “Dick,” I mumble, but go and put it away.   
 
    After changing into shorts and a plain white T, I come back out to find Archer with a six pack already out on the coffee table, he has a bottle in one hand and the TV remote in the other.  There is a re-run of the latest Major League Soccer game on.  I’ll still never figure how he came to enjoy watching soccer. I’m not much of a sports fan either way but soccer?  I grab a beer and flop onto the sofa, spreading out.  We sit in silence for a while, Arch’s steely gaze focused on the match.   
 
    “I can feel you fucking thinking from over here,” he says eventually and looks at me.  “What?” 
 
    “No need to get surly,” I drawl.   
 
    “You’ve been skirting around me for weeks now.” 
 
    “Cos you’ve been acting weird,” I point out.   
 
    “I haven’t been weird, I’ve just been quiet.” 
 
    “And that’s weird,” I point my beer bottle at him before raising it to my lips and taking a swig.  “Archer Harris doesn’t do quiet.” 
 
    “Yeah well,” he looks at his feet.  “Sometimes we all need a break.” 
 
    “A break from what?” 
 
    He sets the remote on the arm of the chair and swipes his hand down his face.  Arch is Adam’s best friend, but I’ve always had a good relationship with him.  It was why we were happy to move in together, even though back in L.A., we all have our own homes.  It’s different here in New York.  Sure, we could live off the island, get bigger homes rather than apartments but it made sense for us to share.  If Jenna weren’t around, and Jordan hadn’t hooked up with Alessa, chances were, the four of us would get a place together.  Although if Jenna weren’t around, we wouldn’t be here. 
 
    I sit up, leaning forward on the sofa.  “What’s going on?  Talk to me.   I’ve let it go the last few weeks, but I know there’s something up.” 
 
    “I’m tired.” 
 
    “Dude, we need to have this conversation, you can sleep after.  Or it can wait till tomorrow, but I know somethings up and I don’t want to leave it anymore.” 
 
    “I don’t mean I’m tired right now, I mean, I’m tired.” 
 
    “Of what?” 
 
    “The life.” 
 
    I never thought I’d hear Archer Harris say that.  If anyone is the heart of BreakNeck, it’s him.  People often assume the lead singer is the band leader but most often, that isn’t the case, it certainly isn’t for us.  Adam couldn’t lead us.  He is a fucking fantastic front man, he knows how to talk to the crowds, how to schmooze the press, and he doesn’t take any shit from the label or management if he thinks they’re fucking us over.  It is Arch we turn to when it comes to making choices.  He co-writes the lyrics and most of the music with Adam, he liaises a lot with Bianca over band decisions.  Sometimes, the first we hear of band plans comes from him.   
 
    “The band?” 
 
    “No,” he shakes his head.  “Not us, not the band… Sometimes, I don’t feel like I own it anymore.” 
 
    I sit back, thinking over his words.  I get what he’s saying, in a way we are slaves to the label. But BreakNeck get a lot of leeway, we are given a lot of freedom the majority of newer bands with the label aren’t allowed.  We’ve earned that. But he said I… Not we.   
 
    “I know Ad wants us back in the studio, he’s constantly at me about getting together to write, then this world tour is coming up.” 
 
    “So, what are you saying, because if it’s a serious concern, then we need to discuss it properly.” 
 
    He looks like I just dropped the weight of the world on his shoulders.  “I’m not about letting anyone down,” he drinks some more beer.  “I get that we need to tour with the anniversary album, but they’re on our asses about getting another one out already.  They want us working on that while we’re gearing up for a tour.  It just feels like the label are pushing us to the limit to make more money.  I don’t know man, maybe I am tired, as in I need sleep, it’s been a long day.” 
 
    “I’m taking this very seriously,” I tell him.  “We’ve always said if one of us isn’t feeling it, we talk about it.  That’s the way we do shit.  You know that.  If there is anyone you can talk to about this it’s us, any of us.” 
 
    “Maybe…” he finally looks over at me.  “I need a break.” 
 
    “Like Ross and Rachel.” 
 
    “Fuck off,” he barks out a laugh and I grin, but we both sober quickly.  This is serious.  “Thing is, I’m sure Adam wants to do the new album at the same time, you know what he’s like about music.  Jenna’s been wrapping stuff up at work, making it so she can work remotely and come on tour with us.  And Jordan is itching to get on the road.” 
 
    “Dude, they’d drop it all in a heartbeat if they knew it was hurting you.” 
 
    “Never said it was hurting,” he scowls. 
 
    “Bullshit.  I’m the one whose been around the last few months, watching you sink lower.” 
 
    “It’s not that bad,” he answers tiredly. 
 
    “Hate to break it to you man, but it is.  I just didn’t want to bring it up.  Now I realise I should have asked sooner.  What is it you want?” 
 
    He doesn’t say anything. 
 
    “Archer.  Seriously.  Tell me.” 
 
    “A Ross and Rachel moment.  Maybe.” 
 
    “Dude, man the fuck up.  Do you want to put off the world tour? The next album?”  He stares back at me.  “Truth, Arch.  Because if that is what you want, if it’s what it takes to help, then I’m there.  Whatever you need.  The others will too.” 
 
    “Doubtful,” he finishes his beer. 
 
    “We’re family first.  If you can’t be honest with yourself, how can we help fix this.” 
 
    He gets up and walks to the window, looking out at Manhattan laid out before him.  I go and join him.  It really is a fucking fantastic view.  We are blessed to have this lifestyle, to be able to live like this, but not if it’s hurting.   
 
    “I don’t want to be here.” 
 
    My heart falls into my stomach and my pulse quickens.  I turn to look at him.  He rolls his eyes. 
 
    “Dude, it’s not that bad, shit come on.  I mean,” he waves a hand at New York, then he goes on, without looking back at me.  “And I don’t just mean in the city.  When was the last time we got a vacation?  I mean, look at tonight, Doris was fucking thrilled to see us.  How many of her birthdays have you missed?  Not to sound like a prick for saying it, but she is eighty today.  I’d love her to live to be a hundred, but we know that won’t happen.  And it’s not just Doris.  It’s all of us, we’re constantly away from our family.  Dad isn’t doing that great, it’s under control but his diabetes is a problem.  My brothers are settled down, but they can be there for him at the drop of a hat.  And they’ve got kids I barely even know.  I’ve got so tied up in everything, I feel like I’ve lost myself to the machine, I guess.” 
 
    I turn and lean my shoulder against the glass, the cold seeps in through the fabric but I stay where I am, until he looks up at me.   
 
    “Jenna nearly died last year, and Adam was halfway around the world, fuck, you saw how he was over that,” he reminds me. “He was lucky.  He got back here to her, and she was safe.” 
 
    “Yeah, I get that.  But man, we can’t plan for shit like that.  Even if everyone were happy and we were off doing our thing and something happened, it wouldn’t be anyone’s fault.” 
 
    “I’m not saying that.  Shit,” he turns and walks back to the chair.  He picks up the remote and flicks off the TV.  “I don’t want to make a huge deal out of this.  I just need some time away, but not touring.” 
 
    “Some you time?” I grin because I know this is too heavy, it needs some levity.  “Okay, so when we go see the others tomorrow, we talk about it.” 
 
    “It’ll cause a shit ton of trouble.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “Why does nothing faze you?” 
 
    “This is fazing me,” I push off the window but don’t move too close.  “At the risk of sounding like a psychoanalyst asshole, you’re not yourself.  I see you slipping away.” 
 
    “Fucking hell,” he groans, making me laugh more. 
 
    “All good, man.  We’ll all discuss it tomorrow, you want a break, let’s take a break.” 
 
    “It’s not that simple.” 
 
    “It is in my world.” 
 
    “Shit’s simple in your world,” he scoffs.  “Yeah.  Right.” 
 
    I don’t rise to it.  He’s made some remarks about Elsa since the party, I’ve chosen to ignore him.  Especially when he called me a fucking idiot for letting her slip through my fingers over my own pointless insecurities.  I never realised how much he saw through me.  And don’t want to discuss it.   
 
    “You want my help or what?” I ask. 
 
    “You gonna withhold it if I call you out on your shit.” 
 
    “You know I won’t, but I will deck you.” 
 
    He laughs again but decides to call it a night and heads off to his room.  It’s after midnight but I can’t sleep.  I head to my room and take a shower, then sit at the end of the bed, thinking about what could happen if we float this idea.  It’s not even about floating it.  I need the others on board.  Arch is struggling. 
 
    Despite the hour, and knowing he is probably busy with Jenna, because those two are a pair of horny animals, Adam answers the phone after five rings.   
 
    “What’s wrong?” he asks, his voice laced with concern due to the late hour, he knows I’ll never ring at this time unless it is important. 
 
    “We need to talk about Archer.”  
 
      
 
    [image: A black and white logo with a musical note in the middle  Description automatically generated] 
 
      
 
    I tell Archer we’re meeting at Jordan’s at eleven but get there at ten.  I want to talk to them before Archer arrives.  More because I want the heavy shit out of the way so they can bitch and moan before he arrives and has to listen to it.   
 
    There are signs of Alessa all over Jordan’s place.  Although they don’t live together, they might as well.  The indiscriminate piles of stuff lying around are going to give Archer hives.  He’s a little OCD about cleanliness, I’ve learnt during my time living with him.  The place is cosy though, for a huge half penthouse apartment.  Adam has the other half across the hallway.   
 
    He literally picked room decor from an Ikea catalogue, given who he is, they sent over one of their designers to make sure Jordan got the best.   
 
    I have to admit, he got the high-end stuff and despite myself, I like what he’s done with the place.  It’s not like a typical New York penthouse, he’s managed to make the place look like a cosy home.  I never would have thought a royal blue sofa could look good until I saw what the designer did with this place.  And it makes me happy to see a whole wall of bookshelves.   
 
    Jordan comes out of the kitchen with a giant tray holding three mugs of coffee and some biscuits.  Adam stares at him like he’s lost his mind.   
 
    “All you need is a frilly apron,” I joke, picking up a coffee and sitting down.   
 
    “Oh, I have one, you wouldn’t want to see me in it.  That’s reserved for Alessa, and my bare balls.” 
 
    “Fucking hell,” Adam groans.  He grabs a biscuit and shoves it whole into his mouth.   
 
    I burst out laughing.  We can always rely on Jordan to keep shit light.  He bounces into the matching royal blue chair opposite me and props his feet up on the coffee table.   
 
    “Okay, so tell me why we’re having a pre-meet,” Adam asks.  
 
    I fill them in on the conversation I had with Archer and my concerns on how he’s been over the last few months.   
 
    “I kind of noticed a few things too,” Jordan says, his face creased in a frown. 
 
    “Why didn’t he say something?” Adam asks. 
 
    “Don’t get all butt hurt,” I say.  “I practically had to drag it out of him last night.  He wouldn’t have said anything otherwise.”  I can practically hear Adam’s inner voice, wanting to know why his best friend didn’t come to him.  “Doesn’t matter how we found out, what matters is what he’s feeling, and I genuinely don’t think he’s up for this tour.   Or another album.  Right now,” I tack on.  Archer never insinuated he was done with BreakNeck, in fact, I know he isn’t.   
 
    “But the ball got rolling a couple of weeks ago, there’s shit happening.” 
 
    “Nothing has been set in stone yet,” I point out.  “Look, I only got here early to give you the backstory on this.  I didn’t want there to be any arguments in front of him.” 
 
    “We aren’t arguing,” Adam leans back in his chair.   
 
    This is really troubling him and not in the way Archer thinks it will. This is where Arch is wrong.  He believes we’re all gonna be pissed at him for wanting this break when it’s the furthest thing from the truth.  Me, I’m easy, I could go on the tour, no issue but I can see it from his point of view.  Adam’s too, with Jenna involved in all of his decision making lately.   
 
    “What exactly does he want to do?” Jordan asks. He’s sat forward on the chair now, his hands clasped between his knees.  “I mean, it’s been a while since the last tour.” 
 
    “We’ve never stopped working though,” Adam says thoughtfully.  “I was thinking about it the other day.  Jenna works all the hours God sends, I want to take her on vacation, but our diaries are so booked up with all the dumb photo shoots, interviews and personal appearances Bianca has us doing.  I’m working with Zosia on her new album.  It feels like we never have a spare second.” 
 
    “And a world tour is huge,” I add. “I mean, it’s almost a year out of our lives.” 
 
    “The fans will be pissed.  Bianca will lose her damn mind and the label will think they’re losing a huge pay day.” 
 
    “What’s more important?” I ask Jordan. 
 
    “Just playing devil’s advocate, Nicky.  You know my boy’s mental health will always take precedence over what the label wants.  Did we sign something?  I can’t remember.” 
 
    “It’s in the contract,” Adam says. “We’ve not committed to any dates, just that there will be a tour.  And a new album later this year.  You’re right, Nick, things are in the pipeline but nothing official has gone out.  I’ve had Bianca convince them to leave any planning till after the holidays already, so that’s given us a bit of a reprieve on the organisation of it all.” 
 
    “So, we could do it, we could get them to put it all on hold?” I ask.  
 
    “I mean, probably,” Adam taps his fingers against his knee.   
 
    “What in the fuck will I do if we have a break?” Jordan asks.   
 
    “You know Red Alert are right in the middle of their new album launching, going on tour and all the shit that comes with it.  You think they wouldn’t love to have you along for the ride?” I ask him. 
 
    Jordan grins.  “Oh yeah, I know someone who would love to have me along for the ride.” 
 
    “You’re fucking gross.” 
 
    “I’m talking about Ciro,” Jordan gives Adam an indignant look.  “That guy loves me.” 
 
    Adam and I both laugh.  Ciro doesn’t love anyone.  He barely tolerates his own band members.  The only one I’ve ever seen him have any time for is Alessa.   
 
    “Shit, he must hate that you’re dating her,” Adam chuckles.  “You know he hooked up with Brooke at our album launch.” 
 
    “No shit, really?” I say in shock.   
 
    “Keep your mouths shut about it,” Adam says, backpedalling.  The worst thing he could have done was spill a secret like that in front of Jordan.  “I mean it, Brooke will fucking kill me if she finds out I know, or that I’ve told you.” 
 
    “Pssh, as if I didn’t already know,” Jordan says.   
 
    “You knew?” 
 
    “He’s Alessa’s best friend, he tells her shit.  And she tells me.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you say anything?” I ask. 
 
    “She asked me not to.” 
 
    “Aw,” I give him puppy dog eyes.   
 
    “Fuck off.” 
 
    “It’s just so fucking weird man.  Seeing you whipped the way you are.” 
 
    “Jealous?” Jordan asks me. 
 
    “No.”  Yes.  Shit.   
 
    Jordan is eyeing me, but I’m saved by the buzzing of the door.  Jordan hops up to go answer it.  He comes back in, looking at his watch, letting us know it’s Archer.  He’s forty minutes early. “You’re so busted,” he tells me. 
 
    “He’ll just think I was early.” 
 
    Jordan laughs.  “Poor foolish Nicholas. He told me to tell you you’re an asshole for treating him like a girl who needs to have her feelings protected.  Then he called me and Ad dicks.” 
 
    “I didn’t do anything,” Adam splutters as he’s helping himself to more biscuits.   
 
    “What the fuck ever,” Jordan jumps over the back of the chair and sits back down.  “It’s an intervention, we needed to be aware of the facts.” 
 
    “Don’t call it that,” I groan.  That really will piss him off.   
 
    He storms in a few minutes later, slamming the front door.  He glares at me before coming to a stop, eyeing all of us.   
 
    “Is three months okay?  I’ll ask for six, that means I’ll be able to broker Bianca down to what we actually want.  Unless you need longer,” Adam says, staring intently at his best friend, his eyes scrutinising him, like he’s trying to see under his skin to the part where Archer is hurting.   
 
    “Just like that?” Archer puts his hands on his hips, some of the bluster leaving him.  
 
    “Who loves you baby?” Jordan asks. 
 
    “And you’re seriously all okay with this?” 
 
    “I’ve already made plans,” Jordan says with a grin.  “Red Alert just got a new pro-consultant on the team.  I’ll soon whip them into shape.  They’ll love it.  I’ll love it.  It’s gonna be awesome.” 
 
    “Is he for real?” 
 
    Adam and I just give him a look that says, ‘it’s Jordan’.  He nods, takes a seat on what looks like a deckchair, but I can confirm is one of the most comfortable chairs I’ve ever sat on.   
 
    “Jenna needs a vacation.  A proper one.  Where we can go sightseeing and just get away from everything.” 
 
    “What will you do?” Jordan asks him. 
 
    Archer is speechless.  “I don’t fucking know,” he says eventually, making us all laugh.  “Who is gonna speak to Bianca?” 
 
    “I’ll do it,” I volunteer with a shrug.  “Jordan will piss her off, Adam will end up arguing and you need the responsibility off your shoulders.”  They all bluster at those observations, but I hold up my hand.  “Makes sense, I’m the only one she actually likes.” 
 
    “Get the fuck outta here, I’m her favourite,” Jordan actually looks affronted.   
 
    “I say we do it together,” Adam says.  “We all agree as a band, then we approach them as a band.  We don’t say one of us asked, it’s what we all need.  No negotiations.” 
 
    “What if they drop us?”  Jordan asks. 
 
    “That isn’t going to happen,” I roll my eyes.  “But you know what, if they do, they’ll be the ones breaking the contract and will owe us money.  Plus, we’re the biggest fucking band on their books.  They’re not gonna drop us.  And hey, who’s to say we can’t start our own record label.  I’m sure there are plenty of bands we could sign.” 
 
    “One fucking life altering decision at a time, please,” Adam gets up.  He pulls out his cell phone and fires off a text.  “I’ve asked B if she’s free this afternoon.  That okay with everyone?” 
 
    We all nod.  Archer is staring at his hands.  He didn’t even have to ask.   
 
    “Don’t thank us yet,” Adam grimaces when Archer looks up at us all.  “We still need to convince them.  But we will.” 
 
    “Agreed Amigos,” Jordan slaps his palms.  Adam’s phone beeps.   
 
    “She’s free in an hour.” 
 
    “Let’s get this show on the road then.” 
 
    A little over three hours later, we pile into Adam’s SUV. Bianca about blew a gasket, as predicted before we had a conference call with the execs.  At first, they were dead set against it, explaining all the work and money that already went in to prepping for a world tour.  Fortunately, they eventually agreed. They didn’t really have much of a choice, we aren’t saying we won’t do it, we are asking for a break.  After the execs agreed, Bianca tried to get us to continue doing publicity work, she’d lined us up for a lot of stuff, but we put our foot down and said the break meant a break, from everything. 
 
    As Adam predicted, we asked for six months, they compromised at three and we got what we wanted.  And for the first time in months, Archer looked like his old self.    
 
    We were halfway home when Archer asked.  “What the fuck am I supposed to do for three months?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
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    ‘People I Tolerate’ Group Chat 
 
    Elsa: SOS 
 
    Jenna: What’s wrong? 
 
    Elsa: My date… 
 
    Jenna: Don’t do that Elsa, I thought it was an emergency 
 
    Elsa: It is 
 
    Jenna: It can’t be that bad 
 
    Brooke: What’s wrong with him? 
 
    Elsa: His nose whistles when he breathes 
 
    Brooke: RUN 
 
    Jenna: OMG you two, stop.  Maybe he can’t help it 
 
    Brooke: I repeat, RUN.  Do you need an emergency call?  I can be that for you 
 
    Jenna: Hush Brooke.  Apart from that how is it going? 
 
    Brooke: Sorry, but that would be a dealbreaker for me 
 
    Jenna: Did you change the group chat name again? 
 
    Brooke: Girl gang was boring 
 
    Jenna: Well, this one is offensive.  Switch it back 
 
    Brooke: Can we concentrate on Elsa’s problem right now 
 
    Elsa: I feel awful, but I can’t focus on anything when he does it and its every time he breathes! 
 
    Jenna: Perhaps he’s had a cold recently, you can’t run out over something like that 
 
    Brooke: Can you ask him to stop breathing? 
 
    Jenna:  Brooke! 
 
    Brooke: Where did you meet him? 
 
    Elsa: Through a friend.  I don’t think it’s from a cold.  He doesn’t seem to be aware of it 
 
    Brooke: I would give that friend a slap upside the head 
 
    Brooke: Is he good looking enough to see past that? 
 
    Elsa:  It’s not just about looks.  But… he isn’t doing anything for me *cringe*  
 
    Elsa:  I also know his ex-wife’s name, how long they were together, what they wanted to call their kids (they luckily never had any)  
 
    Elsa: She is now dating an asshole and they all work at the same company 
 
    Jenna: OK forget what I said 
 
    Brooke:  You should have led with that, where is he? 
 
    Elsa: Bathroom.  I feel terrible, I can’t just leave while he’s in the bathroom  
 
    Brooke: I will call with an emergency.  Your apartment is on fire 
 
    Jenna: Stop that.  How far are you into the meal? 
 
    Elsa: Just had entrees and I’m on my second HUGE glass of wine 
 
    Jenna: Oh dear 
 
    Brooke: If you don’t want to run, or get the emergency call, be honest.  You like that shit right?  Tell him it’s not working for you.  You don’t need to even mention the whistling thing *puke* just say you’re not feeling it, or you’d be better off on a date with his ex-wife? 
 
    Elsa: Yeah, right!  Shit, he’ll be back soon. What do I do? 
 
    Brooke: If he’s been that long he’s probably taking a shit - then you definitely need to bail 
 
    Elsa: Ew. Gross 
 
    Jenna: Think of it as a free meal 
 
    Brooke: No, he’ll wanna split the bill 
 
    Elsa: I’d split it anyway 
 
    Jenna:  It’s a date, he should pay 
 
    Brooke: I keep forgetting who we’re talking to.  Your idea of dating is very different to ours 
 
    Jenna: What?   
 
    Brooke:  He’s probably on a call to his ex-wife 
 
    Elsa: I need to stop texting 
 
    Brooke: Last chance, emergency call? 
 
    Brooke: Elsa? 
 
    Jenna: Leave her, she’s smart enough to make the mature choice 
 
    Brooke: God I hate dating.  You got your unicorn Jen, count yourself lucky 
 
    Jenna: *heart*  
 
    Brooke: Bitch 
 
    Elsa:  You guys…. I RAN  
 
    Brooke: Atta girl!   
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    The morning after that dreadful date, I’m back on the movie set and they’re currently filming a sex scene, something I’ve never witnessed before. 
 
    “Makeup! We need a touch up here.  She’s too sweaty.” 
 
    I sigh when the actress glares daggers at the director before grabbing a robe and hurrying towards me, the glare now turned on me.  She throws herself into the chair beside the table where my stuff is set up, scowling at her reflection in the portable full-length mirror. We’re in the huge bedroom of an apartment that puts even Remi’s place to shame.  I swear you could fit at least three double beds in this space.  Despite that it’s barely big enough for all the equipment needed to shoot the scene.   
 
    My full makeup station is in one of the other bedrooms but I’m on hand for anything that needs doing in the moment.   
 
    “What the hell does he expect with all those lights shining on me.  I’m not made of fucking plastic.  Don’t see jerk face getting the same treatment, part of the sweat on me is from him.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll fix you right up.” 
 
    She gives me a narrow-eyed look then focuses back on her reflection.  I don’t think she was actually talking to me.  O-kay.  I fix her up with more sweat resistant make-up and cover her face in powder before brushing away the excess.   
 
    “You should be good now.” 
 
    She doesn’t even thank me, just strolls back on set, tossing the robe aside.  I blink but try not to be offended.  For the most part, the people on this set have been pleasant, if somewhat resistant to my chatter.  I adjusted, not everyone can be like Remi and the guys on the last movie.   
 
    “What a bitch,” Reggie mumbles. 
 
    “Reg, I love you, but keep those comments to yourself until we’ve left huh?” 
 
    “Can’t help it.  It doesn’t hurt to say thank you.  You’re so nice to everyone and they’re all so…” she waves her hand.   
 
    “Keep it professional,” I paint a smile on my face until she gets the idea and makes a zipping motion.  
 
    Reggie graduated from school in the summer and has been working with me full-time as an assistant ever since.  I can’t have Reggie making comments, even innocuous ones, there are ears everywhere.  And this particular actress has already made a few extras and the wardrobe girl cry.  I’m thick skinned but I don’t think I can fight an actress who overhears my assistant calling her names.   
 
    “This is so weird,” Reggie stands up and leans in close to me, staring at the actors getting into position on the bed in front of us.  
 
    “It’s the closest thing I’ve come to sex in a while,” I chuckle. I hear someone else laugh quietly but when I glance over my shoulder, I can’t see who it was.  Must have imagined it.   
 
    “What if that thing slips off.  How does it even stay on?  And he’s hard,” her eyes are wide.   
 
    “It’s a sex scene, he’s rubbing up against a naked woman.  It’s biology.” 
 
    “I couldn’t do it.” 
 
    “Good job no one is asking you too, now hush.”   
 
    The set is closed to most of the crew, only a small amount of people are in here, including the intimacy coordinator, who is making sure everyone is comfortable and happy with what is happening in the scene.  I’m only here for instances like the one that just occurred.  I’d been called on earlier to cover a pimple on the actor’s ass.  That was one for the books for sure.  It was a nice ass though, I wouldn’t have even noticed the pimple, but I guess the zoom lens picked it up.  He'd thanked me at least, like I’d just given him some change, not been up close and personal with his butt cheek.   
 
    We are three weeks in on this movie and I’m exhausted already.  There is a lot of night shooting.  Where Remi’s film was a rom com, this is an action movie and the kind of locations and scenes they need are often filmed at night, which is an adventure in and off itself.  Filming at night in New York is an experience.  One I’ve been enjoying immensely, even if it is tiring.  Luckily, we’re only needed till two in the afternoon today, then we’re off for two days.   
 
    I have plans with the girls tonight which I am really looking forward to because the last three weeks of dating has been one disaster after another.  It’s time to take a break or stop letting people set me up with random dudes they barely know.  I’ve lost track of how many times I’ve heard this guy is great, or my friend said he’s so nice.  Five dates, five duds.  I try to keep an open mind, I don’t want to be shallow or cruel but so far, no one has given me even the slightest flicker of a tingle.  Nor really kept my interest if I’m being honest. 
 
    I’m starting to regret not getting with Chase.  He had it all, hot, smart, funny and interesting and fully on board with Remi’s plan.  But that isn’t my plan.  Dating and finding a mate is supposed to be the plan.  I snort laugh at that thought, the director yell’s ‘CUT’ at the top of his voice, then turns and asks who the hell made that noise on his silent set. 
 
    I duck my head.  Shit.   
 
    “Sorry, that was me,” a guy says. 
 
    The director turns to the cameraman who just took the blame for me snorting.  He yells at him about being quiet or get the fuck out, then makes them start the scene over.  I cringe, as a camera guy looks over at me. I feel terrible, I try to convey that without saying anything, given I’ll get us into more trouble. He winks at me then goes back to controlling his camera on the writhing couple.   
 
    Luckily, we make it through the scene after two more takes with no further noise or makeup mishaps.  No one mentions the noise or the director almost losing his shit.  Reggie doesn’t appear to have realised it was me either, or that the camera guy saved my ass.  She is wide eyed as we go back into the makeup room to pack up. 
 
    “I don’t think I’ll ever be able to watch a love scene in a movie and find it believable after that," she says, packing things away into one of the trolley’s we brought up here.  They don’t have this apartment any longer, so we need to clear out properly. 
 
    “None of it’s real,” I point out, trying to move quickly.  I want to get out of here, fast. 
 
    “Yeah but, you can suspend your disbelief in the moment, watching the movie.  Now I’ve seen everything that goes behind it, that will be all I see.  And I’ll definitely be trying to spot pimples on asses,” she adds with a chuckle.  
 
    “Tell me about it, that was a new one, even for me,” I join in laughing.   
 
    As much as I want to leave quickly, it takes us about a half hour to get cleared up and one of the guys helps us get everything out to the elevator.  The actors and director are long gone, so I can breathe a little easier. It’s just crew and support workers left finishing up.  A cleaning company are waiting for us all to leave so they can go through and clean the entire place.  There are photographs on the walls of the people who live here, I can’t imagine the amount of money they’re clearing for loaning their place to a movie studio.   
 
    I’m struggling to keep my rucksack up on my shoulder and drag one of my cases, when the weight of the bag lifts slightly.  I whirl around panicking that it’s going to fall and hit the floor but see the cameraman.   
 
    “You were about to drop that,” he says with a smile.  He moves his arm and lifts it, so the strap is firmly on my shoulder.  “Do you need a hand with any of this?” 
 
    “I’m good, now,” I blow my hair up out of my face.  “Thank you though.” 
 
    “No problem,” he winks again.   
 
    He’s cute.  His eyes are like dark pools of chocolate and his grin makes him look boyishly charming, though he’s definitely not a boy.  He is rocking some serious arm porn in his short-sleeved shirt.  He has his own equipment in a heavy bag strapped over his chest.  I haven’t seen him before, I think I would have remembered him if I had.  
 
    “Ah, I should be thanking you, for before.” 
 
    “Don’t sweat it,” he smiles.  “Rather me than you.” 
 
    “I appreciate it, but you shouldn’t have done it, what if you get into trouble.”  
 
    He shrugs.  “I’m not worried.  I’m only on set today,” he says, glancing at the other people waiting for the elevator.  He gives Reggie a smile.   
 
    “I’m not always as unprofessional as I was back there,” I whisper. 
 
    “Trust me, I won’t tell,” he whispers back.  “The director is a dick though, so be careful,” he adds.   
 
    “I’m learning that,” I nod.   
 
    He gets on the elevator with us, holding his arm out for us to enter first. 
 
    “I’m Joel,” he offers his hand as the doors close.   
 
    A couple of people look over at him and for a second, I’m confused about why they look so apprehensive.  He seems harmless, and kind.  He’s one of the few people who’ve actually taken the time to be nice and introduce themselves.  And he saved my ass, so I owe him one. 
 
    “Elsa,” I take his hand, it’s warm and a little rough.  “This is my assistant, Reggie,” I tilt my head because I'm keeping hold of my case with one hand, and he still has hold of the other.   
 
    “Hey Reggie,” he gives her a quick look, then his eyes come back to me.  He seems to finally realise he still has hold of my hand and lets it go.  “So that was some good work you did on Miles’ ass.  When I zoomed in all I could see was that monster, and I’m not referring to his…” he wiggles his eyebrows, his eyes darting down to his crotch and up again. 
 
    I can’t help but bark out a laugh.  “All in a day’s work,” I say getting control of myself.   
 
    Joel stands beside me, and we both look up at the numbers as the elevator descends to the ground floor.  When the doors open, he lets us out first, the others move out quickly and head straight for the exit.  I fix both straps of my rucksack and head for the door.   
 
    “You have a ride?” Joel asks as he holds the doors open for us. 
 
    “I have called for a car that’ll come pick us up.”   
 
    Remi offered us the use of his driver while we’re here and I’ve been glad of it, given how expensive cabs are and what a ball ache it would be dragging all of my equipment onto the subway.  
 
    His lips turn down, like he’s disappointed in my answer.  We walk out onto the street where a number of large vans belonging to the studio are packing up all the equipment from the apartment.   
 
    “So, you won’t be back next week?” I ask him. 
 
    “I wasn’t planning on it, I was just filling in today as the regular guy got sick.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s a shame.” 
 
    “Is it?” he grins.  “This isn’t my usual gig,” he admits, his gaze fully focused on me.  “I was supposed to be filming a wildlife show down in the Everglades but there was a weather warning, so they postponed it.  I found myself up here with friends and a call came out for a camera guy last minute.” 
 
    I’m shocked to realise I’m blushing but the way he focuses all of his attention on me is making me feel hot.  Could I have actually managed to find a nice guy when I’m not even looking.  Although if he isn’t coming back for the rest of the movie and moving on to something else, chances are I won’t see him again. 
 
    “Sounds a lot more exciting than pointing out pimples on movie stars buns.” 
 
    He laughs, loudly, his head tipping back.  “Well, I wanted to thank you for giving me a laugh today, I thought this was going to be soul destroying, I hate doing this kind of thing.” 
 
    “Why’d you do it then?” 
 
    “A favour,” he glances up as one of the producers exits the building.  He looks us over, gives us a nod then heads for a car.  “Being around these kinds of guys, you know, the kind with huge egos who think its fine to yell at people who are helping them, that just pisses me off.” 
 
    “It goes with the territory, and I was in the wrong, to be fair.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t have to be afraid you’ll get into trouble for making a little noise.” 
 
    I shrug.  “Working in the industry I’m in, you have to learn the rules of every job.  At a fashion show, it’s like everything moves a mile a minute, there is no slowing down and its sometimes deafening.  At my studio back home, it’s nice and relaxed, I can talk with clients.  On a movie set,” I heave out a sigh. “It gets kinda boring to be honest.” 
 
    “See, you’re not so different to me then.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “This wouldn’t be your preferred place of work.” 
 
    “I didn’t say that,” I give him a sideways look.  
 
    “You kinda did,” he nudges me.  “So, you need to call your ride?”   
 
    “Already done,” I tap my phone against my thigh.  “Do you have a ride?” I ask.   
 
    “You offering?” 
 
    I shake my head with a smile.  “You’re trouble Joel.” 
 
    “I can be,” he gives me another wink.  “And I think I might just hang around a little while longer.” 
 
    “I thought you were just filling in.” 
 
    He tilts his head and gives me a cryptic look.  “I have an in with the director.” 
 
    My nose scrunches up at the thought of that guy.  Joel laughs again.  “The place I’m crashing is just around the corner so I’m good.  He takes a couple of steps backwards.  “See you in a couple of days?” 
 
    “Well, I know I’ll be there, not so sure you will.” 
 
    “Trust me, I can talk my way onto the job.” 
 
    “Something tells me the ass in charge isn’t that much of a pushover.” 
 
    “Leave him to me,” he winks again.  “But just in case,” he takes something from his pocket and hands it to me.  It’s a business card.  He waves at Reggie then walks away.   
 
    I keep watching him until he reaches the corner.  When he turns back and sees me looking, he gives me a salute and ducks his head on a laugh then disappears. 
 
    “Fuck me,” Reggie whispers beside me. 
 
    “Reggie!” She never swears.   
 
    “Girl,” she fans herself.   
 
    “Stop it,” I shove her, but she just laughs at me.   
 
    “He is so into you.  Did he give you his number?” she looks down at the card. 
 
    “He won’t even be here when we come back.  He said he is supposed to go shoot a show in Florida and he hates this kind of work.” 
 
    “I also heard him say he’s gonna get back on set,” she puts a hand on her hip.   
 
    “He hopes.  The dick of a director won’t have him.” 
 
    “Well, I think you should go for it, if you do see him again,” she grabs her bag and points as Remi’s driver pulls up.   
 
    I pocket the business card along with my phone.  We gather our stuff and get it all loaded up then climb into the back of the car.  Reggie is staying with me, so we head straight back to the brownstone.  Reggie heads off to her room and I take the elevator and leave my bags and equipment in the living room, making my way to the kitchen.  I need coffee.  I’m meeting Jenna and Brooke tonight, so I need the caffeine to keep me going.  Once I’ve made it, I walk to the window and look out at the street.  It’s so different to what I’m used to back home in L.A.  But it’s nice, I like it.   
 
    I take a quick shower before we go out.  When my phone beeps with a text, I pull it out of my jacket pocket.  The business card drops to the ground.  I bend over and pick it up, biting my lip. Should I call him?  Reggie is right, he is nice, and seemed interested in me too… I should call.  Even if he does head to Florida rather than staying with the movie, we could go out, have some fun.  He obviously wants me to call.   
 
    I flip the card over and look at his name.  Joel Pederson.  I frown, tapping the card against my other hand.  Pederson?  Why does that sound familiar? 
 
    “Shit,” my mouth drops open.   
 
    No wonder he kept saying the things he did, and he didn’t get into any shit when he made out like it was him disturbing the set.  He said he had in ‘in’ with the director. 
 
    The director is called Zach Pederson.   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
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    “I’m sorry, did I hear you correctly?” I sit up on the weight bench, after slotting the bar back on the rack.  Archer is standing in the doorway with his coat on.  “Did you say you’re going to Florida?  Now?” 
 
    He grins.  “I did.  I’m treating the whole family.  The kids have never been to Disneyland so figured while they’re still young enough, it’d be good to take them.  Plus, I get to actually spend some time with the little rugrats.” 
 
    “Aren’t they thirteen and ten or something?” 
 
    “The older two are, the rest of them are under five.” 
 
    “Disneyland huh,” I laugh.   
 
    “I’m guessing our demographic isn’t gonna be hanging around there so I should be good.” 
 
    “Are you forgetting the kids at Disneyland have parents? Are you taking some security with you?” 
 
    He rolls his eyes.  “DiMarco.  Bianca won’t let me go without someone being there.” 
 
    “Shit, Adam will lose his mind if B sends someone with them.” 
 
    Archer laughs.  It’s been three weeks since we convinced the label to give us time off.  It’s taken us a while to get used to this new normal, to wind down, not having anything we need to go to.  Janie has taken the opportunity to go back to L.A. and visit her family.  I’ll still need her for certain things so she’s still going to get paid, just nothing that she needs to be in the city for.   
 
    Adam managed to convince Jenna to take a week off work.  They’re heading to Hawaii.  They’re not going to a densely populated tourist attraction though, so Adam will not be allowing Stone to tag along with them.  Jenna showed us all photos of the resort last night, they have a private villa on a secluded beach.  I think Stone would be scandalised if he were hanging around anywhere near where those two are gonna be.  They leave in a couple of days.   
 
    Archer is heading out now apparently.  He’s wasted no time planning things for this break, despite initially not knowing what to do with himself.  The two of us are going on a short road trip after the holidays.  No idea where yet, but he wants to hire a van that we can sleep in, so we don’t need to worry about finding places to stay off the beaten track. Sounds like a blast to me, the point of it is getting back to nature, taking a step away from the luxury and riches we’re used to.   
 
    Otherwise, I don’t have any real plans, but the guys are certainly using their time, making it clear the break really is needed. 
 
    I swing my leg over the bench and get up, sweeping up the bottle of water I’d left on the floor.  “Rather you than me, man.  But have fun.” 
 
    “I intend to.  Will you be alright?” 
 
    “I think I’m good, thanks honey.” 
 
    He laughs.  I tell him to have a good time, he nods, taps the doorframe then heads out. I finish half my bottle of water in one go.  I’ve been working out for about an hour.  For the last couple of weeks, I’ve worked out, spent time with my grandma, and read and not much more in between.  It’s weird how it has taken this change of plans to make me see just how much my life revolves around the band.   
 
    I’ve never looked at it this way before and as much as I hate to admit it, my identity has become Nick Chambers, bassist for BreakNeck.  I have good friends outside of the band but they’re mostly all paired off too.   
 
    My grandma is my only family.  Over the years, especially when I was younger, I thought about who my dad is.  Mom never told me a lot about him.  They never even lived together. She said they were too young when they had me.  Every now and then I brought it up with Doris, but she always brushed away the questions, clearly no love lost between her and my father.   
 
    It has occasionally entered my mind to look for him, but I never followed through on it.  Sitting here, alone in the sterile gym, staring out of the window, I begin to wonder if that is something missing from my life.  Not that I need to know who he is.  I might be single minded as far as the band is concerned, but I’m pretty sure I don’t need to know who fathered me to understand who I am.  A small part of me always wonders if he knows who I’ve become, and he wishes he knew me. But that way of thinking in the past only ever brought depression chasing close behind.   
 
    I sigh and get up, heading to the bathroom for a quick shower.  I’m adept at making myself look like an average guy on the street so I dress down, grab a hat and scarf because it’s absolutely fucking freezing here right now, pop in my earbuds, then head out.   
 
    I wave to Christopher, the doorman, but move across the lobby quickly enough that he doesn’t ask if he can get me a car, which is how I usually roll.  I have no real plan on where I’m going but it’s getting close to Christmas.  Jordan hasn’t told the rest of us what he’s planning with Sandy, but if he is expecting me there, then he’ll need to invite Doris too.  I’m sure he won’t forget her.   
 
    I dip in and out of some quirky shops in the East Village, keeping my cap pulled low, not making eye contact for too long as I grab some gifts for my friends. 
 
    Janie already started on getting the big things.  I’d sent over a list after Thanksgiving, but I want to put a personal touch on things this year.  It’s been really different to what I’ve been used to over the last decade.   
 
    I’m halfway home when Jordan calls and asks if I want to head over to his place for a poker game, saying a couple of the Red Alert guys are gonna be there.  I get on pretty well with them and with Archer not around, it at least gives someone else a chance to win.  I swear if that guy weren’t in a band, there would be fighting over him in Vegas to become their high rolling Casino Whale.  Someone who regularly bets hundreds of thousands and lures in other players.  He’d wipe them out.  
 
    Rather than head back home and back out again, I jump a cab to Jordan and Adam’s building.  The doormen here know me, and I ask them to hold on to my shopping bags so I don’t have to take them upstairs because I know Jordan will stick his head where it doesn’t belong. Once upstairs, I greet Dylan and Nash Gibson, the brothers from Red Alert.  
 
    “You come with no offerings?” Jordan looks appalled at my lack of snacks or booze.   
 
    I ignore him and head to the kitchen to grab a beer.  It’s not like he isn’t already stocked up for the night.  He follows me, leaving the others to set up the table. 
 
    “What are you looking so pissed off about?” I ask, taking out four bottles and handing him one. 
 
    “Archer went to Disneyland.” 
 
    At first, I’m not sure why he looks annoyed, then realise Jordan wanted to go too.  The big kid feels left out.  I slap his shoulder in mock commiseration, and head back out to the living room.  Dylan and Nash accept their beers.  Nash is the oldest brother and lead singer of the band, Dylan, I think is around twenty-two, or three and plays rhythm guitar.  It’s obvious they still get awe struck around us, but I try to set them at ease, helping set things up.  Jordan has a wooden poker table cover which weighs a fucking ton, so it takes the three of us to get it up and set out on the dining table.   
 
    “How’s the album coming along?” I ask.   
 
    “Great,” Dylan says, a genuine smile spreading across his face.  “It finally feels like something is happening.  We’ve been at it so long, it felt like we’d never get there.” 
 
    “You’ve got a great sound, great group of people and Bliss is a good label,” I add.   
 
    “Thanks, appreciate that,” Nash says, taking his seat.   
 
    “Letting this fool get involved might not be such a great idea though,” I wave my thumb back towards where Jordan is still in the kitchen. 
 
    “Nah, he’s been great,” Dylan says.  “We know how incredibly lucky we are to have him helping us out.  He’s already steered us through some pitfalls we wouldn’t have known about.” 
 
    “I never realised he paid that much attention,” I laugh.  I sip more beer and sit down, then focus on Nash.  “How’s your girl?” 
 
    “Good,” he grins.  “Her and Alessa are out doing their own thing tonight.” 
 
    “I don’t know how you do it.  I mean, it’s bad enough being stuck on a tour bus with three guys I consider as close as brothers.  I couldn’t imagine being with my girl twenty-four seven too.” 
 
    “If you’ve ever heard the term joined at the hip, Riley and Nash take that into the stratosphere.” 
 
    “We’re not that bad,” Nash frowns at his brother.   
 
    “Dude, you’ve checked your phone at least six times since we got here.  She’s fine.  She’s with Alessa and, as much as it pains me to say it, we’re not all that recognisable yet.  No one will bother them.” 
 
    “They’re two hot chicks, don’t be so sure,” I stir. 
 
    Nash looks like he’s going to puke.   
 
    “They’re not alone,” Jordan comes in wearing a green and white visor hat, the kind with no top, and a bowl full of chips.  “I got Alessa security weeks ago.  He’s with them.” 
 
    “Do they know that?” I ask knowingly.   
 
    Jordan winks. “Course not.  Alessa would kill me, but she needs to get used to it, when you guys are huge, it’ll be a given security will be there.  For now, he’s just keeping any undesirables away.”   
 
    “Alessa will flip her shit if she finds out,” Dylan points out, opening the fresh deck of cards on the table.  “Besides, she scares me, and I know her.  No one would dare come near her.” 
 
    “Yeah, I totally trust her to keep Riley safe,” Nash grins, over my comment.   
 
    “Can I just ask why no one has said anything about this?” I point at Jordan’s hat. 
 
    “It’s Jordan,” Dylan shrugs.  We all laugh again.  He’s clearly spent a lot more time with these guys than I realise, if they know him that well.   
 
    “Ten bucks buy in sound good?”  Jordan asks everyone and we all agree. 
 
    I see the relief on Dylan’s face, even though he tries to hide it.  This isn’t one of Jordan’s big stake nights, we’re playing for fun.  Because of the way things worked out for us, I couldn’t fully relate to the days when you were on the cusp of hitting the big time.  You got the record deal, you were selling plenty of copies, doing small tours, the money was coming in but hadn’t fully filtered down yet.  The difference with BreakNeck was, we signed with a much bigger label and our first contract was mind blowing.  We’d more or less had money thrown at us from the start, and we were only eighteen so had never known anything other than being at our parent’s houses.  These guys had been through a lot of issues, struggled to get traction, but it is working out for them now.  They have solid backing. 
 
    I deal, because Jordan likes to think he can shuffle cards but all he ends up doing is throwing them across the table.   
 
    “Where’s Ad tonight?” I ask, after I’ve dealt the first hand and we’ve all placed our bets. 
 
    “Where do you think?” 
 
    “It’s literally across the hall,” I point out.  “He can’t drag himself away for a few hours.” 
 
    “Feel free to go knock on his door, just don’t let yourself in,” he gives me a knowing tip of his head.   
 
    We’d heard all about how Jordan had his spare key revoked, after letting himself into their place one too many times, eating their food all the time and accidently seeing them right in the middle of fucking on the kitchen counter.   
 
    “Besides, we’d be better off inviting Jenna, that would be more challenging.  She’s a decent little card player,” he tells the others.  “Adam sucks.” 
 
    “Would that not be better then, someone to rob blind?” Nash laughs. 
 
    I send a text to them both telling them to get their asses over here.  Realising I have a shit hand and the others are still all in, I fold and grab some chips. I haven’t eaten dinner and I’m starting to get hungry.  I offer to order some pizza while they play.  My phone buzzes after I’ve put the order in. 
 
      
 
    Jenna: I’m out with the girls, sorry or I would have gladly taken your money.  Adam is at home though, moping.  Go drag him over. 
 
      
 
    Letting the others know my plan, I head out and cross the hallway, banging on the door. 
 
    “Jordan!” Adam shouts from the other side after I keep knocking.  “How many times do I have to tell you.”  He pulls the door back and sees me and looks confused.  “What are you doing here?”   
 
    “Playing poker next door, why aren’t you over there?” 
 
    “I’m working,” he steps back and lets me in.   
 
    I follow him into the room he’s made into a medium sized recording studio in one corner and a larger space where instruments are set up, including a full drum kit.  It’s all soundproofed so we can play without disturbing anyone.  There are pages littered all over the floor, a track I don’t recognise playing.  He shuts it off and carves a hand through his hair.  He looks stressed. 
 
    “We’re supposed to be taking a break,” I point out, sipping the beer which I brought over with me.   
 
    “Yeah, I know but I promised I’d have this song written before we go away.  I’ve been tied up with other shit and we fly out to Hawaii in three days.” 
 
    “For Zosia?” 
 
    “No, Dirty Crew.” 
 
    My brows raise.  We toured with them a few years back, they have a grungier sound than we do but they’re a decent band.  They’ve been marred with some controversy lately, so they’re looking for ways to get them on the right track.  I didn’t realise Adam agreed to write something for them, but he always keeps this shit close to his chest.  Bianca might not like the thought of him writing for a band who’d been getting a lot of bad press, but I can see the other side of it too, having someone as good and professional as Adam writing for them was a good move.   
 
    “Patrick okay with that?  I thought he is their song writer.” 
 
    “He is, he’s in rehab.” 
 
    I whistle.  I’d heard some stuff but not that.   Patrick always came across as a little wild, kind of manic.  I didn’t know it was this bad though.   
 
    “They want it ready to go once he gets out, the guys are gonna record the music and lay down his vocals afterwards.  It’s harder to write because I feel like the guy is being stepped on.  If anyone were brought in to write for us without discussion, I’d be pissed.” 
 
    “It’s a tough one for sure,” I say with a frown.  “It’s just one song?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s all I agreed to.  Wish I hadn’t now.  I can’t really focus on it.” 
 
    “Why?  Don’t tell me it’s cos Jenna is out without you,” I take a seat in one of the plush black chairs.  It’s where I usually sit when we’re brainstorming or jamming as we figure out our music.   
 
    “Fuck off, I’m not that much of a dick.  I’m glad she’s out, she deserves to have some fun, she works so damn hard.  Plus, she wants to get quality time in with Brooke before we leave, you know how needy Brooke can be at times.” 
 
    I laugh.  The last thing Brooke is, is needy, but Adam often sees her as competition for Jenna’s affection.  He’d never openly admit that to anyone, would die before ever agreeing to it but I see it.   
 
    “So, Hawaii?” I look over as he tidies up the papers strewn around.  “That should be fun.”  
 
    “Yeah, but it’s not just about us, it’s about getting her away from work.  She needs a break.” 
 
    “I was surprised you managed to convince her to leave Izzy.” 
 
    He blows out a heavy breath and comes to sit on the seat opposite me.  “Yeah, I know.  It took a lot and I even had to get Izzy to tell her to go.  When I spoke to her, Izzy,” he clarifies.  “She let slip she’s planning on pulling back from work.  She wants to enjoy her time with Ada while she’s still here.” 
 
    “They think it’s that bad?” 
 
    “Her doctors confirmed it, she’s terminal.  The treatment isn’t working.  Jenna is so upset, it’s why we had to work so hard to get her to leave for a few days.  I don’t want her to begrudge them going away, seeing the things they want to see before it happens.  I can’t even fucking imagine what they’re going through.  But if it’s going to affect Jenna, I want to make sure she does this before she takes it on.  I know what she’s like, Nick.  She will work herself into the ground to make sure nothing goes wrong for Iz.” 
 
    “She’s good at her job, Ad, she’s sensible, she’s not a workaholic.”  I lean back, Adam is staring at the floor.  I feel bad for Jenna’s boss, even though I’ve never met her, or her wife.  I can relate to what they’re going through.  “Do they have kids?” I ask. 
 
    Adam looks up at me, he’s quiet for a moment, watching me intently.  “No, no kids.” 
 
    I nod.  My mind goes back to what I was thinking about earlier.  It isn’t something I talk about.  The guys all know I’ve never had a dad.  Hearing about Izzy planning to live the best way they can, before she loses her wife just brings it to the forefront.  Where was he when mom got sick, when she was dying?  Why didn’t he want to be there for her?   
 
    “What’s going on?” Adam breaks into my thoughts. 
 
    “Nothing,” I smile and get up. 
 
    “You sure?” he asks again, looking up at me, probably thinking it’s about my mom and the memories this is bringing back.  In a way it is, just not how he thinks.   
 
    “I’m good dude, it’s just sad hearing about it.  No one should have to go through that, you know?” Adam nods. “Come on, a break will help, give the creativity chance to start up again.  Nash and Dylan are over.  I’ve just ordered pizza too,” I glance around and see two cups of unfinished coffee and a huge glass of orange juice.  “Leave it, a few hours won’t hurt.” 
 
    Adam is a perfectionist, always has been. He hates leaving stuff unfinished.  I’m not telling him to abandon it, just take a break. Eventually he agrees and tidies shit up, then goes to change while I wait.  I pick up some of the papers and read through the lyrics he’s got down.  They’re good.  Not exactly Dirty Crew’s style though.  He returns and snatches the paper from me, glancing at it, then tucking it away in a folder.  I know better than to push that button, so we head out. 
 
    There is rowdy laughter coming from Jordan’s place as we go in, which only gets louder when Jordan sees I’ve managed to drag Adam over.   
 
    We spend a couple of hours playing, eating junk food and drinking German beer.  Jordan even breaks out some cigars that Adam, Nash and I decline but Dylan is all in, puffing away with a huge grin on his face as he wins the latest and biggest pot of cash.  There is a least a couple of thousand dollars in that pile. 
 
    “Let’s go out,” he says.  “Drinks on me!” 
 
    “Calm down, Phil Ivey,” Nash tells him, referring to one of the world’s best poker players.  “Maybe you wanna hang on to that cash.” 
 
    “We can’t all be worried about rainy days,” Dylan tells him, getting to his feet. “Live a little.” 
 
    He lurches and knocks into the table making the drinks wobble, luckily none fall over.  Jordan snickers as Nash grabs his brother’s arm.  “I think there is only one place you’re going pal, and it isn’t out,” he gives us a look and we all agree, best to stay home tonight.  Dylan pouts but he lets Nash gather up his winnings, their belongings and they head out.   
 
    “I didn’t think he drank that much,” Adam frowns after Jordan returns from seeing him out. 
 
    “It’s the cigars,” Jordan drops onto the chair.  “Think they just made him woozy, went to his head.  Hey, did you know Arch went to Disneyland and didn’t even ask me to tag along?” 
 
    Adam bursts out laughing.  “Disneyland?  Really?” 
 
    I’m surprised he didn’t tell him, but it happened last minute and if Adam has been locked up in his studio, Archer wouldn’t have been able to get hold of him.  I explain why he’s gone there and who with.  The guys both agree it’s a nice idea for him.   
 
    “What about you?  What are you gonna do?” Jordan asks me as I settle back with another beer.  “I mean, Arch is off getting his fun on with Minnie Mouse, this guy is sweeping my sis to a tropical island, you better treat her like a queen by the way,” he points, and Adam rolls his eyes.  “I’m up to my ears in getting those guys ship shape.  Where is Nicholas at?” 
 
    I shrug.  “I’m good, spending time with Doris, catching up on some stuff.  So, what’s the plan for Christmas, you gonna let us in on this mystery event yet?” 
 
    “Nope, and quit changing the subject.” 
 
    “What subject?” I ask.   
 
    “Of how you’re keeping occupied while we’re off.” 
 
    “What does it matter?” I laugh but Jordan doesn’t.  “Seriously, you don’t need to worry about me man, I’m absolutely fine.  Arch and I are taking a road trip after Christmas.  I’ve gotta spend some time planning that out before he gets back.” 
 
    “It’s fucking freezing, you’re both crazy,” Adam tells me as he grabs a handful of nuts and tosses them in the direction of his mouth, he misses a fair few of them and they fall all around him. 
 
    “You’re picking that shit up,” Jordan points at him.  
 
    “We won’t exactly be slumming it.  Can you honestly see Archer travelling in a tiny van and taking a tent with us?  We’re getting an RV, think smaller version of the tour bus.  And we’ll fly somewhere warmer.” 
 
    “I see a Deliverance type scenario coming your way.” 
 
    “How do you jump from travelling in an RV to…” I wave a hand.  “That,” my face screws up in disgust.  “Besides, we’re not going fucking canoeing.”   
 
    Adam and Jordan laugh.  
 
    We call it a night soon after, when Adam gets a text from Stone to let him know he’s on his way back with Jenna and she’s a little tipsy, he’s grinning like crazy.  Jenna is hysterical when she’s drunk.  I opt to wait for them so Stone can give me a ride home.  I’m waiting in the hallway when they arrive.  Jenna launches herself at me and gives me a tight hug.  I hug her back looking at Adam in surprise.   
 
    “What’s this about?” I laugh at her when I pull back. 
 
    “You’re just so good,” she says.  “Isn’t he, babe, he’s such a good guy.  Nice and sweet and he loves his grandma sooo much.” 
 
    “Jen, I think we need to get you inside and into bed,” Adam takes her out of my arms.   
 
    I grin as she makes kissy faces at him, but then she whips her head back and prods her finger against my chest.  I step back, it hurts, she has bony fingers apparently.  “What was that for?” I ask. 
 
    “Because you’re stupid.” 
 
    “How’d I go from being good to stupid?” 
 
    She shakes her head, but that makes her stumble.   
 
    “Whoa, come on, Slugger let’s go get you some water, and a bucket,” he adds under his breath. 
 
    “She is gonna be so hungover tomorrow,” I laugh and step around them as Adam puts an arm around her waist and leads her to the door.  Stone is standing by the elevator looking amused.  The guy very rarely cracks a smile, it just goes to show how funny this is that even he can’t contain his grin.   
 
    “Elsa is so smart and beautiful and has a kind soul and you are so perfect for her.  I told her you need another chance.” 
 
    “What?” I turn back to Jenna.   
 
    “Okay, inside,” Adam says, pulling her into the apartment.  He looks back at me, silently apologising.  “She’s drunk man, you know she’s a sucker for romance, don’t read too much into it.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure,” I watch as he leads her inside and closes the door. 
 
    Guess Jenna was out with Elsa tonight, which means she is still in New York.  There was talk of her doing more work here, but I didn’t want to ask.  So, they’ve been talking about me?  I flash back to a few weeks ago when we were standing together in that hallway.  I know I wasn’t the only one to feel something, even if I did try and push it into the back of my mind.   
 
    “I’m not planning on standing here all night.” 
 
    “Oh, shit, sorry,” I walk over holding my hands up at Stone.  “Appreciate the ride.” 
 
    “No problem.” 
 
    We stand and wait for the elevator to return.  I tap my fingers against the side of my thigh, looking up at the lights above the doors.  I glance at Stone. 
 
    “Don’t,” he says. 
 
    “Don’t what?” I ask innocently. 
 
    “Try and get me involved in this shit.  I make sure you guys are safe, that no dumb schmucks harm or harass you, I don’t give advice, I don’t spy, and I don’t care.” 
 
    “Got it,” I grin.  The elevator arrives and we step in.  Stone hits the ‘G’ button.  “But they were talking about me, right?” 
 
    “Fuck off.”  He didn’t even turn his head to look at me.   
 
    I laugh all the way to the ground floor.  They so did.  And that makes me think about things I’m sure I have no right to think about.   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
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    “Did you really believe I wouldn’t ask around?” I say as I walk up behind Joel.   
 
    He turns his head to look over his shoulder.  He’s bent over, getting some equipment out of his bag.  He gives me a big grin as he straightens up.  I hold his business card pinched between my forefinger and middle finger, waving it slightly at him. 
 
    “Busted.” 
 
    “It wasn’t exactly difficult to figure out.  As I’m sure was your intention.” 
 
    “True, but I didn’t want to be the guy who says, I can get away with whatever I want because my dad is the director.” 
 
    “Even if that is what happened?” 
 
    “Nah, it wasn’t like that,” he plucks the card out of my hand and tucks it in his back pocket.  “He would have kicked you off the set, maybe even the movie if he realised it was you.” 
 
    I bite my lip nervously.  I’d heard he was a hard ass, seen him in action in fact.   
 
    “The man is an asshole,” he laughs as my eyes widen.  “Don’t worry, it’s nothing I wouldn’t say to his face.  He’s a prick of the highest order and I hate the way he treats people because he thinks he’s some big-name director.  You don’t mess with people’s lives because of your overinflated ego.” 
 
    I look around to make sure no one can overhear him, though he doesn’t seem in the least bit concerned anyone hears what he is saying.  We’re in trailers tonight, the scene being shot in the middle of a busy street.  It’s been closed off to the general public, the people standing around, waiting to get filming are all paid extras.  The actors are safely warm in their own trailers.  I’ve already worked on Miles, ready for the scene.  I’d thoroughly enjoyed it too, because I got to flex my prosthetic, movie make-up skills, giving him some cuts and bruises on his face because his character was just in a ‘fight’.   
 
    I saw Joel out among the other crew as I left Miles’ trailer.  It took me a while to work up the nerve to talk to him.  I’d thought about him a lot over the last couple of days.  I did not, however, call him.  The girls told me I was nuts when I brought him up, but I had my reasons.  He already told me he is heading to Florida just as soon as the storm passes, so there is no point in taking things further.  I don’t even know where he lives.  If it’s not in New York or L.A., then it won’t work.   
 
    He's wearing a thick coat tonight, given we’re outside and its butt-freezing degrees out here, he also has a beanie pulled over his hair which makes him look cute.   
 
    “Yet, you’re still here?” I try not to sound too inquisitive, more like making an observation. 
 
    “Something made me wanna stick around.” 
 
    “What about the guy you were covering for, isn’t he back?” 
 
    “Sure, but you can never have too many cameramen on a movie,” he winks. 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    He looks over my head and I turn to see Miles coming out of the trailer.  A man who looks almost identical to him by his side.  His stunt double.  I’m excited to watch filming tonight, although I plan on staying way, way out of earshot of anyone who may potentially fire my ass.  I’ve always been a rom com kind of girl but it’s cool seeing an action movie. Watching them film stunts will be a lot of fun.   
 
    “You never called though, did the name freak you out?” 
 
    “No,” I laugh.  “I’m no coward.  I was just busy.  My friends hijacked me.” 
 
    He eyes me, but eventually nods with a grin.  “It’s damn cold out here, don’t you want to go hide out in the trailer?  Keep warm?” he asks. 
 
    “I’d like to watch the stunts.” 
 
    “It’s not as glamourous as it sounds,” he points out. 
 
    I shrug.  “I’ve never seen it before, so I figure I can see what it’s like, if it gets too cold, I’ll go.  Aren’t you working a camera?” 
 
    “I’m on close up shots, these are wider cameras, the sky cameras and on the backs of lead cars.” 
 
    “So, you want to watch the stunts too?” I grin at him.  
 
    “You got me.”  He glances around then looks back at me.  “How about a hot chocolate from the van?  I’m buying.” 
 
    I agree and we head over to the food truck.  Joel gets us both a hot drink and I wrap my hands around the paper cup, grateful for the warmth.  We stand back on the periphery of the action, shoulder to shoulder, sipping our drinks.  I’m fascinated by everything going on.  Joel explains a lot of the camera work and we watch as stunts are performed over and over, until they get it right.  There is a stunt director who is leading on this, instead of Joel’s dad. He is here too, making sure the actors are doing what they need to do, while the stunt director works with the stunt performers.   
 
    I feel Joel watching me and turn to him. 
 
    “Your face is practically glowing,” he laughs, touching both of his palms to my cheeks.  “And you’re freezing!  Here,” he takes off his scarf and lifts it over my head. 
 
    “No, you don’t have to,” I protest but he is already wrapping it around me, making sure it’s tucked up against my neck.   
 
    “I don’t need it, I run hot.” 
 
    “Do you now?”  
 
    I give him a coy look and he stares at me.  “Joel,” I nudge him. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Someone is calling you,” I laugh and point at the guy behind us who has been shouting his name.  
 
    “Oh shit, sorry!” he calls to the man.  “I gotta go.  Are you gonna hang around?  A few of us are gonna go grab a couple of drinks when we wrap.” 
 
    It’s late, I’m tired but he nudges his shoulder against me.   
 
    “Come on, just a couple of drinks, please?” 
 
    “Don’t beg,” I tell him.  “But fine.  I’ll come.” 
 
    “Awesome,” he stands looking at me again, his eyes focused on mine. 
 
    “Joel, dammit, stop eye fucking the makeup chick and get over here.” 
 
    Joel laughs, bends down and kisses my cheek, extremely close to my mouth, but not touching it.  My lips part in surprise.  “I’ll come find you.” 
 
    “I’ll be here,” I say.   
 
    I have a nervous, fluttery feeling in my chest, but in a good way.  I’m not scared.  I should have called him yesterday, but I chose not to, I stayed home working on my taxes of all things, but they need to be done.  I’m glad though because this is more spontaneous, it doesn’t feel forced, and I like that.  Joel has been so welcoming and didn’t think twice about inviting me along with his friends.  That is the kind of date I need.   
 
    I’m still smiling when I glance around and notice a couple of women looking over at me.  Neither of them looks overly happy and I wonder if it is because Joel just made a show of being mesmerized by me, then kissed me.  One of the women eventually turns away but the other holds my gaze, and her eyes are full of loathing.  Shit, it’s the actress, Holly, from the sex scene we filmed the other day.  The one who makes people cry.  What the heck is her problem?    
 
    Oh, I glance after Joel who is laughing with another camera operator as they get set up on the seats behind their cameras.  Looking back, I see Holly glance at Joel too, then back to me.  I think she’s on the verge of making the throat slitting gesture.  I haven’t seen Joel show any interest in her, but I’ve not been around him a lot on set.  If I’m overstepping, I’ll back off, I’m not about stealing anyone’s guy, but something tells me that isn’t it.   
 
    Well, I’ll ask him and if he isn’t involved, then he’s fair game.  And I promised the girls I would try, so that is what I’m going to do.  All the set ups have been disasters, but this is completely natural, we met, we’re clearly attracted to each other, so I’m not walking away.  Especially not for her royal bitchiness over there.  I risk another glance, she is still glaring but someone calls her, and she turns with a hair flick that has me stifling a laugh.   
 
    Bring it on.   
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    The bar we go to isn’t that far from where we were shooting, there are mostly crew with us although I’m at a table with just Joel and one other guy, who he’s introduced to me as his cousin, Jamie.  They’re both fun and we are getting on really well.  Joel has been getting more tactile, sitting closer, making sure I’m comfortable, including me in all of their wild stories of adventures they’ve been on.  They’re both so fascinating.  I’m having a fantastic time.   
 
    Joel assures me he’s single.  I didn’t ask about that particular actress but told him I just wanted to make sure.  He’d looked at me funny but promised with a cross over his heart that he is.  It is good enough for me.  When she arrives, I see him notice but he scowls then turns away, giving her no attention whatsoever.  I suspect there is a story there, but I don’t want to know what it means and instead focus on having fun myself.   
 
    Jamie heads to the bathroom and Joel uses his feet to drag my stool closer to him.  I cry out in shock, but he grabs my elbow and waist to steady me, and I laugh at my panic.  Joel doesn’t remove his arm from behind me.  We’ve both had a few bottles of beer and my cheeks are sore from all the laughing.  He sweeps his hand up to brush some hair back and his thumb lightly traces over my cheekbone. 
 
    “Can I kiss you?” 
 
    “No one has ever asked if they could kiss me before,” I breathe out. 
 
    “I’m conscientious like that,” he says with a slight grin.  “So?” 
 
    I rub my lips together, staring into his eyes and I nod.  He puts his palm against my cheek and pulls me towards him.  My heart is thundering in my chest.  He’s really gentle initially but as our lips press together, he becomes firmer and holds me closer.  I part my lips and his tongue pushes in.  I meet his and they swirl together as his hand tightens at my waist.  We kiss until a throat clears and Joel pulls back and looks over his shoulder at his cousin. 
 
    “Seriously, bro?” he frowns at him. 
 
    “They’re closing,” Jamie points out. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” Joel laughs then turns back to me.  I’m at a loss for words.   
 
    He is a good kisser and I’m sure if I got off this stool now, I’d stumble.   
 
    “Plus, we have to be on set at six AM,” Jamie points out looking at his watch.  I happen to glance at it and see its after two AM. 
 
    “Oh no, I didn’t realise how late it is,” I say grabbing my purse. 
 
    “You’re going home?” Joel asks.   
 
    I bite my lip and half nod.  I’m not ready to go there.  I know he is crashing at his friends place so we can’t go back there, and I’m hesitant about taking anyone back to Remi’s.  Besides, this is the first time we’ve actually gone out, and only shared one kiss.  Even if it was toe curling.  Joel looks disappointed but he smiles, hops up and helps me off my stool.   
 
    “Will your driver come?” 
 
    “Oh, I wouldn’t call him this late. I’ll just catch a cab.” 
 
    Jamie is scratching his cheek and looking away, like he realises he interrupted something.  I wish him goodnight and Joel sees me out.  He waits until I get a cab.  I offer to share but he’s going in a different direction to me.  He’s read my hesitancy and is respecting it and that makes me happy.   
 
    “I really want us to go out again, just the two of us,” he tells me.  “But I should tell you, I’m definitely leaving.  The shoot in Florida starts on Monday.” 
 
    I can’t help the disappointment that crosses my face.  He smiles ruefully.  “You’re sweet, gorgeous, and I really wish we’d met when I was here longer.” 
 
    “Me too,” I tell him.   
 
    “We still have a week.  Do you still want to get together?” 
 
    I gulp.  God why can’t I just say yes.  My body wants it, but my head is telling me no.  I need a damn pep talk.  Seriously.  What is wrong with me?  “Yes,” I tell him. “I do.” 
 
    “We’ll make it work,” he tells me.  Then he leans in and kisses me again.  We press back against the cab and it’s on the tip of my tongue to tell him to get in with me, but Jamie shouts his name.  “Fuck he is such a cock block,” he groans, glancing over his shoulder at his cousin. 
 
    “What’s that about?” I laugh. 
 
    “He just split up with his long-term girl.  He’s depressed.  He doesn’t like to see anyone else happy.” 
 
    “Oh no, you should have said.” 
 
    “He’s a dipshit,” he laughs.  “But I guess he needs me.  If only to stop him calling her.  She’s a psycho.”  I frown at that.  “Trust me if I told you some of the shit she’s pulled.  I’ll see you on set, we’ll arrange something, yeah?” 
 
    I nod.  He gives me another quick peck as the taxi driver gets in on the action and tells me to get in or let him go.  Joel scowls at him too but he lets me go and I get into the cab.  He watches me as we pull away then heads to his cousin.  As shit as it is, it’s really sweet that he is being there for him.   
 
    He really is a good guy.   
 
    Reggie is still up when I get home which surprises me, given it’s nearly three AM.   
 
    “Tell me you hooked up with Joel,” she says. 
 
    “You’re as bad as the rest of the girls,” I say, dropping down on the sofa beside her and taking some of the popcorn she is eating.  “Why are you still up?” 
 
    “Couldn’t sleep.  This place is so big, it makes me nervous.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you say something?  You could have come out with us.” 
 
    “I didn’t want to get in the way in case anything happened,” she shifts and turns to face me.  “Why didn’t anything happen?” 
 
    “Things just keep getting in the way,” I sigh.  Not least my brain.  “Anyway, we should get to bed, do you feel better now I’m here?”  
 
    She nods and yawns.  I laugh and we both head downstairs to our bedrooms.  My phone rings after I’ve changed into my pyjamas about to get into bed.  My heart skips, thinking it’s Joel, but when I glance at the screen, I see Remi’s name.  What on earth? 
 
    “Hey,” I answer.  “You do realise its three in the morning in New York?” 
 
    “Yeah, so why’d you answer?” 
 
    “Because I’m up.” 
 
    “And why are you up, young lady?” 
 
    I chuckle and fill him in on what is going on.  He tells me he is proud of me, but I am still holding back, and I need to do better.   
 
    “Seriously, why are you calling at this hour, Rem?” 
 
    “I did something, a smidge stupid… Or maybe a little more than stupid.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    The line is quiet until I prompt him.  “I fucked the director.” 
 
    “What?” I sit up in the bed.  “When? 
 
    “Just now.  He just left.  I’m so stupid.  Els, I’m an idiot.  I’ve had the biggest crush on him for ages and we’ve been hanging out.  He knows I’m gay and I know he’s straight as fuck, so we’ve just been getting to know each other as friends and co-workers.  He’s funny, smart, gorgeous.  Shit, I mean like superhot and Jesus, his cock is huge.” 
 
    “Keep it clean mister,” I interrupt. 
 
    “As if, it’s nothing you haven’t heard before,” he says, then he groans.  “I’m stupid.” 
 
    “What is the problem, if you both wanted it.” 
 
    “Because afterwards he freaked out.  I mean, we were flirting, having fun, he kissed me first.  Things moved a little fast and before I knew it, I had his dick in my mouth.  He was really into it.  You know I’d never force a straight guy to do something he didn’t want to.  It’s like the worst thing ever, falling for a straight guy.” 
 
    “You fell for him?” 
 
    “I don’t know.  Maybe.  It’s probably just attraction and good sex.” 
 
    “You sexed him?” 
 
    Remi laughs loudly at my choice of words.  “Yeah, I sexed him.  He wanted to know what it felt like, he said he really wanted it.  I knew it was stupid, I should have left it at blowing him.  Fuck, Elsa, how am I gonna work with him, there are over three months left on this shoot.  It’s gonna be so awkward.” 
 
    I can just imagine him pacing, Remi isn’t dramatic, but this has upset him.  I don’t really know what advice to give him.  It’s not as if I have an outstanding track record with sexual partners of late.   
 
    “I mean, maybe he just needs to get his head around it, like it’s a pretty big thing, having sex with anyone new, but with a guy… when you’re straight…” I trail off. 
 
    “He enjoyed it, I know he did.  I think once he came from me fucking him it hit him, he’d done something he shouldn’t.  He got angry embarrassed, told me if I tell anyone, he’ll ruin me.” 
 
    “What?” I shout.  “The fucking asshole.  How dare he say something like that.” 
 
    “He won’t do that, he just freaked.  I just needed to talk to someone, sorry to unload this on you, sweetheart.” 
 
    “I’m here whenever you need me, Rem, you know that.  I’m just not sure what advice to give you.  Pretend it never happened?” 
 
    “I know from experience how this goes.  He’ll hate himself and therefore hate me.  Whatever friendship we had before is gone.  He’ll act weird around me, people will question why, speculate and it’ll ruin his life.” 
 
    “Don’t go letting your imagination take over.  That won’t happen.” 
 
    “Yeah, well…” he trails off.  “Maybe you have the right idea,” he says quietly.  “You’re better off not having sex with anyone.  Or you and I should just live together without the sex.” 
 
    “Remi, that is so sad, we are not doing that. At least, not until we’re fifty and still have no one.  You have to move on.  If you think he is going to behave that way, then you be the bigger person.  If he refuses to talk about it, then let him be.  He needs to work it out in his own head.  You just be your amazing, beautiful self and focus on your work.  You’re so good at that.” 
 
    “Wish you were here.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    “Try to get some sleep.  I’ll be okay, I just needed to talk to someone who knows.  Love you.” 
 
    “Love you too.” 
 
    I hang up and lie down, worried as hell about Remi’s state of mind.  He may come across as strong, but I know deep down his self-confidence isn’t what he actually portrays.   
 
    Damn, why do relationships have to be so hard.   
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Ten 
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    “I know you’re taking a break, but I figured this is something you could be interested in.  It’s nothing to do with BreakNeck, it would be your own thing, and they’re really interested in talking to you.” 
 
    “How did you hear about this?” I take a swig from the orange juice carton and wipe my mouth with the back of my hand.  I’ve built up quite a sweat in the gym this morning.  I wasn’t expecting Janie to show up at my door.  As far as I knew she’d gone back to L.A. for the holidays. 
 
    “A friend of a friend who is working on the campaign knows I’m your assistant.  They were floating the idea of approaching BreakNeck.  It makes her look good if you sign on with it.  So she asked, and now I’m asking you,” Janie shrugs.  “It’s actually a pretty good deal.” 
 
    “Me, a model?” 
 
    “You do it all the time.” 
 
    “That stuff with the band isn’t modelling, it’s just having pictures taken.” 
 
    “Nope.  It’s modelling and,” she waves a hand.  “Well, have you seen you?” 
 
    I’ve never got an attraction vibe from Janie, it’s why we work so well together.  She’s like my annoying little sister, if I’d had one, Janie would have been how I imagined her.  I think she feels the same.  Despite eyeing my naked sweaty chest, it’s more about facts than ogling.   
 
    “I feel so objectified,” I tell her, putting the OJ back in the fridge.   
 
    “It’s an underwear campaign, they’re not gonna want some guy with saggy tits and a beer belly.” 
 
    A laugh bursts out of me.  “Underwear? Like regular underwear?” 
 
    “Is there any other kind of underwear?” 
 
    “Well, yeah,” I wink and her cheeks pinken.  “I’m not sure, Janie, I don’t know if I’m what they’re really looking for.” 
 
    “Stop with the fake modesty.  You know you can do it and I’m pretty sure that now she’s floated the idea of being able to get you, they really want you for the campaign.  You could make a pretty penny off of it.  Plus, they’re going all out with this, they’re lining up a lot of celebrities, not models, it’s the whole point of the campaign.  I have it on good authority that Bastian Halko and Hamish Morgan are taking part too.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “When my friend said there could be a possibility of you being available, they told her to get you, by any means necessary.” 
 
    Bastian is Finnish and in a rock band of his own and Hamish Morgan is a well-known soccer star.  I only know that because Archer is obsessed with Major League Soccer.  Well, it will keep me busy I guess and she’s right, it’s nothing I haven’t done before.  
 
    “Okay, set up an initial meeting,” I say with a shrug.  It could be something to keep me occupied, and like Janie says, it isn’t a BreakNeck thing.  It’s a Nick Chambers thing.  Underwear modelling.  Shit, the guys are gonna have a field day.  “What is the underwear like?” I ask as she is gathering her things.  
 
    “I thought we discussed that.” 
 
    “Last thing I want to do is tie myself to some weird Underoo catastrophe brand.”   
 
    “God,” she rolls her eyes and fiddles on her phone, then passes it to me showing images of men in tight underwear and women in provocative, yet normal looking underwear.  These guys are real models.  I scratch my chest. 
 
    “You’re the least self-conscious person I know,” Janie says.  “You know how to model, and you know how to act in front of a camera.  Do it or don’t, but if you do, I’ll love you forever.” 
 
    “You already love me forever,” I point out. 
 
    “That’s true,” she pulls on her coat.  “But I only love you for your money, not your body.” 
 
    “That’s what they all say.” 
 
    “Your free tomorrow, can I tell them you’ll meet them to talk about it?” 
 
    “Yeah sure,” I sigh.   
 
    “It’s so hard being you,” she flits over to the door.  “I’ll speak with Francis and then call with the time and place,” she says, meaning my agent, who will need to be involved if I go with this. 
 
    When she’s gone, I take a quick shower, then power up the laptop and do a search on Instinct Underwear.  It’s a middle to high priced brand and all the models look suitably pouty in moody images.  It’s nothing I haven’t seen a hundred times before.  But it is interesting to know they’re taking a different perspective.  Rockstars and sports stars, I wonder who else I might meet.  
 
    Janie texts me later that evening as I am getting fully engrossed in a Tate James novel Jenna recommended.  It is just getting good too, so I begrudge stopping because these books are almost better than watching porn, no matter what Jenna says, but Janie is full on spamming me with message after message. 
 
    I toss the eReader down and swipe up my phone.  I have a meeting tomorrow at nine with the director of the campaign, marketing assistant and designer for the brand.  Francis, my agent is going to attend the meeting with me to work out the contract.   
 
    Janie points out there is no brief for what they’re looking for, they want to adapt their line around the model not the other way around.  I have no idea what that means but I reply to her sixth message letting her know I got it and I’ll be there at nine.  For a minute, I contemplate telling Jordan, because I know it will piss him off that he didn’t get asked but decide against it.   
 
    It’s not like we have been avoiding each other but we are doing our own thing.  At least Jordan finally sent everyone a ‘save the date’ for Christmas Eve at Sandy’s loft.  It’s only three weeks till Christmas.  After that, we have our road trip planned, assuming Archer still wants to take it.  I’ve planned out a pretty good route on the Kentucky Bourbon Trail.   I’m actually looking forward to it.  I’ve even got us a decent RV rental.  It’s nothing like our tour bus but it has a bedroom, and a convertible sofa, a bathroom, decent size kitchen and living area.  We’re all set to go on that a week after New Year.   
 
    Shit, I should have checked when this campaign is looking to get started.  I text Janie to ask her and she replies straight away, letting me know she’s emailed me everything but once I meet with them and agree terms, it’ll pretty much start.  It makes me feel a little bit like I was a last resort, or a backup. 
 
    Before I let that fester, I get another text from Janie telling me they actually didn’t have space for another shoot but when her friend mentioned me, they made it work.  Whether that’s the truth or not, it relaxes me.  Her final message tells me it will definitely be in the next week.  
 
    Works for me.   
 
    Now back to my book, and when my dick stirs as I get back into it, the stark realisation hits that it’s been months since I got laid.   
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    The meeting is over in Brooklyn, which is cool because I can go check in on Doris while I’m there.  Francis, my agent, checked Instinct out thoroughly beforehand, telling me when he picks me up for the meeting, he isn’t going on Janie’s recommendation the company and the deal is good.   
 
    After we meet and go through the contract and concept, we sign off on the deal and Instinct are over the moon to have me on board, telling me they’d wanted to approach us to be a part of the campaign but hadn’t been able to get past the first door.  I eyed Francis at that, but he shrugs.  My next thought is Bianca blocking them.  She has a very narrow view of our image and tries to keep our appearances and sponsors as close to that image as possible.  Oh yeah, she is going to hate this.   
 
    “So, what is the deal with getting people from sport and music involved?” I ask as Francis and the marketing guy from Instinct head away from us, talking about something I’ve got no interest in.   
 
    Arizona, the style director grabs us two bottles of water and sits back down at the table opposite me.  He reminds me a little of David Bowie in his Ziggy Stardust phase. He’s super tall and thin and has really sharp, distinctive features. His clothes are so psychedelic, I need sunglasses to stare directly at his pants.  But he’s funny and I already know I’m going to like working with him. 
 
    “Well, for one, it’s definitely gonna draw more people in.  Seeing your idol in their underwear?  Hello, yes please,” he laughs.  “But even though you’re not the average guy on the street, you have a slightly more attainable body image than the models we usually use in our campaigns.  Plus, we’re mixing it up a little, we want to know what you guys’ love, what is your most favourite thing to do in the world and we’re gonna put you in a scenario with that passion.  Hopefully, you don’t just tell me you want to play your guitar because that would be boring.” 
 
    “What do you mean exactly?” 
 
    “Well, Hamish Morgan is a soccer player, but he loves flying.  He has his pilot licence so we’re using that as inspiration for his shoot.” 
 
    “Flying a plane in his underwear?” 
 
    “I’m sure stranger things have happened,” he laughs.  “Trust me, the sets aren’t going to be atypical, they’ll have flair and be very editorial.  Then we have Tania Eckhardt.” 
 
    “The opera singer?” 
 
    “You know of her?” 
 
    “I saw her in a show recently,” I lean back in the chair.  “Amazing voice.” 
 
    “And an incredible body underneath all those layers,” he nods.  “She’s a ghost hunter.” 
 
    “A what?” I laugh. 
 
    “She believes in the supernatural and goes on haunted house tours all the time.  That one is going to be epic.” 
 
    “Shit, I’m not sure I have what you’re looking for if that is what you’re expecting,” I rub my chin.  “What about Bastian Halko?” 
 
    “He’s actually a pretty good artist.  Street art, like graffiti, we have all the ideas for that when we shoot it.” 
 
    Now I really feel as if I’m gonna be the biggest bore of the bunch. I can already imagine the images they’re going to get of Bastian in his skivvies in front of an amazing piece of art. I wrack my brains for something I do other than play music, hang out with my bandmates, or use the gym.  All three are such cliches.  God, I’m so predictable, it’s not even funny.   
 
    “I see you panicking,” Arizona shakes his head.  “Relax, it doesn’t have to be something insane or outrageous to make it interesting.  It’s our job to get that right.  Just, think of something you like to do.  When you’re not working what do you enjoy?  What either relaxes you, or gets your motor running?” 
 
    “I’m the world’s most boring man, apparently,” I say, when my brain draws a blank.  Arizona is frowning at me, probably thinking he fucked up hiring me on to this.   
 
    “No, it’s there, right on the edge of your mind but you don’t think it’s something worth mentioning.  What is it?” 
 
    Not sure what kind of ESP crap he’s trying to pull but he’s clearly seeing something that isn’t there.  I am blank, totally.  Except for… “I read,” I say. 
 
    “Oh, what kind of books?” he perks up in his seat.  “Thrillers, horror?” 
 
    “Romance,” I say without a second thought or even a hint of embarrassment.  I like what I like, and I don’t particularly care what anyone thinks.   
 
    “Romance, really?”  his mouth is hanging open a little as it runs through his head.   
 
    “If you wanna get specific, my preference is reverse harem.” 
 
    “I have no idea what you just said, or what it means but I love it,” he waves his bottle around so much, water sloshes out of the top and onto the floor over his shoulder. He doesn’t seem to notice.  “Hot guy reading a romance novel, that, I can work with.  I wonder if our budget can stretch to the New York Public Library.” 
 
    I laugh and finish off my own water.  “I’m sure the books I like can’t be found in there.  They’re a little…smutty.” 
 
    His eyes narrow.  “Oh,” he taps his lower lip with the tip of his finger.  “Hey, Louis,” he shouts at someone passing behind me.  “Romance novels, reverse…” he looks at me. 
 
    “Harem,” I say and glance over my shoulder.  The woman standing behind me is tall, attractive, and dressed like she just rolled out of bed.  Her clothes are creased, as if she picked up the first thing she found on the floor.  I’m pretty sure her socks are odd too.  She’s not even wearing shoes. 
 
    “If we wanted to get Nick’s shots with some reverse harem romance novels how would that work for the brand?” 
 
    “Reverse harem?” her brow arches.  “Who is your favourite author?” 
 
    “I’m reading Tate James right now, but I’ve just finished up an Eva Ashwood that I really liked.” 
 
    “Nice.  Sheridan Ann is good too.” 
 
    “Oh shit, yeah I like her, she’s dark.” 
 
    She grins then turns to Arizona.  “Well, you can’t use an author’s cover without their consent, but we can get around that by staging a scene maybe?” she looks at me.  “That could work.  We can set the tone for the type of books they are, with lighting and ambience, background models,” she looks at me more closely, her eyes roaming over my face and down my chest and abs, then back up again.  “I love how different everyone’s hobbies are turning out to be.” 
 
    “I know, right.  I never would have pegged you for a reader,” Arizona says with a weird smile on his thin lips.  “Oh God, I’m sorry I didn’t even introduce you guys properly,” Arizona gets to his feet, so I do too, as it’s only polite.  Louis has a bemused look on her face as she watches the two of us.  “Nick Chambers, this is Louis Hoffer, the creative director for the campaign.  Louis, Nick Chambers from BreakNeck.  He plays the bass.” 
 
    “I remember ‘Find the Warwick’” she says with a chuckle.  “My niece and nephew were out looking for that damn guitar.  Even though it got stolen in a whole other country.  I’d almost be tempted to do an exception for you and have your images with the Warwick but that defeats the purpose of the campaign.  Plus, I like the romance backdrop, it’s already forming in my head.” 
 
    Louis pulls a pen out of her hair like some kind of weird magician and makes some notes on the back of her hand.  “I’m looking forward to working with you,” she says and reaches out to shake my hand.  I’m careful to avoid smudging the ink.  “We’re doing still photography first then commercials later in the week, does that work for you?” 
 
    “My agent is sorting it all out right now,” I smile. 
 
    “Great.  I’ll see you then,” she shoves the pen back in her hair and waves as she walks away.   
 
    “I’ve never seen her that excited before.” 
 
    “That was excited?” I whip my head back to Arizona.  I’ve seen excited people, and that was not it. 
 
    “Practically giddy,” he pats my arm.  “See you soon.” 
 
    Francis drops me off at my grandma’s telling me he’ll get everything organised and once it’s sorted, we’ll be good to go.  Letting myself in to Doris’s apartment, I call out hello as I shut and lock the door.   
 
    “In here!” 
 
    I follow her voice to the kitchen and find her up on a step stool reaching into a high cupboard on the wall.  
 
    “Doris, what are you doing?” I hurry over and put my hands up to grab her.   
 
    She slaps my hand.  “I do this all the time and have never once fallen. Stop coddling me.” 
 
    “Just let me get it, it’s dangerous, you shouldn’t be climbing up like that.  What if you fell?  If there are things you can’t reach, tell me, I’ll move them down lower.” 
 
    She pokes her tongue out at me, grabs what she needs and steps down onto the floor. She then proceeds to fold up the step stool and push it into a little space between the cupboards and the fridge, all while I stare at her incredulously.   
 
    “Close your mouth, Nicky, you might swallow a fly.” 
 
    I shake my head at her.  “Why do you need…” I pick up the box.  “Star shaped cookie cutters?  You’re baking cookies?” I try not to pull a face.  I’ve had Doris’s cookies a number of times and to put it bluntly, I thought I needed to go to a dentist straight after. 
 
    “Yes, well.  No.  I know my cookies are terrible, Nicky.” 
 
    “You know they’re terrible?” I ask, my eyes probably comically wide.  “Why did you keep making them for me?” 
 
    “Why did you keep eating them?” she sing songs, shuffling past me and putting the box into a bag on the counter behind her.  “I never ate them, so I didn’t realise how vile they were,” her laugh tinkles as she walks out of the room.   
 
    I spin around to the empty doorway.  She’s headed for the front door.  “Where are you going?” 
 
    “To give the cutters to Ida.  She’s going to bake some for me, to take to the party Jordan is having for Christmas.  Because for years I’ve not realised how crappy mine taste because we raised you to be too polite for your own good,” she purses her lips at me.  
 
    “That’s in three weeks,” I follow her out into the hall.   
 
    “Yes, but Ida is going to stay with her daughter-in-law tomorrow for a couple of weeks and then I’ll be at my retreat until the day before Christmas eve, so there isn’t time in between to get them to her.  Nicky, why are you following me?” 
 
    I have no idea.  I stand in the doorway to her apartment and watch as she heads to the apartment next door.  She chats with the woman for a moment, their laughter ringing out along the hallway, then she says she has to get back to her grandson.  Ida pops her head out of the door and waves to me.  I wave back, then slink into the apartment.  I head back to the kitchen and set the tea kettle on to boil.   
 
    “What brings you here today sweetheart, not that I’m not pleased to see you of course,” she comes over and pats my cheek.  “Oh, Camomile for me, please.” 
 
    “I just had a meeting a few blocks away.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s nice, what is the meeting for?” 
 
    I tell her and she laughs and proceeds to recite a tale of how I ran out of pre-school in my underpants and the teachers had to chase me across the lawn.   
 
    “It isn’t out of the realms of possibilities that I will be running across the grass in my undies now,” I tell her, and she laughs harder.   
 
    We spend the afternoon together, talking about the Christmas plans. Doris orders me not to dare spend silly amounts of money on her. Then tells me about her retreat for three days where she will be having spas and yoga, seated mind you, and generally just relaxing.  Doris never runs out of things to say, so I have no clue why I go and do something completely nuts and open my mouth. 
 
    “Doris, can I ask you something?” 
 
    “Of course, sweetheart,” she fluffs the pillow behind her and smiles at me.   
 
    “It’s about… my father.” 
 
    Her happy face closes off in an instant.   
 
    “Just hear me out, okay?” I hold up a hand.   
 
    “I don’t like to think about him, let alone talk about him.” 
 
    “I know you don’t.  And I don’t want to upset you.” 
 
    “So why bring him up?” she gets out of her seat.  She’s spritely for an eighty-year-old.  Gathering up the cups she starts to head for the kitchen, but I get out of my seat and block the way.   I carefully take the cups out of her hands and set them back on the coffee table.  She starts wringing hers together, her eyes fixed on them. 
 
    “In no way do I want to ever upset you, Gram,” I tip my head down a little until she looks up at me.  “But I’ve been doing a lot of thinking lately, about who he is, and… I need somewhere to start.  I came to you first because I respect you and I love you.  Same with mom.  And I don’t want to do anything behind your back.  But I can find out the information myself if I really need to.” 
 
    “He was a stain on her life, Nicholas.” 
 
    I am getting the formal name, things are going downhill and fast.   
 
    “And maybe I’d know that and be able to see how bad he was if I got to learn about who he is myself.  I’ve never been given that chance.”   
 
    “What if…” she worries her hands again, her brows bunching together.   
 
    “If what?” I press.  “You tell me right here, right now, if he was a monster who did something awful. You don’t need to explain, just tell me that was what it was, and I’ll drop this.” 
 
    Doris blows out a breath and sits back down.  She stares at the wall so long I think I’ll need to prompt her again, but she speaks without me having to.   
 
    “Nothing like that happened.  If he raised a hand to her, I’d have beat him black and blue myself.  No, it was nothing like that.  He just took advantage of her, he broke her heart, and abandoned her.  And you,” she looks up at me, her eyes swimming a little. 
 
    It breaks my heart to think I’ve upset her.  If I’d known it would hurt her like this, I wouldn’t have asked.  A part of me still hopes she is going to help me, give me something to go on. Even if it is just a name. I appreciate she doesn’t like the man who fathered me, doesn’t think he should have any of my time, but I’ve done a lot of thinking the last couple of weeks and decided it’s time I did know who he is.   
 
    “I shouldn’t have asked, I’m sorry,” I sit beside her and take her hand.  “Forget I asked.” 
 
    She nods then gets up to clear away our drinks.  I go and stand by the window overlooking the river.  She has an amazing view, it’s a great little apartment with good neighbours and friends close by for her.  I feel like a shit for upsetting her. 
 
    “Okay,” she comes back into the room, a smile on her face.  “It’s been lovely having you visit, do you want to stay and watch a movie?” 
 
    So, we’re pretending I never asked.  Okay then.   
 
    Seeing this reaction out of Doris has only strengthened my resolve.  I want to know who my father is.  It’s time to find him. 
 
    “Sure Gram,” I say, hating myself for lying to her.   
 
    Heading over to her DVD cupboard, I glance back at her as she takes her usual seat, getting herself comfortable, not able to make eye contact with me.   
 
    I force a smile.  “Is it your turn to pick, or mine?” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eleven  
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    Two days after my night out with Joel, and Remi’s phone call, I’m called into a meeting with one of the executive assistants I’ve seen around the set.  I’ve been feeling down enough as it is, worried about Remi, who hasn’t answered a call since, and Joel and I have only managed to fleetingly see each other as we’ve both been on set at different times and busy when we are.   
 
    I get to my feet, the shock rippling through me after she tells me why she wanted to meet me.   
 
    “You’re firing me?” I stand ramrod straight and look at the woman at the table in front of me.   
 
    “I’m sorry but we over hired and unfortunately, we need to cut costs where we can.  You’re just not as experienced as the other makeup artists.” 
 
    My eyes narrow at her.  She can barely meet my eye.  We both know this is bullshit.  And I’m pretty sure I know the real reason why I am getting canned from this stupid movie.  I just passed it on my way in here, because of course, she would want to see my shame, she’d want to witness this to make herself feel good.  Because Holly Ashton is jealous.  So insecure and jealous that getting an innocent person fired from a job means nothing to her.  I haven’t even spoken to the woman.  I haven’t done anything to give her cause to do this to me.  But I don’t matter, too low on the totem pole to have any consideration thought about me. 
 
    “We will pay you for your work so far, plus two weeks extra to ensure you have time to get another job elsewhere.” 
 
    “Oh, please, don’t do me any favours,” I huff out.   
 
    The woman looks up at me, briefly meeting my eye, having the good grace to look just a little bit guilty about what she is doing.  A part of me knows this isn’t really her fault.  She is only doing what she is told.  But all the same, that silly saying ‘don’t shoot the messenger’ was penned for a reason. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she adds.   
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” I say through clenched teeth.   
 
    I’ve never been fired from anything in my life.  And I am so angry that it has happened on this stupid movie set.  I’d never really relaxed here, not like I did on the earlier movie, but it is a job and I see my jobs through.  I kind of just stand there, staring at the woman, totally unsure what to do.  She gets up and hands me some paperwork.  I barely get chance to look at it before she scurries out of the door, desperate to get away from me before I have the opportunity to say anything else.   
 
    Any anger and irritation I felt crumbles out of me as I look down at the papers, I see some figures, the severance they’re paying me, I guess.  I’m almost tempted to leave it on the table with a big FU drawn on it in lip liner, but I won’t waste good products on these people.   
 
    I leave the room, glad to find there is no one around, at least that skank, Holly has cleared out, probably knows the job is done.  I keep an eye out for her though, not sure I’d actually say anything, but I could give her a long, hard, steely look. Get a grip, Elsa, I think to myself as I head back down to the lobby so I can go back to the trailer where my equipment is.  I guess when a security guard starts following me that I need to get packed up and out of their precious movie set quickly.   
 
    I feel like a fucking criminal as he watches me packing all my belongings into my makeup bags.  I’ve been leaving them in the trailer, so there are a lot of them, and Reggie isn’t here today, thank God.  I would have hated her to see what just happened.  I feel so embarrassed as I struggle, and the guard has to help me get the bags down the steps.  He doesn’t speak though.  I stop and dash out a quick text to Thomas to ask if he can collect me earlier than planned.  The security guard glares at me. 
 
    “I’m calling my ride,” I snap at him.  He doesn’t answer, just shrugs one shoulder.  “I have it from here, thank you.” 
 
    “I need to see you out of the lot.” 
 
    “Of course you do,” I grumble, pushing my phone back into my pocket and grabbing all the handles of all the things I need to carry.  I wouldn’t have let him help me even if he offered.   
 
    I’m sweating carrying all of this, even though it’s colder than Santa’s balls.  The guard waits until I’m away from the staff parking area, eyes me like I’m a criminal and then walks back inside, letting the door slam.   
 
    My eyes sting but I choke the tears back.  Screw them.  They’re not worth my time.  Thomas sends me a message to say he is on his way now but could be about ten minutes.  I don’t get angry about it, at least I have him to call.  I drop my bag on the floor and sit down on the makeup trolley.   
 
    “God, I got fired,” I sigh.  This sucks.  I text Reggie not to come to work today, telling her I’ll explain later when I get back to the Brownstone. 
 
    “Hey, Elsa!” 
 
    I turn at the shout.  Joel is hurrying towards me.   
 
    “What the hell just happened?” he comes to stand in front of me, and as I get to my feet, he takes hold of my upper arm and rubs it gently, his eyes full of concern.  “What was that?” 
 
    “You saw?” 
 
    “I saw you being escorted out and I might have heard some shit, but I thought it was a joke.” 
 
    “No, not a joke,” I wave my walking papers.  “That was me being fired.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” 
 
    “As a pink slip,” I laugh.   
 
    “Why?  Did you do something wrong?” 
 
    I huff out a laugh and cross my arms, making him have to let go.  Joel glances down at my equipment and cases and glances back over his shoulder.   
 
    “Did they at least give you a reason?” 
 
    “One I could see right through,” I say, letting out a heavy sigh.  “Apparently I’m surplus to requirements, they have too many makeup artists.” 
 
    There is no point getting all worked up over it.  It’s the injustice of it that stings.  I haven’t done anything wrong but because some jumped up C-Lister didn’t like my face…  Yep, I’m annoyed again. 
 
    “Shit,” Joel tilts his head back and looks up at the sky.  “Is this because of me?” 
 
    “Don’t go getting a big head there will you,” I chuckle.   
 
    “She saw us the other night though, didn’t she?” 
 
    I’m only slightly shocked he has put two and two together.  “She was there,” I agree.  
 
    Every other person on this movie will realise I got canned because of her.  Not the first person either, the wardrobe girl quit on my second day on the job because of her.  I do remember how she kept staring at Joel and I the other night.  Like she wanted to tear my hair out.   
 
    “It might inadvertently be because of you, but it isn’t your fault.  Well, maybe a little.  You slept with her?” I give him a narrow-eyed look.   
 
    It’s a guess but one I’m fairly certain I’ve not read incorrectly.  Joel is a good-looking guy, he’s funny and he’s smart. He has that whole rebel thing going with his dislike of his dad, his motorcycle and his devil may care attitude about holding down a real job.  Plus, he’s been around these sets a lot and I know this particular wannabe actress has starred in a few of his dad’s pictures.  Makes me wonder if she’s slept with Joel’s dad too.  Ew.  
 
    “Crap,” he puts his hands on his hips and looks at the floor this time.  When he lifts his eyes, they’re full of guilt.  “It was two years ago.” 
 
    “Wow, you certainly made a lasting impression.” 
 
    “It was one time, and I knew it was a mistake more or less after I took the con-” 
 
    “Ooh, yeah, I’ve heard enough thank you,” I slap a hand over his mouth.  “I got it.” 
 
    He gives me a sheepish look as I drop my hand.  Then he shakes his head.  “She full on stalked me.  She moved on to some other unfortunate asshole when I left the country for six months though.  I figured being around her now would be safe.” 
 
    It’s on the tip of my tongue to ask if it was his dad she moved on to, but he’s not volunteering so I won’t open that can of worms.   
 
    “Safe, yeah.  For you, not me so much.  I wouldn’t mind, but we haven’t even…” 
 
    “Even what?” his smile shows. 
 
    “Stop it,” I nudge him with my elbow. 
 
    “Ow,” he takes a step back but he’s grinning.  His smirk drops off quickly.  “Shit, I can’t believe she got you kicked off the movie.  What a bitch.” 
 
    “It’s okay, it’s not the end of the world.” 
 
    “It isn’t right.  Let me speak to my dad, or Harry, the producer, he’s sensible.” 
 
    “Don’t bother,” I reach for the handle of my trolley.  “I’ve already told Reggie not to come here.  And to be perfectly honest, I wasn’t having fun on this job, like, at all.  I enjoyed the other night, watching the stunts.”  He grins at that.  “Half the time I was too scared to move, the rest I was either getting the stink eye or leered at.” 
 
    “Who leered at you?” he frowns. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter.  Look, I appreciate the thought, I do, but I would never go back to work with people like that.  People who can just get rid of someone on the whim of another person’s insecurities, who sees things that aren’t there.” 
 
    “I’m absolutely not interested in her,” he mutters.  “Shit, though.  This is bad.  I feel bad.” 
 
    “Honestly,” I tell him, looking at my phone.  “Don’t.  I’m good.” 
 
    Thomas sent a message to say he is arriving up front.  I’m actually kind of bummed now, the more I think about it. Not about the job, I meant what I said to Joel.  I’d never work for these people again, even if they offered me a million dollars.  It’s the thought that my work wasn’t good enough for them to overlook her petty feelings about me.  I try not to let it bother me.  Movie work is nothing like the other work I’ve done.  And working on Remi’s movie was an anomaly I guess because we’re friends.     
 
    This has just been an icky experience all around.  And her bullshit reason for getting rid of me isn’t even a real thing.  Joel is leaving, we aren’t going anywhere. 
 
    “I’m gonna kick someone’s ass regardless,” Joel tells me.  He looks at my bags.  “Here, at least let me help get you away from these bloodsuckers.”   
 
    He takes the handle.  We head out, and I see Remi’s car across the street. I point it out to him and after waiting for the walk sign, we cross and head to the car.   
 
    “What are you gonna do?” Joel asks, shoving his hands in his pockets. 
 
    I shrug.  I don’t know but I have options.  I hadn’t been planning on heading back to L.A. so soon, but my studio is there, my clients, who actually love me, would welcome me back with open arms.  I am kind of enjoying being in New York though, especially at Remi’s place.  Shit, what am I gonna tell Remi?  This is the last thing he needs to hear.  I’ll have to just keep it from him.  For now. 
 
    “I might be able to help,” Joel says hopefully. 
 
    “I’ve told you, you don’t need to do anything, besides, you’re leaving soon yourself anyway, right?” 
 
    “Sooner than I thought.” 
 
    “Your shoot got brought forward?” 
 
    “No.  That still isn’t until next week.  But these bastards treated someone I care about like a piece of shit, so I’m about to do the same.” 
 
    “Don’t they need you?” I gloss over the ‘care about’ comment. 
 
    “Do you really care?” he lifts his brow. 
 
    “Well… No,” I laugh.  “But what will you do?” 
 
    “I’m not short on cash,” he touches my arm.  “Or self-respect.  Just like you. Only reason I stuck around was because I liked you.  So, if you’re not there, they can go fuck themselves.  In fact,” he checks his pockets.  “I got everything, I’m not even gonna go back up there.” 
 
    “What about your dad?” 
 
    It’s his turn to laugh.  “He won’t care, not about me at least, he’ll be pissed he’s short a cameraman, but he already believes my sole reason for existing is to piss him off, so why deviate from that script.” 
 
    “Joel, that is a horrible way to live,” I say sadly. 
 
    “Trust me, I’m better off steering clear of him,” he glances over when Thomas gets out of the car.  “My friends are having a farewell party for me on Friday.  I’d like you to come.” 
 
    “I guess I need to see if I’m sticking around.  Can I let you know?” 
 
    He nods and steps back to let Thomas take my bags, I smile and thank him.  I’d be lost without Thomas getting me around the city.   
 
    “Listen, I know a few people, I could get you some work until you figure things out.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Photoshoots, commercials.  If you stay, I’ll ask, let you know?  I hate that they did this because of me,” he holds his hands up when I glare and open my mouth.  “I know, stop blaming myself.  Okay,” he laughs and takes my hand.  “I’ll find something to keep you in the city.” 
 
    “So I can come to your party?” 
 
    “Well, yeah.  And that skank still follows my social media, so I’ll spend all night posting pictures of us together.” 
 
    We laugh some more, I agree to let him call me with anything that comes up, and he kisses me before letting me get into the car.  Thomas asks where to, I make a snap decision hoping it isn’t a wasted journey.  I don’t want to go back to Remi’s and mope.  Thomas agrees with a polite smile and pulls out into traffic.  I don’t know how he has the patience to drive all over, but he always seems happy.  I guess being Remi Molyneaux’s personal driver has its perks.  I know Remi treats and pays all of the people who work for him extremely well.     
 
    I tap out a text to Brooke as we set off towards the Financial District.  It shouldn’t take long to get there given we are only in Midtown.  
 
      
 
    Elsa: Liquid lunch? 
 
    Brooke: You’re in luck, not only are those the magic words, but I’ve just found myself with a couple of free hours.  Where are we going? 
 
    Elsa:  You tell me, but I’m thinking cocktails 
 
    Brooke:  I knew I liked you 
 
    Elsa: I’ll be outside your office in about ten minutes with Remi’s driver 
 
    Brooke:  Is he cute? 
 
    Elsa:  Probably, to his wife of thirty years 
 
    Brooke:  Balls  
 
    Elsa: See you out front 
 
      
 
    “You always look so perfect and put together,” I tell Brooke as she settles down at the high table beside me.   
 
    Thomas drove us over to the South Street Seaport and we went into the first bar we found.  We managed to get a window seat. Brooke is wearing a plum-coloured skirt suit, it sounds hideous but in reality, is really elegant and tasteful and suits her colouring perfectly.  She’s paired it with nude heels that make her legs look miles long.  We’re still in the financial district so there are a lot of businessmen here, the majority of them are staring at Brooke.  My torn jeans, bright red sneakers and beanie hat put me out of place, but I don’t care. 
 
    “This is just my work persona,” she waves a hand.   
 
    Can’t say I’ve ever seen Brooke looking anything but perfectly polished.  In fact, I’m pretty sure she doesn’t actually own a pair of sneakers, never mind a pair of flip flops.  But I love her for showing up for me.  I filled her in on my shitty day on the car ride over.   
 
    When the cute young server arrives with our cocktails, I expect her to say something to him because Brooke has to flirt, it’s like a built-in function, but she picks up her drink and takes a few sips as she looks at me.  “I can’t believe those assholes fired you.  The reason they gave is bullshit.  Women can be such bitches.” 
 
    I shrug and sip my drink.  “That’s for her to worry about, not me.” 
 
    Brooke narrows her eyes at me.  “You and Jenna are like two peas in a pod.  She’d say that shit.” 
 
    “It’s not the end of the world.  It was crap, yes, but it’s not like I lost my dream job or anything.” 
 
    “I bet it’s a shit movie anyway,” she taps her glass with mine. 
 
    “Actually, it is a really good-” 
 
    “It’s shit, they’re all shit, the actors are shit and that bitch is the shittiest shit of them all.”  I’m laughing loudly before she even finishes her sentence.  “I’m serious.  I will boycott that movie.” 
 
    “When was the last time you went to a movie?” 
 
    “Irrelevant.  I stand by you in solidarity.” 
 
    “Much appreciated my friend,” I tap her glass this time. 
 
    She tells me about a case she is working on as we get a second drink.  Well, not so much the case but the asshole prosecutor she is dealing with.  She calls him the bane of her existence and then gets pissed at herself for talking about him and turns the topic to Jenna, who is currently in Hawaii with Adam.   
 
    “Do you think they’ll get married over there?” 
 
    “They better damn well not.  Not without telling us!” Brooke’s eyes widen comically.  “Jenna would never do anything that stupid.” 
 
    I burst out laughing.  Brooke is the medicine I needed, she’s taken my mind away from all the shit from earlier.  I am bummed.  I don’t like the feeling, even though I know it isn’t my fault.  It stings more because I am really good at my job.  The fact they can throw me away so easily when I’ve done nothing wrong, doesn’t sit right with me.  Maybe movies aren’t the way to go for me.  I’m not sure I want to be around toxic people like that. 
 
    “So, what is the situation with Joel?  I can’t believe he quit too.  He’s a keeper.  For a few months at least.  Tell me again why you guys aren’t in bed right now?  You both walked off the set at the same time?”  She eyes me when I don’t say anything.  “God, Elsa, what am I gonna do with you?  You’re as bad as Jenna.  You’ve had so many bad dates the past few weeks, it’s short circuited your brain. You can’t think straight enough to walk off that set and into his bed?” 
 
    I actually hadn’t thought of that.  He hadn’t offered either to be fair.   
 
    “I don’t know… I like Joel, I do, but he’s leaving at the weekend.” 
 
    “God, have you people learned nothing from me?  You don’t want longevity.  You made this deal with Remi and you’re going to break his poor gay heart if he has to have sex with you.” 
 
    I put a hand over my face to hide.  God, she’s right.  I’m not sure what is wrong with me.  I genuinely thought Joel was going to be the guy who broke the dry spell.  He still could.  If I go to the party on Friday, but that is not till the end of the week. I don’t make the mistake of saying that to Brooke though.  
 
    “That isn’t going to happen.” 
 
    “I’m tempted to make a bet on this myself.  And let me tell you, Remi isn’t going to be happy with the way I’m leaning.” 
 
    “I can do this, I’ll meet someone and prove him wrong.” 
 
    “Chase,” Brook holds up a finger.  “Joel,” a second finger.  “How many hotties do you need thrown at you before you realise there is something seriously fritzing in your noggin?” 
 
    “Look, it’s not that simple,” I start to say. 
 
    “It’s sex,” Brooke tells me matter of factly. “You don’t need to be promiscuous, or have meaningless sex, although it would make this easier,” she adds under her breath.  “You need to break the seal.” 
 
    “I’m not a virgin,” I laugh. 
 
    “Might as well be.  Doesn’t it grow back from lack of use.” 
 
    “I thought you were an intelligent, educated woman.” 
 
    Brooke grins.  “I’m someone who can’t understand how you can go almost two years without being fucked.” 
 
    I roll my eyes up to the ceiling.  “I’m seeing Joel Friday.” 
 
    Her smile widens.  “Then my challenge, should you choose to accept it.  Which you will because refusal isn’t an option. Is to get under him, over him or back to front with him, whatever floats your boat.” 
 
    I lean back and think about it.  I’d been all for taking things further with Joel before, what’s changed?  It isn’t his fault I got fired.  It was because of him, but not his fault.  That won’t stand between us.  He’s made no secret about wanting to hook up, but he’s been gentlemanly about it.  Brooke is right, I'm a loser.  Okay, I make up my mind.  I'll go out with him Friday, we'll have sex, Remi is free of the deal, I’ll find another job and everything will be fantastic.   
 
    “Although, Remi is extremely hot. Maybe you should hold out.”  Brooke breaks me out of my thoughts. 
 
    “Brooke! I would never expect him to do that.  Oh God, can you imagine how awful it will be.” 
 
    “For him? Yes.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I deadpan. 
 
    “Well, he likes dick, Elsa.  Unless you’re gonna strap one on,” she finishes her drink with a smirk as a couple of guys at the table next to us look over.  “He is going to have to take a Viagra and get really drunk to fuck you.” 
 
    “Oh my God, shut up!” I whisper shout at her, my face flushing.  She cackles and winks at the guys at the table, who are also laughing at my expense.  “Why did I arrange to meet you today?” 
 
    “Because you know I won’t lie to you, babe.  You don’t need someone patting your arm and telling you it will all work out.  You need a dose of reality.  You’ll get that from me.  What is it that’s stopping you pulling the trigger?  Is it because you actually do want to fuck Remi?” 
 
    “No, of course not,” I cringe.   
 
    “Everyone on the planet wants to fuck Remi, including these guys,” she thumbs back at them.  The two men have stopped laughing now.  “Remi Molyneaux,” she says to them.  “The superhot movie star, they’re best friends and he has offered to give her one if she can’t find a guy in the next three months.  And he’s gay,” she mock whispers behind her hand. 
 
    “I hate you.” 
 
    “I’d do him,” one of the guys says.  His friend looks horrified.  “What?  He’s hot,” he grins. 
 
    “Jesus Cal, you think you know a guy,” the other man looks disturbed, but he’s laughing too. 
 
    Cal shrugs nonchalantly, but he’s eye fucking Brooke.  He has game, I’ll give him that. He knows how to play this. Brooke is eye fucking him right back.  Jesus.   
 
    “So, Joel is an option?” Brooke suddenly asks me. 
 
    I shrug, I’m still not sure.   
 
    “Okay,” she turns to the men.  “So, Cal, who’s your friend?  Are you both single? And if so, would you like to buy us some drinks?” 
 
    Cal and Tristan, the other guy, quickly vacate their table and join ours.  I already know Tristan and I aren’t going anywhere but I’m pretty sure Cal is on to a sure thing tonight.   
 
    It’s just what I need though, and we have a good time, another couple of cocktails and then Brooke tells them she has to go back to work.  The guys are bummed but when we leave Cal and Tristan a couple of hours later, I’ve had a great time and forgot about getting fired. And Brooke has Cal’s phone number. 
 
    My phone rings after I drop her back at work. 
 
    “I got a job for you, if you want it?” Joel says without so much as a hello. 
 
    “What kind of job?” I ask in surprise.   
 
    “The guy I’m crashing with, his girlfriend’s company are shooting some commercials in a couple of days. They need a make-up artist.  One of theirs had to drop out last minute because of a family emergency. I told them I know one.  Jobs yours if you want it.  It’s for a company called Instinct.” 
 
    “Instinct?” I ask with a frown.  “Is that a cologne?” 
 
    “Close,” he laughs.  “It’s an underwear brand.” 
 
    “How do you get cologne and underwear together?” 
 
    “On a sexy hot body after a few drinks,” he laughs.  “You interested?  Scratch that, I already told them you are.  I have the details, all you gotta do is show up.  They’re good people.  It’s nothing like the movies.  Louis won’t treat you like shit and I told her you’re good.  They’re in a bind, you’re free… What do you say, El?  It’s good money too.  The shoot will be for four days, they’re making six commercials and there will be photoshoots too.  I forget which way around it is, but you can talk to her if I give Louis your number.  It’s perfect.” 
 
    “Wow, it does sound amazing.” 
 
    “It is, but I gotta tell her now before they find someone else. You in?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
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    I grab my gym bag, shove my phone and keys in my jacket pocket and head out of the apartment.  They want me there for six-thirty.  I check my watch and see its five forty-five, the car they sent should be here by now.  I don’t mind getting up early and I’m actually looking forward to seeing what they’ve done with the set they want me in.  I chatted with Louis a little bit yesterday just to clarify some things. We ended up talking about different book series and authors we’ve both read.  Besides Jenna, I’ve never met anyone who enjoys these kinds of books.  
 
    She warned me the shoot is taking place in Jersey City, a little further out than they hoped for, but the studio space is amazing, and they got a good deal for the rest of the week so they could get everything done there, including the commercials.  I told her it was fine, I’m easy, I’ll go where people want me to be. 
 
    I walk straight out into the freezing cold grey morning and the driver greets me with a handshake, introducing himself as Max, then goes to open the car door for me.  I tell him I’ve got it and he heads round to the driver’s side.  Just then, the first flakes of snow I’ve seen in I don’t know how long, begin to fall on my hand.  I stop and look up at the sky.  It’s pretty light snow and I doubt it will stick, but I keep my head back, eyes closed as the flakes land on my skin.   
 
    Then I realise what a dick I must look like and get in the car.  It’s going to be at least a half hours drive out to Jersey City where the studios are based.  The snow starts to come down a little bit faster as we emerge through the other side of the Lincoln Tunnel.  I can’t remember the last time I had a white Christmas.    
 
    I catch up on a few emails, then read the daily news on my phone as we make our way to the studio.  Arch has sent me some photos through a Dropbox, and I download and shuffle through them with a smile.  There are a lot of pictures of him with people dressed as Disney characters.  I don’t see his nieces or nephews in any of the ones with the Princesses.  I shake my head.  He’s smiling broadly in every photograph, especially the ones of him with his dad and two brothers in a bar, holding up huge beers while wearing Mickey Mouse ears.  They’re indoors in a lot of the pictures and in some, they are all laughing hysterically while soaked to the bone.  There have been some storms there, but the kids are having too much fun to worry about a little bit of wind and rain.  Either way, it’s good to see that smile on his face.   
 
    When we arrive, I thank Max and head towards the door of the studio.  It’s on a quiet street but the building itself is industrial, though modern, with lots of glass walls looking out onto the street.  A receptionist is behind the desk when I go inside, even at this hour.  There is a huge Christmas tree, brightly lit and tastefully decorated.  I haven’t even thought about getting a tree this year.  We should really do that, before it gets too late.  I’ll email Janie later. 
 
    The receptionist has me sign in and then shows me through the glass doors behind her.  I whistle under my breath.  There is a corner kitchen area with a dining table big enough to seat about twenty people. Together with a fully stocked glass door fridge, drinks machines, salad bar and I can smell bacon. It makes my stomach growl. 
 
    “Please, help yourself to a drink and anything else you’d like,” the receptionist says, and I glance down at her.   
 
    The tone of her voice is enough to let me know she is offering more than food.  I give her a quick thanks and head towards the coffee machine.  She sighs, then the door opens and closes.  It’s not that she isn’t attractive. I’m so used to women coming on to me, or offering themselves up to me, that it’s the norm.  But I’m working, not looking for a conquest.  Even Jordan wouldn’t be that unprofessional back when he was a man whore.   
 
    I can hear signs of life beyond more glass doors to the left.  On the right, there looks to be interview rooms or meeting rooms with a few people inside.  I grab a coffee and pick up a bagel, slathering it in cream cheese, then head over to the sofas and take a seat.  About five minutes later the door beside me opens. 
 
    “Nick, shit, I’m sorry, have you been waiting long?”  
 
    I look up to Louis hurrying through the doors. “Nope, just got here, grabbing some food.” 
 
    “The coffee is to die for.”   
 
    She goes over and grabs herself one.  She’s wearing yellow dungarees today with a black and white striped top beneath it, they look clean and fresh.  Her hair and make-up are done too.   
 
    “Come on through,” she tells me.  “We can sit inside and finish up while they get everything finalised.  Three of your co-stars are already here but we’re waiting on Mel.” 
 
    “Co-stars?”  
 
    I follow her into a door that says ‘Studio A’ in block lettering above it.  We head inside and my eyes widen.  The space is amazing, high ceilings, high gloss floors, and there are three sets already made up around the room.  Against the far wall are a series of smaller rooms which I presume is hair, make-up, and wardrobe.  There are people setting up all around us and someone turns music on as the door bumps shut behind me.   
 
    “Yes, for your set.  We’ve got you a harem.” 
 
    My nose wrinkles and Louis laughs.  We’d talked a bit about how I liked to read them, but I’d never actually be able and or willing to do it in real life.   
 
    “Chill, you’ll be a narrator, the author if you will.  Watching over your creations.  Although we will want to get a few shots of you with the female model.  Mel.  If she ever gets here,” she looks at her watch again.  “Okay, let me take you through here.”  
 
    We move beyond guys setting up cameras and lights and head into a dressing room complete with wardrobe, make-up, and hair station.  The rack against the far wall has my name on it and there are a few items hanging from it.  My brow lifts at the size of the garment bags and I almost laugh.   
 
    “Nick, this is Jackie, she’s going to do your hair and make-up but finish off your breakfast, I know it’s super early.  We still have some things to finish off too.  Jackie, how are you getting on with the other guys?” 
 
    “All done,” she says.  They’re waiting for wardrobe.” 
 
    “Fantastic.  I’ll leave you two to get ready.”  She disappears from the doorway.   
 
    “Hey Jackie, I’m Nick,” I drop my gym bag, balance my coffee cup and bagel in one hand and shake hers.  “Nice to meet you.” 
 
    “Likewise,” she gives me a smile.   
 
    She’s tiny, barely over five feet if I had to guess.  She reminds me of an older version of Brittany Murphy, the actress from Clueless.  Her hair is a mop of huge brown curls, and she has orange glasses and bright red lipstick.  She’s wearing a smock to protect her clothes from all the make-up.  I head to the make-up chair, but she sits on a seat beside me, and we chat while I finish eating.  By the time I’m ready to go, I’ve learnt all about her two dogs, a German Shepherd called Idris and a Bichon Friese called Dot, she is originally from South Africa, but has lived in the States for twenty-three years. She has the time of her life doing the jobs she does.   
 
    She pins a couple of images up on the mirror behind her. It’s a concept drawing of how the shoot is going to look, and the brief she is working to.  I sit back and let her cover my clothes and close my eyes as she starts working on my hair.  My mind automatically flashes back to another time I sat in this kind of chair, with a different woman touching me.  It was when I finally got Elsa to agree to go out with me, the night I’d told her she was more than just a random hook up.  When I’d made promises to her that I sure as shit had not kept.   
 
    Fuck.  I hate thinking about that.  Luckily, Jackie is a talker and even though I keep my eyes closed, she doesn’t let up enough to allow me to continue thinking about Elsa.   
 
    The music gets louder, and more people are starting to arrive.  When Jackie is done with me, she goes to call in a wardrobe assistant.  Arizona pops his head in too and greets me warmly.   
 
    “We’ll get you into your outfit and bring you out to do some test shots but we’re still short a model.” 
 
    I frown.  “The woman?” 
 
    “Yes, we’re struggling to get hold of her.  Louis is on a call to her agency now.” 
 
    “It won’t be much of a reverse harem without a girl,” I chuckle.   
 
    “Definitely too much sausage, not enough hot pocket.” 
 
    I stifle a laugh.  “Jesus, that’s one Jordan would be proud of,” I point out.   
 
    “That is tame for me, I’m trying to be good,” Arizona tells me, checking his watch.  A tall guy comes in and Arizona introduces him as Matt from Instinct, he is helping me with the outfits.  “Get set up and come on out, there is a robe there,” he points.  “See you in a few.” 
 
    “Yeah, thanks.” 
 
    Matt pulls a small bag off the rack and unzips it.  He hands me a pair of dark red, tight fitted boxer shorts.  Not too bad, I had visions of something a little gaudier, I don’t know why.  I head into the changing room and strip off my own clothes, folding them up on my gym bag.  I’ve done this a lot in the past, just never in my underwear.  I slip off my own and pull on the red ones.  They fit snugly but they’re comfortable, the perfect size, I’d given my measurements to Arizona the day before.  There is a mirror in the room, and I glance at myself.   
 
    Jesus, they leave little to the imagination.   They’re quality material, really well made but they’re tight as shit.  I eye my dick and adjust it a little, but the bulge is still significant. I usually don’t wear mine this tight, but they’re comfortable. I’m not overly concerned about how huge my dick looks in them.  I’m kinda proud to be honest. I guess this is what they’re looking for.  My hair has been slicked back and parted at the side.  The make-up is subtle, but Jackie has really highlighted my eyes and brows making me look stern.  I guess I’m the alpha male in this harem.   
 
    Grabbing the robe, I step out of the room.  Matt turns and checks me out.  To make sure the outfit is how they want it to be.  He calls Jackie back in and she pops her head in, her eyes going wide as she takes me in.  I grin at her. 
 
    “He needs a light sheen on his skin, that okay?  Try and keep it off the fabric.” 
 
    “Gotcha,” she salutes him.  Matt leaves and she grabs a bottle from the table. 
 
    “Tell me I’m not getting oiled up,” I groan. 
 
    “Nah, it’s just a spray that gives the look of a light layer of perspiration and you’re going to apply it yourself,” she steps towards me.  “I’ll spray, you spread.” 
 
    “There is an innuendo in there somewhere,” I mutter. 
 
    “Not in my experience,” she laughs.   
 
    After she’s sprayed me, I rub the stuff over me. Fortunately, it’s pretty light and it smells faintly of vanilla, but not too overpowering. I slip the robe on, step into the complimentary slippers they’ve supplied and head out into the warehouse space.  There are three guys standing near the set I’m using.  It’s set up like a study, or office.  There is a huge mahogany desk, a massive chair, and a chaise longue.  There are bookcases lining the fake walls and a huge plush rug.  It’s a room that is the epitome of a masculine, powerful man.  Or men, as the case may be.   
 
    I introduce myself to the three guys I’ll be working with.  They’re all in robes and slippers.  One is drinking something green from a clear cup with a straw.   
 
    “You ever modelled underwear before?” a guy called Shawn asks.  He’s tall and lean with blonde hair, styled the same as me.  His cheekbones look like they could cut stone.  I’m not an insecure guy, I can recognise and appreciate beauty in others.  Even guys. 
 
    “Can’t say I’ve had the pleasure,” I tell him. 
 
    “At least it’s warm in here.  I thought it was gonna be fucking freezing given the size of the place.  That would have been fucked up.” 
 
    It is warm.  I take a seat on the chaise and a girl hurries over to offer me water, which I gratefully accept.  We sit around talking for a while and check out the set opposite with interest.  There are two distinct areas to it, one is a haunted house, the other has been made to look like a dark wooded area.   
 
    “It’s a cool concept, huh?” Damien says, taking a seat beside me. He’s dark skinned with a shaved head and more bulk to him than Shawn. He has his phone in his hand as he looks across at Tania’s set.  “We’re usually just stood on boxes by plain backgrounds looking like we’re trying to take a shit.” 
 
    The others laugh and agree.  “What do you know about this model we’re waiting on?” I ask.   
 
    Damien leans back, checks his phone then looks over at Shawn.  “It’s Mel, I think,” he tells him. 
 
    “She’s good, beautiful, perfect for this but I heard Louis saying she can’t get hold of her.  She’s nearly an hour late,” Jason, the third model says.  They’ve gone for the full range of guys.  Jason is pale, with dark red hair and a beard.  He’s bigger than everyone else, really tall.   
 
    “What’ll they do if she doesn’t show?  Postpone?”  That would be a ball ache.  Given the extent they’d gone to with these sets.   
 
    “Try and get someone else if they can,” Jason shrugs. 
 
    “It’s really cool meeting you,” Shawn changes the subject.  “I’ve been a fan for years.” 
 
    “Thanks, man, appreciate that.” 
 
    “I lost my virginity in a truck listening to Deep Moves,” Jason laughs.  “That’s a pretty smooth song.” 
 
    “Nice,” I tell him. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure the chick was imagining I was Aidan Gass, but I didn’t really care.” 
 
    We all laugh.  I glance over and see Tania coming out of the dressing room, she’s wearing a floaty white transparent dress over white underwear.  Her hair and makeup are done so she looks ethereal, and I guess ghostly.     
 
    “So, we’re gonna be like, enacting a gang bang?” Damien draws my attention back to him.   
 
    “Probably a little more tasteful than that,” I point out.   
 
    “So, this is your thing huh?” Jason grins and I shrug.  Still not embarrassed and I don’t bother explaining, they seem fine with it.  I know NDA’s are always signed on things like this.  Francis insists on it where the band are concerned. 
 
    Tania doesn’t have any other models on her shoot. I watch as the director moves onto the set to talk her through what they want.   
 
    “Shit, I’m hungry.  I should have eaten something earlier.” 
 
    “There’s plenty of food,” I tell Damien. 
 
    “God no, I can’t eat now, it’ll bloat me up and Louis will kick my ass.” 
 
    I glance down at my own stomach.  Louis didn’t seem to care I was filling my face with carbs earlier.  I’ve been working out so much lately, I know I’ve bulked up a little and my abs have become more defined from the crunches I’ve been doing.  I peek into the gap in my robe and am happy to see there is no pouch, or bloat.   
 
    “Sorry guys, sorry,” Louis hurries over to us.  “Mel fell down the stairs this morning, they think she has sprained her ankle, possibly fractured it, she’s in the hospital.” 
 
    “That’s too bad, hope she is okay,” I say.  “What does that mean for the shoot?” 
 
    “Well, we’re struggling to get someone over on short notice, but I have spotted someone here that I think will be perfect for the role, as long as I can convince her to help us out.” 
 
    “She’s not a model?” Shawn asks. 
 
    “Nope but she’s definitely got the look I was going for.  Arizona is with her now trying to talk her into it.  Sorry about the wait, Nick.” 
 
    “Hey, no bother.  It’s not your fault.” 
 
    Louis smiles at me.  “Thank you for that.  I’m so used to dealing with more… temperamental people on shoots like this.” 
 
    “Are you saying we’re high maintenance, Lo?” Damien asks, sitting back in his seat. 
 
    “Never, Damien.  You know you’re my favourite.” 
 
    He rolls his eyes.  Louis says she’ll be back and disappears into another room.  I decide to go grab my phone, excusing myself to the guys.  They seem happy enough to chat amongst themselves.  I sit down in the make-up chair, checking the time.  It’s almost eight thirty.  There are a couple of texts from Archer letting me know they’re on their way to the airport and he should be back home later this afternoon.   
 
    I decide to call him for something to do.   
 
    “Hey,” he greets me, and I ask him what’s going on.  “We’re just waiting for the all clear to board and get ready for take-off, the winds picked up again.” 
 
    “You think you’ll be delayed?” 
 
    “The guy here doesn’t think so.  He said it’s not that bad, but they need to be sure.  What’s up?  It’s a little early for you.” 
 
    “I’m working,” I say.  I haven’t told any of the guys what I’m doing yet.   
 
    “On what?” 
 
    I look at my reflection.  My robe is gaping open, and my chest is shining.  I stand, let the robe open more, take a snapshot in the mirror, and send it to him. 
 
    “What the fuck?” Arch says, then laughs.  “Dude, I’m not sure I wanted to see that this early in the morning.  Where the fuck are you?” 
 
    “On a photoshoot.  I’ve got a contract with Instinct, it’s an underwear company.” 
 
    “You’re modelling underwear?” I can hear the laughter in his voice.  “That’s uh… different.” 
 
    “I know,” I grin.  “But it’s passing the time, it’s good money and so far, it’s fun.”  I explain what the concept is but that we’re stuck for a female model.   
 
    “You are so weird, you know that, right?” 
 
    “Better than being boring.” 
 
    “You got me there.  Do the others know about this side gig of yours?” 
 
    “Nope.  Adam is incommunicado with Jenna in Hawaii and Jordan would just try and muscle his way in, so I kept it to myself.” 
 
    “Nothing to do with being embarrassed?” 
 
    “Embarrassed about what?  You saw my body, it’s a temple and I look amazing in this outfit.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ.  I leave you alone for five days and this happens.  Jenna is gonna lose her mind when she finds out.” 
 
    “I know, I’m looking forward to telling her all about it.” 
 
    “Ah, we’re being given the go ahead.  I should land about five-ish, think you’ll be finished prancing around in your undies by then?” 
 
    “Probably not at this rate.  We were supposed to start shooting at seven.  I’ll keep you posted.” 
 
    “I want to catch up on the road trip.  I got the stuff you sent.  It looks cool.  I wouldn’t have thought of doing something like that, but I’m stoked about it.” 
 
    “Good, it should be fun.” 
 
    There is a knock at the door, and I glance over to see Louis.  “Success, we have a model, or a stand in model.  She’s just getting ready.  Be out in five.” 
 
    I nod.  “That’s my queue to go too.  I’ll see you at home later.” 
 
    “I might be in bed, but the Red Bulls have a match tonight, I’m gonna grab a few beers and a pizza if you’re interested.” 
 
    “Sounds good.  I’ll catch you later.  Safe flight.” 
 
    “Thanks, sweetheart.” 
 
    “Fuck off.”   
 
    I hang up on him but I’m smiling.  I tuck my phone away and head back out towards the set.  There is a woman standing with Louis, she’s wearing a robe that falls to her ankles, but she is tall, her blonde hair is pulled up in a messy bun, her long neck on show.  The three guys are all staring at her, clearly happy with the replacement.  I head over and step onto the rug.  
 
    “Oh good, Nick, I want you to meet Elsa, she’s kindly stepped up to help.” 
 
    My lips drop open, and my eyes widen when she turns around.  Elsa freezes as she stares at me.   
 
    “Nick,” she squeaks.   
 
    “Hey,” I say, shaking off the shock of seeing her.  “What are you?  Uh,” I must look like a fucking idiot, but this is not what I was expecting.  “You’re replacing the other model?  On this shoot?  I didn’t know you did that.” 
 
    “Yeah, er,” she looks a little pale.  “I was hired on to do the make-up, but Louis needed help and asked me…  I didn’t know you were here.” 
 
    “No one mentioned me?” She shakes her head as her eyes stay fixed on me.  “Surprise.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she widens her eyes, looks at Louis.  “Understatement.”  
 
    I hear her murmur that last part under her breath and hide a smile.  I’m still trying to wrap my head around this.  Elsa?  She is about to take part in this sexy shoot with me.  My head turns to see the three models I’ve been chatting with, and my jaw tightens. None of them are at all concerned about this change of plans or who the model is. But I am.  I’m not about to let them be all over Elsa, in front of me.  Fuck.  That.   
 
    “Louis, can I have a minute?”  I head over to her.  “Excuse me a second,” I tell Elsa, she is staring at me, trying to figure out whether to be annoyed or not.  She’s likely wondering if I’m about to have her kicked off the shoot.  I’m not.  But I am going to change how this goes.   
 
    I just need to convince Louis of that. 
 
   



 

 Chapter Thirteen  
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    I can’t believe this.  Firstly, that Louis even asked, secondly that I agreed, even after she told me the shoot would be wearing underwear and posing provocatively with a number of male models.  The money they’re offering is amazing and I got a thrill at the thought of doing it.  I’ve spent the last day convincing myself to take risks, to be a little wilder, to stop over thinking everything. Sounds about right the day I do it, is the day I’m going to be hanging out less than half dressed. 
 
    With Nick Chambers. 
 
    I couldn’t make this stuff up.  Brooke and Jenna will lose their minds.  Brooke because she wants me to move on, like Remi does, and Jenna because she wants us to work things out.  I haven’t missed how she keeps talking about him, about how amazing Nick is, or that he’s changed and he’s sweet and gorgeous and would be perfect for me.  She was drunk at the time, I’d had too much to drink myself and let my mind go into the fantasy Jenna was spinning.  That was probably why I’d lost my nerve with Joel too.  Damn it.   
 
    I’m not sure if I would have turned it down had Louis told me I’d be working with Nick.  I’m kidding myself, I’m literally shitting my pants, but I will not lose face and back down.  If he’s happy to do it, then I am too.  Except, it doesn’t look as if he is happy.  He’s having a very involved discussion with Louis right now.  I clutch my robe at my throat.  The underwear they’ve put me in is absolutely beautiful, I’ve never worn anything so soft and comfortable and gorgeous.  The lady who came in and did my makeup is really sweet too and let me off when I asked her questions about what makeup she is using on me. 
 
    While I watch Nick and Louis, a screen is put up between our set and the one for Tania, I guess given we’re all in our underwear they want to give us our privacy.  Tania is a sweet lady, nervous about what she is doing today, telling me she is no model without the stick thin figure.  She is beautiful, and her size doesn’t matter.  What matters is they want her for this campaign, and I hope the things I said helped boost her confidence.  Given she walked out there with her head high and a smile on her face, I went some way to helping. 
 
    “Hey, I’m not sure we’ve met, have you worked for Instinct before, or are you with an agency?” 
 
    I turn to look at the man mountain beside me.  He has the most amazing hair colour, russet red, like autumn leaves and a beard to match.  He has a nice smile and kind eyes.   
 
    “I’m just standing in, I don’t usually do this,” I tell him. 
 
    He eyes me but I’m not entirely sure it is in a way that says he’s interested.  I’m not stupid, people might think models don’t do much or have no talent, but it actually takes a lot to do this kind of work.  He thinks I’m going to flub it.  I might.  Shit, what was I thinking? 
 
    “Leave her alone asswipe,” another man approaches, a guy with blonde hair this time.  “She’s helping out.  Don’t know about you, but I’m sure a reverse harem shoot without a woman would just be a gay gang bang.” 
 
    My nose wrinkles at that but he has a point.  I am helping.  Red head just grunts and walks away. 
 
    “Ignore him,” the blonde guy says.  “He’s got that whole grumpy giant thing going on but he’s a hell of a model.  I’m Shawn.” 
 
    “No problem. Nice to meet you.” 
 
    “Elsa,” I look up at Nick, who is walking towards us, his expression pinched.   
 
    Oh great, is this where I get kicked off the shoot?  Although, he’s not actually looking at me, he’s glaring at Shawn.  Is he pissed at him for talking to me?  Who the hell does he think he is?  He doesn’t get to be possessive about me. 
 
    “Slight change in the line-up,” Louis interrupts.  We are going to do shots of you with the guys, Elsa, but we want to add a few more with Nick.” 
 
    My mouth drops open and I look at him.  The ass is smirking now.  It isn’t like I didn’t know I’d be having pictures with everyone on set, but I get the feeling it wasn’t going to be so much with Nick.  I smirk right back.  He isn’t getting the better of me.   
 
    “Time is wasting, we’ve already lost an hour and we have another set to get prepared for this afternoon,” Louis claps her hands.  “We need to do some test shots before we get moving so let’s hurry it up.” 
 
    The others move away and head onto the set. I turn to look at Nick and fold my arms.   
 
    “We don’t need to make this weird,” he says.  “If you’re good with it, I’m good with it.” 
 
    “I’m good with it,” I retort quickly. 
 
    “Okay then.” 
 
    We stare at each other, neither wanting to be the one to look away first, in some kind of stupid stand-off.  Then he goes and ruins me.  He takes off his robe and hands it to the wardrobe lady behind us.  My mouth dries.  Holy crap.  His chest is glistening.  That chest I have dreams about.  Shitting hell, what am I doing?  He looks up and catches where my gaze has gone. I quickly look up, willing my cheeks not to flush, and he winks.  Those incredible eyes of his pinned on my face.  Two can play this game.  I take off my robe and also turn to hand it to the lady.  His tongue darts out and licks his lips, his eyes narrowing as they stay on my face.  It’s like we’re fighting not to be the first to let our eyes drop and thoroughly check each other out.   
 
    I push my chest out.  His eyes finally drop to my boobs, and I try to hide my triumphant smile. 
 
    “Damn,” he groans under his breath.   
 
    Yeah, buddy, this is what you’re missing out on. I give him a huge smile, whirl around and head over to the others.  No one else is eyeing me quite the way Nick did, like he wanted to devour me.  I can’t resist glancing over my shoulder though and while he’s distracted, I let my eyes drop.  Holy moly, those boxers are tight, and doing nothing to hide what he’s got going on, what I know is hiding beneath that fabric.  Am I sweating?  Shit, I’m like that bitchy actress from the movie set.   
 
    “Everything okay?” Louis asks me.   
 
    “Peachy,” I reply.  
 
    She glances at Nick.  “You know each other? Is this a problem?” 
 
    “Not for me,” I smile.  She doesn’t look convinced, whatever Nick said to her has left her suspicious.  “Where do you need me?” 
 
    Louis relents, she knows there is something going on but keeps it to herself.  When I called her after Joel gave me her number, we got along really well, and I was excited about the job.  Never in a million years did I imagine things would turn out this way.  She ushers me over towards the chaise longue and gathers the other three and we begin getting the test shots with us sitting, standing, a couple with their hands on me as they get the lighting right.  I keep glancing over at Nick who is leaning his butt against the edge of the huge desk which has been set up to look like a study.  He has hold of a book down by his thigh and he’s watching me, his jaw tense.  I can’t resist, I wink at him. 
 
    His head drops but he grins.   
 
    Once we get started properly, I begin to really enjoy myself, even if we are in some fairly compromising positions, they are all posed to show off the underwear, not just the theme of the shoot.  In a lot of them, Nick is in the background, like a voyeur, reading his book.  But he does keep looking.  The photographer seems to like that though and encourages him to move closer, telling him to smoulder at me.  Nick laughs at that but he’s professional and he turns it on.   
 
    We all change three times and eventually they move Nick into the shot with me.  I’m now in a more seductive set, black with straps that wrap around my body to give the insinuation of bondage gear, but still part of the collection.  I needed help getting into it and the wardrobe girl explained that although it is in their catalogue, they have added a few extra pieces of fabric to it.  Namely two straps across my breasts that squeeze them a little tighter, enhancing my cleavage.   
 
    Surprisingly, it’s not been as uncomfortable with the others as I’d thought, I am having a good time.  Now though.  I chew my lip to the point of it hurting because I’m getting all fluttery in my stomach. 
 
    I’m not in the least bit graceful as I clamber onto the desk.  Nick is in black now too, they’re less tight but still revealing.  I’m posed lying on my back, arched upwards with my legs bent and my head back.  It isn’t too comfortable, but Nick is at the end of the desk, side on, leaning towards me, one hand on my ankle.  It feels like my skin burns where he is touching me.  The photographer is up a ladder, shooting down on us, calling out instructions, encouraging us to change poses, until Nick is up on the desk over me, and the photographer drops back down to the ground and crouches.  He asks the three guys to stand around the desk, posing so he gets in their underwear as they watch.  
 
    My heart is racing now, I’m sure it’s obvious to Nick as my breath quickens.  He looks into my eyes, they darken, especially as his skin brushes mine.  He is so close, he could just lean down a little further and our lips would touch.  He sweeps his hand down and brushes some hair back off my face.  I shiver at the touch, and he inhales, then shifts slightly.   
 
    Oh. Lord. I can feel that pressing against my inner thigh.  He gives me a look and I lift my leg slightly so it’s blocking the camera as the photographer keeps clicking.  I try to tell myself it’s biology, just like I told Reggie when we watched that love scene being filmed, and Miles got hard, but this is different.  I can see it written all over his face. 
 
    “Elsa,” he whispers.  Then his expression becomes pained, and he looks up.  “Can we take a bathroom break,” he shouts and moves back, slipping off the desk and heading off the set without another word, or waiting to see if it is okay with everyone else. 
 
    I sit up, avoiding eye contact with everyone.  I’m damn lucky.  My panties are soaked, but at least no one can see that, thank God they’re black and will be discarded after the shoot, although I’ll be stuffing them in my bag, so no one knows.  My heart is pounding out of my chest, he barely touched me, but it was so intimate it was almost as bad as being touched.  I’m throbbing.     
 
    “It’s lunch time anyway, let’s break and grab something to eat,” Louis says.   
 
    Everyone disperses.  I hurry to the room where I was originally assigned as a makeup artist and grab my cell phone.   
 
    “Fuck,” I whisper, not knowing who to call.  Jenna is in Hawaii probably wrapped up in Adam, Remi is in another country where it is the middle of the night.  And even if I wanted to relay this to Brooke, which I don’t think I do, she is probably in court.  I don’t talk about stuff like this with Reggie so can’t call her either.  I settle on Remi, just on the off chance and call him.  He called me in his hour of need.  Not even the fact he will be irritated with this puts me off.  I fan myself with my hand as I peek through the door, then close it over and move as far away from it as possible, I don’t want anyone overhearing this. 
 
    “Hi,” Remi answers.  “You caught me just before I go on set.” 
 
    “Remi.  I need help,” I hiss. 
 
    “What?” his voice changes.  “Where are you, what’s wrong?  Are you hurt?” 
 
    I feel bad for panicking him. “No, nothing like that.  But I am in trouble.  Like big trouble.” 
 
    “Explain, now,” he says sharply. 
 
    So, I do.  And by the end of my explanation, he’s laughing his ass off.  “It isn’t funny,” I tell him, my voice so high pitched, I barely recognise it.   
 
    “El, it’s pretty obvious to me what is going on.” 
 
    “What?  Because I can’t see it.” 
 
    “The universe is telling you something.” 
 
    He knows I’m a sucker for things like that.  I’ve always believed there is a higher power, not necessarily a deity, I’m not religious.  Just something beyond our comprehension.  I’m an avid horoscope reader and believe in positive energy.  And something keeps drawing Nick and I together.  I’d tried not to entertain the idea. Practically thinking, we’re both in New York and we are around the same circle of people, nothing more.  I’ll be going back to L.A. soon.  Sooner rather than later now I’ve been fired off that movie.  Jenna told me BreakNeck is here for the long term.  I stand by the fact I don’t want to be anyone’s random hook up or booty call, just like I always told him before we started dating.  Certainly couldn’t do it now after what happened between us.  It would be too hard with Nick.  Impossible even.   
 
    If anything, the Universe is just being plain cruel.   
 
    “I’m the last person to be giving advice on sexual partners, Elsa,” Remi says once he gets control of himself. 
 
    “How is that going?” I ask, momentarily distracted from my own problems. 
 
    “Just great,” he says, sounding like it’s not great at all.  “We’re being professional.  And by that, I mean he is having as little to do with me as possible, other than barking orders at me, and everyone else when I’m on set.  It’s great.  But anyway, your problem is a nice distraction.” 
 
    “Glad I can be of service.”  A knock at the door startles me and I almost drop my phone.  “Just a minute,” I call. 
 
    “Who is it?” Remi asks. 
 
    “They’re probably ready to go back to work.” 
 
    “I really wanna see these pictures, I’m actually proud of you.  Although you’ve taken a massive leap rather than the baby steps I’d suggested.  Your ass is gonna be all over the world,” he laughs again. 
 
    Another soft knock and the door opens.  I expect it to be Louis, but it’s not.  It’s Nick.   
 
    “I have to go,” I squeak to Remi and hang up before he can say anything, although I do hear him shouting to me as I hang up.   
 
    Nick comes inside and closes the door.  He has his sweats and a t-shirt on.  I’m still in my robe and the bondage underwear.  I pull it closed around me, clutching my phone to my chest. 
 
    “I want to apologise, I embarrassed the fuck out of myself, and it was inappropriate and unintentional.  I don’t want you to feel uncomfortable.” 
 
    He looks really concerned about it and I hate that he feels bad.  I give a slight shake of my head. 
 
    “Thank you for that.  It was a bit of a shock, but I’m not offended.” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “It was a little unexpected but it’s… natural, I guess.” 
 
    “Believe it or not, I don’t just pop stiffy’s around anyone, Elsa,” he chuckles.   
 
    “So I’m privileged then?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    We stare at each other again and he starts to take a step toward me but leans back and puts his hands in the pockets of his pants, like he’s trying to stop himself reaching out for me.  Part of me is screaming for him to do it.  God, what I wouldn’t give to just step up to him.  But my heart won’t let me.  My head is so conflicted.  Just being in the same room as him is doing all kinds of things to me.  I can’t help it when my eyes dart downwards and back up. 
 
    “Please, don’t,” he holds up both hands.  “We have to go back out there and finish this, and it’s taking a hell of a lot of willpower and thinking about my grandma to keep from making a dick of myself again,” he grins when my cheeks flush.  “Pardon the pun.  So, er, do you have a ride back to the city when we’re done?  I have a car.” 
 
    My eyes widen.  I do in fact have a ride, but it’s with Louis.  I didn’t want Thomas to drive all the way out here and have to hang around and when Louis offered, I took her up on it. I have to stay for the full day to get back home though.  And given they’ve utilised me as a model and not a make-up artist, they’ve organised for another person to take over my duties for the day, so once this is done, I’m no longer needed on the set.  I’ll be back tomorrow for the other shoots and again for the commercials later in the week.  Question is, do I want to risk getting in a car with Nick, or hang around and wait for Louis, when she’s told me it could run late. 
 
    Screw it, we’re adults.  “If you don’t mind, I’m going to be finished a lot earlier given the change in job today.” 
 
    “No problem,” he says.  “And we’re okay, right?  Despite me making an ass of myself?” 
 
    I laugh quietly but nod, he dips his head then we both turn when there is another knock at the door.  It’s Louis telling us they’re ready to get back to it, she’s brought the wardrobe person to change me into my final outfit, which is fine by me.  By the time I get back out, Nick is back in his own outfit, if it can be called that, but this time he has a silk robe on that makes him look like a pimp, albeit a sexy one, and I bust out laughing.   
 
    “What?” he holds his arms out, a shit eating grin on his face that reminds me of Jordan.  “I’ve already asked if I can take this home.  It’s incredibly comfortable,” he rubs the sleeves, but I can see the amusement in his face.   
 
    He’s making fun of himself and as we get back to it, I wonder if the robe was an impromptu addition because everyone could see the reaction he had while rubbing up against me earlier.  No one had come in to ask me about it though and I’m pretty sure if they thought there is anything even remotely uncomfortable going on, they’d put a stop to it.  I’m pretty sure a couple of the other models noticed but I’m guessing the photographer and Louis didn’t.  Thank the gods.  I couldn’t bear having that conversation as well.   
 
    We finish up, running just an hour over schedule.  Another guitarist from a band arrives for his photoshoot and Nick greets him warmly heading over to the drinks machine to chat.  I take the opportunity to slip into the dressing room, which has a shower, thank God, because even though I know how much make-up it takes to put on models, I’ve never actually had to take it off my own face and body.  I try to be quick because I don’t want to keep Nick waiting, yet he still somehow manages to beat me out.  His hair is wet, and his curls are back, all the gel slicking it back washed out.  He’s talking to a woman, who is staring up at him like he hung the moon, a dreamy glaze over her eyes. She laughs like a donkey when Nick says something.  My nose wrinkles when she touches his arm.   
 
    And he lets her.   
 
    He glances over and notices me.  He lifts his chin to acknowledge me then says something to the woman.  She pouts but Nick grabs his bag.  I don’t know what he is saying to her now, but she takes something from her pocket, a piece of paper, and hands it to him.  Nick smiles and pockets it, then heads over to me. 
 
    “Ready to go?” 
 
    It’s on the tip of my tongue to ask if she just gave him her phone number.  Of course she did.  But what I want to know the answer to is, will he call her.  She’s attractive, if a little forward.  But I’ve noticed that in my time around famous people.  Strangers assume it’s okay to approach celebrities because they’re in the public eye.  It’s like they think they know them, even though they’re perfect strangers.  I’ve seen many mixed reactions to this kind of behaviour over the years.  Jordan always welcomes it with a laugh and a joke, even when he isn’t in the mood, because that is the way Jordan is built. Adam will make people aware he isn’t interested or get security to move people on.  Nick and Archer are similar in their approach, charming, friendly, but very adept at steering people away without being rude.  Remi is a mixture of all of them.  I’m sure he’d stop and talk to every fan if his security allowed it. 
 
    Yet, he pocketed her phone number.   
 
    “Elsa?”  I flinch when he touches my arm.  “Everything okay?” he asks. 
 
    “Fine, yes, sorry.  I was just thinking about something,” I say as airily as I can.  But I don’t think I pulled it off because Nick stares intently at me before he holds out a hand to head to the exit.  He glances at the woman again who looks murderous that Nick’s leaving with me.  What is it with these women?  Is she going to get me fired from this job now too? 
 
    Damn, if that happens again, I’m going to get seriously irritated.  A black SUV with tinted windows is waiting for us outside.   
 
    I hadn’t realised it had gotten so late, the afternoon sky beginning to darken.  The snow is still falling, and I pause and hold out my hands, a smile splitting my face.  It’s not like I haven’t seen snow before, sure I grew up in L.A., but I’ve been on vacation and I’ve been snowboarding too. It’s just so out of the ordinary for day-to-day life and everything looks so beautiful, so white and pure, the snow hardly touched, with just a few tyre prints on the roads.  I have this need to stop and take it all in, holding my hands out to catch some snowflakes.  
 
    I notice Nick watching me and embarrassment flushes my cheeks again. 
 
    “Don’t sweat it,” he says, reaching over and grabbing my bag.  “I did the exact same thing this morning when I first saw the snow.” 
 
    “You caught snowflakes?” I laugh. 
 
    “I tried to catch them on my tongue,” he teases.  “Come on, it might be beautiful but it’s freezing.” 
 
    He isn’t wrong.  We get into the car, Nick allowing me in first.  He introduces me to Max, who greets me with a nod, then sets off.  Nick gives him Remi’s address and I look at him in surprise. 
 
    “Jenna said you were staying there, is that not the case?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m still there.”   
 
    He nods then glances out of the window.  Okay, so for the next thirty minutes, alone in the back of a car, what exactly do I say to the ex-boyfriend who didn’t think we were in a serious relationship, like I did. Who I fell hook, line and sinker for. 
 
    “So how long have you been friends with Remi?” 
 
    He breaks the silence and I almost thank him in relief.  I explain how we met and became great friends, then his invite to come out to NYC and work on his movie, and getting me the gig on the other movie.  I kind of trail off after saying that, but Nick catches it. 
 
    “So, you’re working on this movie and with Instinct?  That’s gotta be tiring.” 
 
    “I’m not on the movie anymore,” I say with a shrug. 
 
    “Not on the movie?  What does that mean?” 
 
    “My contract ended,” I tell him.  Yeah, that sounds legit.  Except he is staring at me.  And like always, his beautiful blue eyes slay me and make me stupid.  “I got fired.”  Whoops.  Didn’t mean to say that. 
 
    “Fired?  For what?” 
 
    Okay, I should just tell him about Joel.  In fact, I should be jumping all over rubbing it in his face.  But that isn’t me.  So, I tell him half the truth.  “An actress took a dislike to me.  She got me kicked off the movie.  They paid me a severance, but it was bullshit what they did.” 
 
    “Did you have a contract with them?” Nick turns in his seat.   
 
    “Yeah, of course, but they have lawyers working for them, Nick.  They’d run rings around me, it’s why they gave me a pay-off.”   
 
    “That is messed up,” he shakes his head.  “They shouldn’t be able to get away with that.” 
 
    “It’s all good, I got this job,” I shrug.  “And then I got my very first modelling gig.  Who knows, maybe I’ll step out from the other side of the make-up brushes.” 
 
    “Is that something you’d do?  Seriously?  I mean, you’ve definitely got the talents for it.” 
 
    “Talents?” I arch a brow. 
 
    “Don’t go putting innuendos in my mouth,” he laughs.  “You were really good today.  Louis said they were thrilled with you.” 
 
    “Really?” my whole face must light up because he gives me a gentle smile that makes me feel all warm inside.   
 
    “Really,” he tells me.  “I reckon you’d have a good career if you decided to take that route.” 
 
    I’m about to shush him when his phone rings.  He apologises as he takes it out of his pocket.  He frowns when he checks the display.  “Just a sec,” he tells me, then answers. 
 
    I turn my head to look out of the window, it’s not like I can give him any privacy.  And for a gut wrenching second, I think it might be the woman from the studio, but she gave him her number, not the other way around. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    His sharp cry has me whipping around to look at him.  His face is white and he’s gripping the handle on the door beside him. 
 
    “Is she alright?  Where is she?”  He listens for a second then he glances at me.  “Yeah, I’m on my way, but I’m out of the city.  It’ll be about forty minutes to get there.  Are you sure she’s okay...” 
 
    He’s really panicking now.  I glance at the driver, who is looking through his mirror at us and switching back to the road every few seconds.   
 
    “Yes, I’ll be there as soon as I can, thank you Ida.  I appreciate it.  Thank you for calling.” 
 
    I reach over and touch his arm as he hangs up.  “Nick, is everything okay?” 
 
    He shakes his head, looking dazed but… scared too.  I shift a little closer to him, as much as my seatbelt will allow. 
 
    “I need to get to the hospital, I can drop you off, but it would need to be in midtown, at a subway station or somewhere…” 
 
    “Tell me what’s going on, Nick.  Don’t worry about me, just tell me what it is, let me help.” 
 
    He squeezes his eyes shut and takes a shuddering breath.  When he opens them, he looks like a lost little boy, who has no idea what to do.  “It’s Doris… My grandma.  She’s been in an accident, they’re taking her to the hospital now.” 
 
    “Which hospital,” I say, sitting up straight.  Nick tells me and I turn to Max.  “Take us there, right now,” I say. 
 
    “You don’t have to come,” Nick says, his fist clenching on his lap.   
 
    I couldn’t possibly leave him, not like this.  Doris is his only family and the terror at not knowing if she is alright is written all over his face.  He starts to protest but I take his hand in mine and make him look at me.   
 
    “I’m coming with you,” I tell him.   
 
    He squeezes my hand and whispers a thank you.   
 
    I look back at Max.  “As fast as you can, Max.” 
 
    “I’ll get you there,” he answers and the car speeds up slightly.   
 
    We don’t talk but I hold his hand all the way there.   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fourteen 
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    Fuck, I’m about ready to lose my mind as we finally see the hospital in the distance.  No one went with Doris, it was only that her neighbour had my number and called me, I even knew what happened.  Of course, once she got to the hospital, they would have eventually come across me as her next of kin and called, but that would have taken longer.  I don’t even know if she is okay, what kind of accident it was, or how badly hurt she is.  Another squeeze of my hand and I look at Elsa.  She nods slightly at me, letting me know she’s here and isn’t going anywhere.   
 
    I should have got Max to drop her off when we went through Manhattan but a part of me didn’t want to do this alone.  And she offered. God, I feel like I’m about to throw up as we finally pull up at the hospital entrance.  I can’t think about anything other than getting in there to Doris.  I don’t even care that I’ll be recognised.   
 
    “Thank you, Max.  I’ll get my friend to pick them up from you.”   
 
    I hear Elsa say, but I don’t know what she is referring to.  I just want to get out of the car, right now.  I practically spill out onto the pavement.  Elsa is there in the next second, putting one hand on my chest, taking my hand in her other one and lifting it up so that it is on her chest. 
 
    “Take a breath,” she tells me.  I almost drag my hand away and run inside but she stops me with a gentle tug.  “As hard as it might be, you need to take a breath and slow your heart rate before you pass out.  Okay?” 
 
    “Elsa, she’s in there.  She’s…” my voice cracks but I haven’t moved, I’m standing here, breathing, just like she is asking me to do. 
 
    “We’ll go in and find out where she is, what happened and then you can see her.  In that order, okay.  If you go running in there, you’ll make a scene.” 
 
    I know what she is saying.  If I go in there panicking and shouting, I’ll draw attention to myself and within minutes the damn paparazzi will be popping up, recording me in my distress.   
 
    “Here,” she hands me a ball cap.   
 
    I’ve no idea where it came from, but I put it on.  She drops her arm but keeps a tight hold on my hand.  I don’t know how she is doing it, but she is grounding me.  The sheer panic is still there in the pit of my stomach but her soothing voice and gentle hand in mine, really is helping slow my heart rate.  
 
    “Now, let’s go see Doris,” she says, then leads me inside.   
 
    I shouldn’t be relying on her to get me through this.  But I haven’t let go of her hand and I get the feeling she won’t let me if I try.  We get to the information desk, and I give in Doris’s details.  The lady is inputting the information when she glances up and her eyes narrow slightly, then widen. 
 
    “Oh my-” 
 
    “His grandmother has been brought here in an ambulance, we don’t know how serious her injuries are.  Could you please not let everyone else here know who he is. Please,” Elsa says.  “We just need to know where she is.” 
 
    It could have come across as arrogant or bossy but the tone she speaks in and the look on her face has the lady’s own expression softening.  She nods and goes back to her computer, then tells us where we can find Doris.   
 
    “Thank you,” I tell her, as we follow the directions. I keep my head down, for the first time in ages cursing my fame.  
 
    Finally, we find where she is, and a doctor comes out from behind the nurses’ station to greet us.  When he realises who I am, he suggests we head into an office.  My heart is pounding a frantic rhythm against my ribcage.  Why aren’t they letting me see her?  When we’ve taken our seats, Elsa finally lets my hand go but she is sitting close beside me.   
 
    “How is she?” I ask. 
 
    “Your grandmother suffered a fall in her apartment.” 
 
    “What?  How?” 
 
    “We believe she fell from a stepladder.” 
 
    “Fuck… Sorry doc.  I told her not to climb that thing.  I told her I’d move everything down and not to risk it.  Damn it.”  I get back up and start pacing.  “How bad is it?” 
 
    “It’s nothing too concerning.  She hit her head, it did split and there was a lot of blood which is normal in a head injury, but it scared the lady who found her into thinking it was worse than it was.  We’ve checked her over and she does have a concussion, but we aren’t worried.  We’ve stitched it up and covered it.  She is on painkillers intravenously for the moment for that.” 
 
    I put my hand over my mouth halfway through that explanation and leave it there as I stare at him.  Picturing it.  Seeing her on that damn step getting the cookie cutters out.  I should have taken it then.  I should have moved anything she couldn’t reach.   
 
    “She has extensive bruising and tenderness which is likely to affect her for a while.  We have taken some x-rays and she has suffered a break to her arm and a fracture to her collarbone.  She also has quite a nasty sprain on her ankle.” 
 
    “God,” I groan.  “Isn’t that really serious in someone her age?  Her bones won’t mend right, or it could really affect her mobility.” 
 
    “All possibilities but she is a very fit woman for her age, she’s also pretty feisty.  She’s been telling everyone not to overreact, and that it doesn’t hurt that much,” he gives me a smile. 
 
    “Sounds like Doris,” I mutter.  “But besides that, the breaks and the concussion, she’s okay, nothing else.  What caused her to fall? Did she just lose her balance or did something else happen?” 
 
    “She just overreached, she admitted that.  We’ve run some tests. There was no underlying issue that caused it.” 
 
    “Thank God,” I glance at Elsa, she is watching me with a worried frown.   
 
    “So how long do you expect she will be here?” Elsa drags her eyes from mine and asks the doctor. 
 
    “Given her age and from what I’ve heard, she lives alone in an apartment building, it’s likely she’ll be here a while, unless you’re in a position to find somewhere safe she can go to recuperate?” 
 
    "She’ll come home with me.” 
 
    He nods but doesn’t look convinced.  Is he insinuating I can’t look after my own grandmother?  This woman raised me from age fifteen, the least I can do is be there for her now.  We’re on a break from the band, it’s fine, I can do it.  After a few more words with the doctor, he leads us to Doris’s room.   
 
    My gut clenches when I see her, she looks so small and frail in that bed.  There is a sling keeping her arm pressed up against her chest, with a cast on it and a bandage around her head.  I can’t see beneath the covers to tell how bad her ankle is.  I wince at the bruising, she has a black eye too.  I can’t help the sob that hitches in my chest.  I head over to the bed and take her good hand, raising it to my lips and kissing it.   
 
    Her eyes flutter and she looks up at me.  “Don’t you give me any lip, Nicky,” she says.  “It was my own fault and nothing you could have said or done would change it.” 
 
    I half laugh, half croak, trying desperately to hold the emotions in.  “You just don’t listen.” 
 
    Doris laughs softly.  “If I had a nickel for every time I said that to you.” 
 
    “Yeah, who’d have thought my turn would come to say it too,” I lean over and kiss her forehead before pulling back slightly.  “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m embarrassed,” she says quietly.  “But the painkillers they’re pumping in me are pretty good,” she grins.   
 
    Movement at the door draws her attention and she spots Elsa.  I look up at her and she holds up a hand.   
 
    “I’m sorry, I just wanted to make sure you were okay, but I can head out now if you’re alright?” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Doris says, giving me the side eye, as best she can with her face all bruised up.  “Who is this, Nick?” 
 
    Uh… How to answer that? 
 
    “I’m Elsa,” she walks into the room and gives my grandmother a huge and beautiful smile.  “A friend of Nick’s.  We were working when he got the call so came together.  I wanted to make sure both of you are good before I leave.” 
 
    “He needs you to hold his hand you mean,” Doris gives her a knowing look.  She has no damn idea how close to the truth that is.  “You don’t need to leave, just like you don’t need to stay,” she looks to me.  “I’m fine, the doctors are looking after me.” 
 
    “If you think I’m leaving you, you’re crazy,” I tell her.   
 
    “Well, I’m warning you, I’m tired and I may fall asleep, so you’ll be sitting here staring at my teeth.”   
 
    Elsa lets out a small laugh and Doris smiles at her.   
 
    “You both look as tired as I feel, Nick, why don’t you take Elsa to get some coffee while I have a cat nap.  You can come back and annoy me later.” 
 
    “Doris,” I pinch the bridge of my nose.   
 
    “I’m fine.  Well, as fine as an eighty-year-old with a broken arm and a head injury can be.  Get a drink and something to eat, you’re not eating enough, you’re wasting away as I look at you.” 
 
    Another soft laugh from Elsa.  If anything, I’ve gotten bigger over the last few weeks.  It’s Doris’s way of letting me know it’s okay to leave her.  But I can’t.  Not yet. 
 
    “How about I go get some coffee and sandwiches for all of us?” Elsa suggests.   
 
    “You don’t have to,” I say. 
 
    “Nonsense,” she touches Doris’s good arm and smiles.  “You keep an eye on him while I’m gone.” 
 
    “Oh, I will,” Doris replies.   
 
    We both watch Elsa leave.  Doris turns her inquisitive gaze on me.  “I like her.” 
 
    “Yeah… well…” 
 
    “Are you courting her?” 
 
    “No one says courting anymore, Doris,” I pull up a seat and sit down. 
 
    “Okay then, are you bumping uglies?”  My eyes widen in horror and Doris chuckles.  “Doing the horizontal mambo?” 
 
    “If you don’t quit it,” I groan.   
 
    “She’s very pretty, and kind too. She has kind eyes, and a beautiful smile.  She looks at you like she knows you well.” 
 
    “We’re… Friends?” I run a hand over the back of my head.  “It’s complicated.” 
 
    Doris frowns at my description.  “Well, uncomplicate it.  Any girl who would come all the way to the hospital with you to see your foolish grandmother, then dash off to get things to take care of you, is a keeper.” 
 
    It’s best not to engage, she’ll just keep at it and the last thing I need is Elsa coming back hearing my grandmother telling me I need to grab Elsa with both hands.  Not that I wouldn’t mind doing that.  Just not in the way Doris means.  Or it could?  I shake those thoughts away.   
 
    I explain to her what the doctor said about her recovery and that she will come home to me, and her face darkens slightly.   
 
    “No,” she says. 
 
    “No?  What do you mean no?  You need to be looked after.” 
 
    “I know that, but not by you.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “I love you, Nick.  I do.  And I’d do anything for you, and I know you’d do the same, but darling,” she picks up my hand and gives it a squeeze.  “You are not showering me.” 
 
    I recoil slightly at that.  “I’ll get a nurse,” I answer quickly. 
 
    “We’ll figure something out, but I won’t impose,” her eyes shutter slightly.   
 
    “You’re my family, you wouldn’t be imposing.” 
 
    “Now is the time to put my savings to use.  I can afford to go to a rehabilitation centre, a place where there are medical professionals to see to me properly.  The lovely nurse who has been looking after me has already told me all about one nearby. I’m actually quite looking forward to the idea.  Can you imagine all the people I’d be able to socialise with?” 
 
    “Doris.  For one, I’m here to look out for you and two, you are not spending your savings on something like that.  Do you know how much money I have?” 
 
    “I’m quite aware, I’ve seen that monster house in Los Angeles and all those huge cars.  Who needs more than one car, Nick?  Seriously?”  she heaves out a sigh and a wince of pain crosses her face.  “I’m tired, Nicky, no more arguing.  Oh, hello dear, why don’t you take that food to a nice bench somewhere where you can enjoy it without listening to me snoring.” 
 
    I turn to see Elsa in the door with a cardboard cup holder and a white bag.   
 
    “Don’t make me call the nurse to clear you out of here,” she pinches the skin on my wrist.   
 
    “This conversation isn’t over.” 
 
    “Of course not, Nicky.  Now get out.” 
 
    I can’t believe she is seriously chasing me out of her room.  As if any of what she is suggesting is going to happen.  I don’t care what she says, I’m not dropping her off at some care home and leaving her to be looked after by strangers.   
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll make sure he’s okay,” Elsa says, eliciting a chuckle from Doris.   
 
    When she closes her eyes, I stand still and stare at her.  I feel sick.  Seeing her there in that hospital bed.  It’s bringing back too many memories of my mom in the same position.  My eyes are frantically moving around the room.   
 
    “Can you hold this?” Elsa shoves the cup holder at me.  The drinks are hot, and I take it and carefully hold it so I don’t spill.  I glance up at her, she’s staring at me in concern but by passing me the hot drinks, she’s made it so I can’t freak out.  She tugs my sleeve.  “Let’s go find that bench,” she turns and heads out of the room. 
 
    I take one look back at my grandmother, who appears to have drifted off into sleep already.  I follow Elsa but check in with the nurses that she is okay to sleep, given the head injury.  They assure me they’re looking after her.  Only once I’m happy with that do they ask for my autograph.  Elsa scowls but I don’t mind, they’re taking care of Doris, signing my name on some paper is the least I can do.   
 
    We end up in the cafeteria, but Elsa takes us to a table right at the back, near the windows and sits us so my back is to the rest of the room.   
 
    “Are you okay?” Elsa asks. 
 
    I scrub a hand down my face.  I’m really not okay.  Anything could have happened.  She could have been hurt so much worse.  “I think I’m in shock,” I say, blowing out a breath.  “It isn’t easy seeing her like that.” 
 
    “No, I can’t imagine but you need to remember, Nick, she’s fine.  Despite the injuries.  She’s definitely feisty, that’s for sure,” Elsa smiles. 
 
    “I’m really sorry to drag you all the way out here.” 
 
    Elsa waves a hand.  “So long as she is okay, that is all that matters and it’s no bother, Nick.  Honestly, I was only going to watch mindless TV.  I don’t have plans.  I’m glad I could be here for you.” 
 
    I can’t help but stare at her.  At this woman who I hurt.  I could have told her the truth back then and spared her the added pain but in my own warped brain I figured it was best she thought the worst of me.  That’s how fucked up my head is.  I suddenly feel the need to tell her, to be honest about what I did, how I lied. Sure, I’d kissed the girl, but not out of choice and once we got in that cab, I realised that and dropped her off.  As far as I was concerned, the kissing part was bad enough.  I deserved to get dumped for that alone.  Being drunk was no excuse.   
 
    She has been so nice to me today, I can’t tell her.  What would be the point, it’s water under the bridge.  Elsa wouldn’t be here with me now if we hadn’t been working together today.  She is stuck in the position where she can’t really leave.    
 
    I’m not particularly hungry but Elsa makes me eat.  She’s right.  We don’t hang around long and I offer to get her a ride before I go back to check on Doris.  She tells me she can sort that herself, she has a driver that Remi has provided for her.  
 
    Archer calls while we’re leaving the cafeteria.  Hearing his voice reminds me he lives with me, and he’ll have to deal with Doris being in our apartment.  I’m sure he won’t complain, but it’s not exactly the best of places for her.  I hate to think of her going to some rehabilitation centre.  She belongs with me, where I can take care of her.  I explain what happened and he says he’s going to come to the hospital. 
 
    “No, one of us here is enough, I’m trying not to let people see me,” I lift the hat, run a hand over my hair, then put it back on.  “Elsa is with me.” 
 
    “Elsa?” he asks, the shock clear in his voice.   
 
    I glance over to see Elsa getting rid of the trash from our food before she looks up, sees me on the phone and then takes out her own cell.  I blow out a breath and lean my shoulder against the nearest wall, facing away from the endless stream of people passing by.  I’m taking my life in my hands here.  I should call Stone, this is fucked up me being here without security.   
 
    “Long story,” I tell him.   
 
    “Okay, well let me know if there is anything I can do.” 
 
    “Yeah, I will.  Although she’s kicked me out of her room already.” 
 
    “Sounds like Doris,” he laughs.  “Nick,” he quietens his voice.  “From what you’ve said, she is gonna be okay.  She’s in the best place, you can move her somewhere else for better care if that is what you want, but she’s gonna be fine.  Nothing can keep Doris down.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” I say.   
 
    And I know he is right about her going somewhere for better care.  As much as I want to take care of her, I’m not stupid.  Doris is right, she’s not going to be able to do anything for herself.  Having a nurse move in with us as well is really going to put pressure on Arch. She’s stubborn and having already spoken to someone about a place she can go, she’ll be set on it and won’t let me argue with her.  She damn sure isn’t paying for it though and I’ll be able to visit her every day.   
 
    I tell Arch I’ll be home soon and end the call.  Luckily, my commercial shoot isn’t for another couple of days.  They want to get the photography out of the way first with the rest of the celebrities.  And the commercials aren’t going to involve our fantasy sets, they’re going to highlight our actual personalities, who we are and what we do, so mine will involve my guitars.  While in my underpants.  I wish I hadn’t signed up for it now.   
 
    As Elsa walks towards me, I realise without having signed on, I wouldn’t have had the opportunity to be around her.  I keep thinking about Doris’s words. Uncomplicate it.  Nothing I could do would change my history with Elsa. 
 
    “My driver is coming.  Will you need a ride?  He will be about a half hour getting here.” 
 
    “I don’t want to leave Doris,” I tell her. 
 
    Elsa nods.  “Okay, but the offer is there.  I’ll call and let you know when I’m heading out,” she pats my arm, then leans up on her toes and kisses my cheek.  “If you need anything, Nick.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I stare at her, no idea how she can be so sweet to me.  I guess it’s her nature.  Another reason why hanging out with me is never going to work.  Or so I’ve told myself over and over.   
 
    I head back up to Doris’s room, leaving Elsa waiting for her ride.  I need a talk with Doris about what we’re going to do and I’m fairly sure there will be some arguing.  She’s still asleep when I get back but has left a message with one of the nurses for me.   
 
    She gives me a rueful smile and tells me not to shoot the messenger which sets my teeth on edge.   
 
    “She wants me to tell you this.  Don’t be here when she wakes up. Call to get her booked in at the centre.  I have all the details for it,” the nurse tells me with an amused smile on her face now.  I’ve already given her an autograph, so fortunately, she is being a professional.  “She said if it isn’t done when she wakes up, she’ll disown you.  And you’re to make sure your friend gets home safe.  No boy she raised will leave a girl to get herself back home when it’s getting dark out.” 
 
    “She’s a piece of work,” I mutter. 
 
    “But she loves you, and I see you love her.  But I wouldn’t want to cross her,” she pulls a leaflet from her pocket.  “Here.  This place is great, believe me.  It’s not a home for the elderly.  It’s a proper medical facility, she’ll be well cared for, there are physiotherapists on site, as well as specialised physicians and carers.  She won’t need to be there long, but I genuinely think she will benefit from a couple of weeks there, at least until Christmas.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I take the leaflet.  “I’ll think about it.” 
 
    “Well, I’ll let you tell her that part.  You’ve got your work cut out for you if you disobey her.” 
 
    “Don’t I know it.  You’re sure she is okay?” 
 
    “Perfectly fine.  I won’t lie about her pain, but we’re managing it, she’s in good hands Mr Chambers.  I promise.” 
 
    I thank her again.  I’m still not convinced about this home thing.  I could move in with her, rather than inconvenience Archer.  I’m not scared of Doris.  And I owe her.  A hell of a lot.  I can’t turn my back on her now.   
 
    “You didn’t let that girl go home alone, did you?” 
 
    Shit.  The nurse pats my arm, then heads back to the nurse’s station.  I take out my phone and tap it against my hand.  Do I really want to do this?  Ever since I saw her standing there in that robe, I’ve had ideas in my head about how to make things right between us.  Even if only to be friends.  She’s a part of my group of friends, it would make sense we repair our relationship, to a degree.  I call her, hoping the number I have for her is the same one.  She picks up on the second ring.   
 
    “My grandma told me if I let you go home alone, she’ll never forgive me.”  
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Fifteen 
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    I try to tell Nick it isn’t like I am going home alone.  I have a personal driver, in a tinted window SUV that I am pretty sure is bulletproof too.  I don’t protest too much though, he looks tired, it has been a long day for both of us, him more so.  My innate curiosity wants me to ask about his closeness to his grandmother.  I know from Jenna he was raised by her when his mom died, something about that always called to me, but we never really talked about it in the few months we were together.  I never felt like it was the right time to ask about his dead mother.   
 
    When we pull up outside his building, he is about to thank me when he groans and rubs his eyes. 
 
    “What?” I ask, concern filling my tone. 
 
    Then a face is at the window, hands cupped around his eyes as if he can see inside.   
 
    “Is that Jordan?” I ask with a short laugh. 
 
    “Yeah,” Nick sighs. 
 
    “He’s sweet,” I say. 
 
    “He’s something,” Nick retorts and opens the door, almost knocking Jordan over.   
 
    “Knew that would be you,” Jordan’s face appears inside the car.  “Elsa?” he cocks his head, then looks at Nick and gives him a smile that suggests something beyond what this is.   
 
    “What are you doing here?” Nick asks. 
 
    “Archer called and told me about Doris.  He said we couldn’t go to the hospital, so this is the next best thing.  Is she alright?”  
 
    “Yeah, I think so.  Some broken bones but she’s good.” 
 
    “Sir, I don’t mean to interrupt but I think we’re drawing some attention.” 
 
    We all look at Thomas and he nods his head at the sidewalk.   
 
    “We should go,” Nick says, grabbing his bag.  “Elsa, thank you for today.” 
 
    “No pro-” 
 
    “Come on, Elsa, we have beers and chips and the soccer,” Jordan pulls a face as Nick gets out past him.  He nudges him back and I get the feeling Nick doesn’t want me to come up.  I don’t think I should either.  But before I can protest, Jordan takes my hand and half drags me out of the back seat. I have no choice but to slide along and clamber out.  “It’ll be like old times and take Nicky’s mind off everything.” 
 
    “Jordan, for fucks sake,” Nick sighs.  He looks to me.  “I’m sorry about this.” 
 
    “Is that Jordan Adair? Oh my God, it is!” A couple of women are gawping at him.  “And Nick.  Holy shit!” the voice screeches.   
 
    A man opens the door to Nick’s apartment building and steps out, he’s wearing a uniform and I realise he’s the doorman.  He calls out to Nick.  They have no choice but to hurry inside, Jordan waving with one hand and keeping tight hold of me with the other.  Thomas gets out of the car and looks at me in surprise.     
 
    “She’ll call you,” Jordan tells him as we hurry inside the lobby of Nick’s building and the doorman closes the door, locking out the fans that have started to gather.   
 
    Normally, I know they’re not that rude to fans, but these are exceptional circumstances.  I pull my hand out of Jordan’s grip and frown at him.  “I’ll wait for that to die down,” I point through the doors as they move away from the glass.  “Then leave.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Jordan puts his arm around me.  “It’s been forever.  I never got to talk to you at Remi’s party.  Sly dog, keeping that to yourself too,” Jordan prods my side, making me flinch away.   
 
    “Jordan, let her go.” 
 
    He ignores him and heads to the elevator pressing the call button, still holding on to me.  Nick doesn’t argue but gives me an apologetic look.  Well, it’s not like I had any other plans.  We go upstairs in silence and Nick lets us into the apartment.  I’ve never been here before and take it all in with a sweeping glance.  It’s nowhere near on the scale of Remi’s place but it’s nice, manly and neat as a pin. 
 
    “Hey, how is she?” Archer gets up off a sofa in the centre of the open plan space.  There is a soccer game on the huge TV screen.  He does a double take when he sees me.  “Elsa?” 
 
    I wave awkwardly. 
 
    “She brought Nicky back, so I invited her up,” Jordan explains. 
 
    “And you’re here, why?  I told you he was staying at the hospital,” Archer turns to Nick.  “Why aren’t you at the hospital?” 
 
    “Doris sent me away.” 
 
    Jordan laughs, finally relinquishing his hold on me, he heads to the kitchen, which is all part of the same open space and opens the refrigerator like he lives here.  I suppose he does feel at home here.  I know how close they all are, practically living in each other’s pockets. 
 
    “And I’m not entirely sure how I ended up here,” I point out. 
 
    “I know,” Nick rolls his eyes.  “I’m gonna just get changed.  Elsa, you honestly don’t need to stay.” 
 
    “Nah, she does, I need to talk to her anyway.  Elsa, what are you doing on Christmas eve?” 
 
    Nick looks from Jordan back to me, then him and Archer share a look.   
 
    “I’ll be back in L.A.  Why?”   
 
    It is not intimidating standing here between three members of BreakNeck as they clearly have a silent conversation around me.  Archer is still surprised, Nick looks like he wants to throttle Jordan, who is grinning widely.  Nick heads off to get changed while Jordan brings us a beer and tells me to get comfortable.  He asks me why we’re together, with a suggestive wiggle of his eyebrows.  I explain about the photoshoot and know as soon as the words leave my mouth, I’ve messed up.   
 
    Archer hangs his head but he’s laughing.  Then he produces his phone and passes it to Jordan.  He hoots out a laugh and turns the phone to me.  I try not to react, given I saw him in the flesh like that earlier.  Would it be wrong to ask him to send that to me? 
 
    “You sly dog,” Jordan turns the phone when Nick comes in and shakes it.   
 
    Nick glares at Archer who just shrugs.   “You sent it.” 
 
    With a groan, Nick slumps onto the sofa across from me and grabs a beer.   
 
    “So, what is the deal with Doris?” Archer asks.   
 
    Nick explains everything and about the rehabilitation facility the nurses recommended.  Nick floats the idea of her coming here and although Archer seems okay with it, it’s obvious to everyone it isn’t the right way to go.  I sit and listen to them talking, slowly sipping my beer.  Jordan and Archer eventually convince Nick to let Doris go where she will be looked after properly, and Jordan changes the subject to his Christmas eve party at Jenna’s moms.   
 
    I’ve met Sandy a couple of times and really enjoy her company.  She shares the same kind of outlook on life as me and we bonded over our love of nature and art and all things creative.  But I genuinely don’t know if I’ll even still be in New York in another couple of weeks’ time.  In fact, I was planning on visiting my dad over the holidays.  I tell him all this. 
 
    “Invite your dad,” Jordan says, waving a hand as if that is not a big deal.  “The more the merrier.” 
 
    “You should just ignore him, we do,” Archer says.  “But I’m sure Sandy wouldn’t mind.” 
 
    “Thank you, but dad and his partner have plans in L.A.” 
 
    Jordan pouts and I laugh.  I’ve missed being around him.  He always knows how to lighten the mood.  I’ve barely interacted with Nick since we all sat down, despite the chatter going on, but I keep glancing over at him.  A couple of times I catch him looking at me too and I can’t help but flash back to earlier, to us being pressed together, and his… mishap.  I start to flush a little at the memory and glance over to see his eyes boring into me, as if he knows where my thoughts have gone.  He shifts in his seat.  Archer shouts and makes me jump, as he lifts out of his chair, his fists clenched. 
 
    “Fuck, you scared me,” Jordan says and glances at the screen.  “What does he see in this sport?”  
 
    “It’s a great sport,” Archer defends as he sits back down.  “Plus, I have a bet on this game.  And if it stays the way it is, I’m set to pick up a fairly decent pay out.  We need the points too.  We’re way at the bottom of the standings.” 
 
    Without meaning to, I get involved in the match, and pretty soon I’m cheering on Archer’s team too while Nick goes to make some calls about his grandma and Jordan drinks, making ridiculous comments about the players.  Archer just ignores him.   I end up having a lot of fun.  I miss being around these guys.  All it’s missing is Jenna and Adam. 
 
    Nick comes back and tells us he’s got Doris all set up with a room at the place the hospital recommended, and he’ll be going out there tomorrow to check it out. 
 
    “I should get going,” I say rising.  “I have to be back over in Jersey for six thirty.” 
 
    “Do you think I could get in on the action?” Jordan is sprawled sideways in the corner of the sectional.  “I think I’d make a fantastic underwear model.” 
 
    “I think they’re all set,” I say.  “Hate to disappoint you.” 
 
    “Yeah, they got the BreakNeck star they wanted,” Nick adds with a grin.  “Have you called your driver, or do you need a ride?” Nick asks me. 
 
    I hold up my phone.  “I’ve already texted Thomas.” 
 
    “I’ll see you out,” Nick says, heading to the door and slipping his feet into his sneakers.   
 
    I wave to the others, Jordan yelling, reminding me to think about the Christmas eve celebrations.  Archer just lifts his hand, way too invested in the game.   
 
    “Sorry about that,” Nick says.  “You really didn’t need to stick around.” 
 
    “It was fun,” I say.  “It was good to hang out again.  I’ve missed Jordan’s exuberance.” 
 
    “He’s an idiot,” Nick says flatly.  
 
    “Don’t be mean.” 
 
    “He won’t stop going on at you about the party.  He’ll get Jenna in on it too when she comes back, so you should be prepared for that.” 
 
    The elevator arrives and we get on.  “Truth is, I’m not sure where I’ll be.  I had planned to be in the city working on that movie till late January, I was going to take a trip back to L.A. to see my parents.” 
 
    “Those assholes.  You really shouldn’t let them get away with that, Elsa.  You don’t want that hanging over you, you didn’t deserve to be fired over something so stupid.” 
 
    I just shrug, I don’t know what else to say.  I really don’t want to bring up Joel.  God, Joel.  I’m supposed to be going to his leaving party in a few days.  And I know what he wants from me.  Up until this morning, I’d been all ready to commit to it too.   
 
    As we exit into the lobby, Nick nods at the doorman then heads over to look through the glass, Thomas isn’t here yet.  At least the fans from before aren’t still hanging around outside.   
 
    “Listen, thanks for today,” Nick says, rubbing a hand over the back of his neck.  “I’m not sure how I would have coped with that whole thing if you hadn’t been there to ground me.” 
 
    “You would have been fine, but don’t worry about it.  I’m glad I could help.” 
 
    I suddenly become aware of our proximity.  It’s nowhere near like where we were earlier today but for some reason, fully clothed, a couple of feet between us, staring at each other, I feel more exposed than I did then.   
 
    “Elsa,” Nick starts.   
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    His mouth opens and closes, like he has something important he wants to say but he shakes his head a little.  “I’ll see you in a couple of days, for the commercial?” 
 
    Whatever he’d been about to say, he chickened out of.  I nod my head.  Yeah, I am going to see him again.  In his underwear.  Again.  At least this time, I won’t be rubbing up against him.  And that thought sends a blush right down my face and neck.  Nick doesn’t miss a damn thing and his lip tilts in a suggestive smile.   
 
    “Stop it,” I push him, and he laughs.  And that does something to my insides.   
 
    “Stop what?”  
 
    I can’t really answer that without giving away what I am thinking of. Maybe we can be okay?  Maybe all it took to break the ice was him rubbing his hard on up against me and his grandma getting in an accident.  I feel horrible for even thinking that.  But in the short time I spent with her, I already know I like Doris.  And I’m not totally against the other thing either. 
 
    Stop it, Elsa.  I glance out and see Thomas pulling up.  I’ll have to buy him something to apologise for all this running around he is doing.  I doubt he has worked this much for Remi.  I tell Nick he doesn’t need to come out, on the off chance more fans are hanging around.   
 
    “Seriously, though.  Thank you for today.  I would have lost my shit.” 
 
    “No problem,” I say.   
 
    Nick leans in and kisses my cheek.  He lingers there a little and my heart wallops around in my chest, but he pulls back.  “See you soon,” he tells me.   
 
    “Uh huh,” I say, drawing another sexy grin to his lips.   
 
    He holds the door open, and I slip out, grateful for the slap of cold air that hits me straight in the face.  It serves as a reality check too.  No matter what is running through my head, or how I struggle not to reach up and touch where Nick kissed me.  I have to remind myself the only reason I was in his apartment tonight is because Jordan forced me.  Nick had no intention of inviting me to stay.  But I’m getting such mixed signals from him.  He has something he wanted to say, but for whatever reason, he stopped.   
 
    I could drive myself crazy thinking about it.  So I decide not to.  That is easier said than done. 
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    The following evening, after another long day on set, but one where I actually did my day job, I walk into Remi’s apartment with my phone ringing.  The display says Jenna is calling.  I slip out of my shoes and walk to the kitchen as I answer.   
 
    “Hey, how is Hawaii?” 
 
    “Absolutely gorgeous.  It’s warm, relaxing, and beautiful and Adam is actually letting himself chill, so that alone is worth the trip.” 
 
    “Good, I’m glad.  Why are you calling me?” 
 
    “Jordan called.” 
 
    “Ohhh.” 
 
    “Yeah, ohhh.  You did some underwear modelling?  With Nick?” she practically squeals.   
 
    I guess Nick filled them in on my change of roles on set the other day.  I hadn’t planned on letting any of the girls know.  Although how I thought I’d get away with that when the campaign actually comes out is anyone’s guess.   
 
    “I want to know everything.” 
 
    “There is nothing to tell.  We worked together, we were professional.” 
 
    “Yeah, uh huh, and then you went back to Nick’s place.” 
 
    “Because Jordan kidnapped me from the car,” I open the fridge and grab a carton of cranberry juice, turning to get a glass from the cupboard.  I put the call on speaker and set it on the countertop.   
 
    “If you hadn’t have wanted to go in, you would have fought him on it,” Jenna points out matter of factly.  I don’t disagree.  “So, are you seeing him again?” 
 
    “I don’t know how you managed to get seeing him again from this, Jenna,” I pick up my glass of juice and head out to the living room. I take a seat at the bar in the corner, leaning my elbows on the surface.  “I’ll see him in a professional capacity.” 
 
    “In his undies,” she laughs. 
 
    “Jenna, for fucks sake, will you let it go,” a male voice calls. 
 
    “Listen to him,” I tell her agreeing with Adam.  “You’re hoping for something that won’t happen.” 
 
    “Hush both of you.  Let my romantic heart believe that things can be fixed.  Besides, a little birdy told me what happened that night might not be what you think.” 
 
    I sit up straight and stare at my phone.  She doesn’t need to explain what night she is referring to.  “What is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “Jenna,” Adam calls out.   
 
    Jenna lets out a shriek and there is a weird shuffling sound and then a door slamming.   
 
    “What the hell are you two doing?” 
 
    “He’s trying to stop me telling you, so I’ve locked myself in the bathroom,” she says a little breathlessly.   
 
    “Tell me what?” I breathe out. 
 
    “That nothing happened with that woman.” 
 
    “Jenna, you and I both saw him with his tongue down her throat.” 
 
    “No, we saw a kiss and them getting in a cab.” 
 
    “Same difference,” I frown and get up.  I start to pace.  “And if it was anything other than what I saw, then why wouldn’t Nick defend himself?” 
 
    “Because he’s got abandonment issues.” 
 
    I stop pacing and frown at the phone.  I have no idea what she means.   
 
    “Don’t say anything,” her voice is hushed.  “Adam will kill me.  But he said his mom dying and not knowing who his dad is has messed him up and, it hurts my heart because he is so sweet and kind but he’s letting those things get in the way of what he wants.  He hasn’t had a lasting loving relationship, ever, because of that.” 
 
    “Jenna,” I close my eyes.  This isn’t helping me.  In fact, it’s hurting.  Plus, she really shouldn’t be telling me Nick’s deepest insecurities like this.  Especially not after what I saw today.  Although it does put his reaction into perspective.  Doris is all he has left, besides his BreakNeck family.   
 
    “I know, I’m sorry, but I just want you to know that you could give him the benefit of the doubt. He dropped her off and then went home.  It wasn’t what we thought.  And, well, I feel bad for him.  I want him to be happy and I know you’d make him happy.  He just needs to see that.” 
 
    “How am I supposed to do that?” I sigh, collecting the phone and plopping down on the sofa in a heap.  There is no point getting angry with her.  I can get angry later about this.  “Without telling him I know he can’t sustain a relationship, because he believes whoever he is with is going to leave him?  So he messes it up and leaves first.  That’s what abandonment issues are, right?  That is something he needs to work on himself.  I can’t fix that.  No one can, Jenna.” 
 
    She’s silent for a minute.  “I’ve had too much wine and messed up doing this.  Adam is growling outside the door.  I’m in so much trouble.” 
 
    “Oh Jen… You and your romantic heart.  Tell Adam I won’t say anything, and I promise I won’t, but it has put me in an awkward position, considering I’ll be working with him in a couple of days.” 
 
    “Sorry,” she whispers.   
 
    “It’s okay, just go smooth things over with Adam, you don’t need to tell him how much you’ve told me.  I’ll take it to the grave.  Just… You can’t force this, Jenna.  I can’t afford to have my heart broken again, and trying to fix Nick would do that.” 
 
    “I know, you’re right, it just makes me sad.  Losing Doris will crush him, and this accident has showed him it’s a reality he may have to face soon.” 
 
    “I have it on good authority Doris is in fine health, just slowed down a bit with her broken arm.  She’s going to be fine.” 
 
    “She was eighty a couple of weeks ago.  Oh, shit, Adam is banging on the door.  I have to go.” 
 
    “No more wine for you.  Sun, sand and sex, if Adam will let you,” I laugh.  “Go be with your man, Jenna.  And please stop worrying about everyone else.” 
 
    “Okay.  I’ll see you in a few days.” 
 
    We end the call and I drop the phone to my side and stare off into space.  This shouldn’t affect me or my feelings towards Nick.  Without wanting to admit I’m curious, I do a quick internet search on him.  He never really talked about his family when we were together.  Not that I did either, he knows about my parents’ divorce, that my mom remarried, and dad is now in a relationship with a man.  He never met them though.   
 
    There is no further information than what I already know about his upbringing.  The rest of the band are fiercely protective of their family and try to keep them out of the public eye.   
 
    It's none of my business.  And I cannot let this new knowledge affect me. Although I can’t help but remember how he held Doris’s hand, how he fought his emotions in that moment just before she opened her eyes and saw him there.   
 
    Whether he took that woman home or not, the intention was there, and we were together.   
 
    I can’t allow myself to forget that. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Sixteen 
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    The last two days have been spent going from the facility where Doris has moved in and her apartment, making sure it is safe for her when she gets back.  I’ve spent a fortune making sure everything is accessible, installed everything on offer to make the place safer, right down to remodelling her kitchen.  She will kick my ass because I’ve used a company that specialises in adapting homes for disabled people, or those in wheelchairs.  But when it comes to her health and her safety, I’m not going to be deterred. I am not taking any more chances.  If I could move her over to Manhattan, nearer to me, I would. That would be a step too far in Doris’s eyes.  She still needs her independence.  But she can’t argue with me on this.  I won’t let her.   
 
    I’ve just finished getting all of her kitchenware back into the new low cupboards, and head into the living room with a bottle of water and some chips.  I’ve been here most of the day and neglected to eat.  Far too busy making sure everything is just right.  I sit down and put my feet up, knowing Doris would make me take them off but what she doesn’t know won’t hurt her.   
 
    My phone lights up as I settle in with an exhausted exhale.  It’s a message from Louis at Instinct.  I pick it up and flick in to read it.  I’d put off my commercial shoot yesterday, telling her I had a family emergency, which she was fine about but they are going to need me there tomorrow because they only have the studio for two more days.  Her message is just checking I’m able to go.  I reply straight away because I don’t want to let anyone down, letting her know I’ll be there. 
 
    Part of me wishes I’d ended this with the photoshoot, because I know Elsa is going to be there and after the other day, things are a little awkward now.  I could have ripped Jordan’s head off when he invited her in. Everyone was having a great time while she was there, everyone except me. Mostly because I’d remembered how cool she is, watching her hang out with my friends, plus how she’d been there for me when I’d completely lost my shit on the way to the hospital.  I’d really fucked up where Elsa is concerned.  I’d never let her see how I felt though, in fact, I’d come on a bit strong right before she left.  I’d been a cocky asshole when she blushed after I kissed her cheek.   
 
    I’m not going back to see Doris again today, but I also don’t particularly want to be around people, and Archer has invited his brothers over to watch a game.  I’m glad he’s getting close with them again.  The break is really helping him.  But I’m not in the mood to be social.  So much so, I switch off my phone.  After finishing my water and chips while watching some mindless TV court show, I get up to use the bathroom.  On the way back, I pass the spare bedroom.  There is a bed in there for whenever Doris has guests, but it’s mostly used as storage.  Usually, it’s clean and tidy and I’ve never really had reason to go in there, but I notice a few boxes on the floor as I pass by.  I go in to straighten them up and close the blinds as it’s getting darker.  As I lift one of the boxes, I spot a photograph of my mom.  It momentarily stuns me.  It’s been so long since I’ve looked at pictures of her. 
 
    On the wall in our apartment, I have just one portrait of her. It is a side on shot where she is looking out over the ocean.  We were on vacation at Jones Beach with Doris, I must have been about twelve at the time.  It was one of the best vacations I’ve ever had because I had my very own Nikon camera that mom got me for Christmas the year before.  I took that photo and mom loved it so much, she’d put it up in our house.  So, no matter where I lived, that picture came with me.  But this photo is face forward and she’s smiling so huge.   
 
    I set the box down and open up the lid.  There are lots of folders and a few smaller boxes inside.  It looks like the photograph has spilled from a box of them.  I lift it out and sit down on the bed.  Taking out the rest of the pictures, I flick through them, a small smile gracing my lips as I see these old memories brought to life.  Our first Christmas in the new house in White Plains where we had barely any furniture, so Doris had brought around these huge beanbags she got in a thrift store.  We lived like that for about three weeks, because mom wouldn’t go stay with Doris at her place when we had finally got our own house after living in an apartment for so long.   
 
    I laugh out loud when I get to a photograph of the band.  Jesus we were so young, all gangly arms and legs and serious faces as we put together what had originally been called the Smashing Fists.  We all look so stern with our instruments in Adam’s parents’ garage.  Then as we got bigger, we moved to our place because we had more room.   
 
    I find one of me and mom with Jordan, he’s standing on something behind her with his drumsticks up in the air and his mouth wide open, like he’s screaming something.  My head is tipped back to look at him and mom has her arm wrapped around me, the cheesiest grin on her face.  That was about a year before she was diagnosed.  When she was healthy and beautiful and so full of life.   
 
    “Fuck,” I mutter, setting the pictures aside as a well of emotions rises up inside me.   
 
    Beneath that box is another one, with older photographs, pictures of when mom was young, with Doris and Jackson, my grandfather.  I flick through a few more then put them back into the box.  When Doris comes home, I’ll ask if I can take some of them.  I won’t do it without asking first.  I glance at the cupboard that is built into an alcove in the wall, which must be where Doris keeps these boxes.  I’m not sure why they’re out but I’ll tidy up for her.  I stand and grab the box but don’t get hold of it properly and one of the corner flaps tears, making me lose my grip on it and the whole thing falls, the contents spill out onto the floor. 
 
    Just my fucking luck, I stare at all the papers and photographs spread out and all messed up.  Crap, Doris is going to lose her shit, she’s very neat and orderly, everything in its place.  I crouch down and start pulling it all into a pile, gathering up the photographs first because I at least know where they’re supposed to be.  As I’m sorting them, I notice a picture of mom with a man I don’t recognise. 
 
    My heart pounds as I reach for it.  Mom is smiling as she holds onto the arm the man has across her middle.  He’s got her pulled up tight against him.  I can’t make out where they are in the picture, but the guy looks to be a lot older than her, mom is a teenager, this guy looks closer to late twenties or even my age, his hair greying slightly.  They’re quite clearly in an embrace, not just posing for a photograph.  I drop down on my ass and stare at it for a long time.   
 
    I thought I had a look of my grandfather, but this guy…. He’s my doppelganger.  I reach for the other photographs and start searching through them, looking for any more of him, but I don’t find anything.  Then I notice the papers are all legal documents, important papers Doris has kept together.  I don’t know what I’m looking for, but I start pulling them apart, trying to find something that might explain who this guy is.  Did Doris get this box out to look at because I’d mentioned my father? 
 
    After searching and reading through more papers I finally come across my birth certificate.  Doris told me it was lost in one of our moves when I was little.  We’d bounced around a few apartments in New York and even Chicago for a while until we settled in White Plains to be closer to my grandparents.  I zero in on the parents’ names without hesitation.   
 
    Cora Leanne Chambers is listed as the mother, my eyes move straight to the father’s name.  Derrick Atwater.  I’ve never heard of him.  Never heard mom or my grandparents mention the name before.  Is that who this guy in the photograph is?  I can’t go to Doris and ask because I know how upset she gets when I ask about him.  But now I have a name, and a face.  I don’t need to ask her for anything else.  I don’t need to upset her.  Sitting back down amongst all the papers, I lean back against the bed and stare through the window.   
 
    I hadn’t gotten around to closing the blinds before my trip down memory lane.  The stars are out full force.  It’s one of the things I love about being back here, sometimes the stars are so clear it’s like looking at a picture.  In L.A. it was a struggle to see anything beyond the smog in the night sky.   
 
    I look back at the photograph.  I have his eyes, the ice blue is so unique, there is no way this guy is anyone other than my father.  So where is he?  What is the big secret about his identity?  Is it because he looks a lot older than my mom?  Did my grandparents not approve of him?  Why would no one ever answer my questions when it’s clear from this picture that they were, at one point in time, happy? 
 
    I’m not sure how long I sit in amongst all the papers lost in all kinds of crazy thoughts about this man, before I realise how late it’s gotten, and I need to go.  I tidy up as best I can and leave the boxes where I found them.  I don’t want Doris to know what I’ve stumbled across, but I take the picture, and my birth certificate and carefully fold them up in my pocket.  After making sure everything is where it is supposed to be, I head out and down to my car.   
 
    My head is awash with all kinds of things as I drive back across the bridge.  I need to talk to someone about this but at the same time, until I have answers, I’m not sure I want to put this out there.  I genuinely don’t know what to make of it.   
 
    I know my father’s name. 
 
    Archer’s brothers are still here when I arrive home.  I greet them well enough but beg off staying up for a drink, explaining I have to be in Jersey early in the morning. Which I do.  And as much as I want to blow that off, I can’t let Louis down.  Archer watches me as I wish them goodnight and I wonder if he can see through me and know I’ve found something I’ve spent most of my life wondering about.  Not that that is even possible.  No one would ever consider that, but I suspect he thinks there is something wrong.  Then I realise he’s halfway to drunk and he calls me a pussy for going to bed like a grandpa, then goes back to his brothers.  I can take that if it means he hasn’t read anything into my expression. 
 
    I set the documents in the top drawer of my dresser, then get a quick shower, one so I’m ready to go in the morning and two because I feel as if I need to wash away… something.  Though I’m not sure what.  I don’t actually need to look at the picture again because his face is seared into my brain.   
 
    Derrick Atwater.  God, is he even still alive?  Christ, he wasn’t that old in the pictures.  He’s in his mid-sixties at the most, not exactly ancient, but also not far off my grandparents age either.  Although my mom died young, who’s to say this guy didn’t.  That thought sends my mind spiralling again.  I can’t have got this far in finding out my father’s identity only to learn he’s dead.   
 
    I get out of the shower, wrap a towel around me and forego getting dried, just grab my phone and open up Google.  I type in his name.  It comes up with a lot of hits but after changing it to an image search, I come across a picture of a distinguished looking older man with other older men in suits.  They look like businessmen, or politicians.   
 
    I click into the photograph and walk backwards, dropping onto the chair by the window in my bedroom.  My eyes fly over the article about how he is the CEO of a multimillion-dollar conglomerate who made his fortune on the stock market and now owns so many different kinds of businesses, it’s impossible to figure what they all do. He’s based in California, it doesn’t surprise me to find out he lives in Beverley Hills.  The man is a millionaire many times over.  
 
    The business world is all Greek to me.  I’m by no means dumb but this is all high-level CEO stuff that I’ll never be able to understand.  I read article after article about him, his charity work, his philanthropy.  His family.  There are photographs of him and his wife, who is the same age as him.  He has three children, all of whom work for him in high level positions.  Two sons and a daughter.  I shake my head at the family resemblance, particularly to the eldest son.   
 
    After a while, I toss my phone on the dresser beside the chair and close my eyes.  That was a massive information dump.  I’d gone from knowing nothing, to knowing everything.  Including the fact that when I was born, Derrick Atwater was happily married with his first son on the way.  Rhett Atwater is the same age as I am.  
 
    So that is why Doris hates him.  That is why no one wanted to talk about him, or why he wasn’t around.   
 
    I’m a bastard. 
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    It’s a damn good job Max picked me up again because I barely managed to get out of bed after my alarm went off.  Someone is going to have to use a lot of make-up on me today.  I hope it won’t be Elsa.  She’ll see right through whatever façade I put on for everyone today.   Luckily, Archer isn’t up, and I doubt he will be for a while given the mess in the living room.  It had to have been wild for Arch not to clean up before he went to bed. 
 
    I’m almost reluctant to get out of the car when we pull up at the studio, but I do it, because it’s expected of me.  I’ve always got to turn on the Nick Chambers persona.  It doesn’t matter that I’m dying inside.  That the realisation I meant nothing to the man who fathered me fucking hurts.  But I’m angry too.  Angry that he abandoned my mom.  We didn’t have much growing up, mom worked hard to give us the things we needed.  That scumbag hadn’t supported us.  Part of me knows mom would have been prideful and not expected anything.  I’d looked at that photograph again before I left and all I’d seen in her eyes was happiness, and hope.  The more I studied it, the more it looked as if Atwater hadn’t realised he’d been photographed.   
 
    Fuck, it would ruin his reputation if anyone found out he had an illegitimate son.  I enter the studio with a heavy heart but smile at everyone I meet, ask how they are, and I accept a coffee from the woman who gave me her number the other day.  A number I’d found in my jacket pocket when I was trying to sort out my grandma’s accommodation, crumpled up and tossed away.   
 
    Elsa had seen that encounter, and it surprised me how she looked when she did.  I’d expected her to have a knowing look, like it was what she expected of me, but that wasn’t what she conveyed.  She seemed irritated, but at the woman.  At the time, I’d been elated by that reaction, but it all fell by the wayside when I got the call about Doris.   
 
    “Oh fuck, you look like hell.” 
 
    I look up to see Arizona marching towards me.  There is a lot more activity and equipment in the studio today, large cameras and although there are sets, they are nowhere near as elaborate.  I'm surprised to see a number of guitars lined up against the wall and I’m momentarily distracted by the fact they’re all Warwick’s.  I vaguely recall Francis saying they were using this as an opportunity to partner up Warwick and Instinct.  He was brokering a deal for it that was going to see me getting paid extra for advertising their instruments.   
 
    “What on earth were you up to last night?”  
 
    “Sorry, it was a late one.  I’ve had some issues with my grandma.” 
 
    “Oh, shit, yes.  I’m sorry.  How is she?” he asks, genuinely concerned. 
 
    I explain the situation and although he looks at me as if to say that doesn’t seem to warrant the shit show I look this morning, he doesn’t comment further.  Just marches me towards the make-up and wardrobe room.  Jackie is inside laughing with a woman I don’t recognise.  I’m half glad and half disappointed not to see Elsa in here.  Jackie smiles broadly when she sees me, then her lips tilt into a frown. 
 
    “Yeah, I look like shit,” I say, dropping my bag and walking to the chair.   
 
    “Well, I wasn’t going to comment.” 
 
    “Like hell you weren’t,” I give her a tired smile.  I hold out my hands.  “You got your work cut out for you today.” 
 
    “I’m up for the challenge,” she laughs.  “I think.” 
 
    “Well, we’ve got about twenty minutes before we start filming, so you better get the trowels out,” Arizona looks frazzled but leaves us to it muttering something about Louis kicking someone’s ass.  Mine I suspect.   
 
    “Late night party?” Jackie asks. 
 
    “Something like that,” I smile, though I catch my reflection and see it looks about as fake as it feels.   
 
    I lean back and close my eyes, letting her get to work.  It doesn’t take her long and she does actually work a fucking miracle because I look good when she’s done.  This time they’ve gone with my usual floppy and messy hair, not the slicked back look.  I remember this is supposed to be the real us, so I’m just a more polished, more pore-less version of myself.  Wardrobe arrives next and I’m stuffed into another pair of tight white boxer briefs.  I forego the robe because it’s hot as hell in here, despite the vast space, and head out to the set.   
 
    “Arizona must have been seeing things, or Jackie needs a raise,” Louis tells me. 
 
    “The second one,” I say with a half-smile.   
 
    “We’re just finishing setting everything up, Arizona will run through what we need from you today.  It’s pretty standard, we’ve lined up some of your music to accompany the scenes, but we have a board showing you how it’s gonna play out, good with you?” 
 
    I nod.  Louis claps her hands and Arizona appears out of nowhere, ushering me over to a large whiteboard with a number of drawings, pictures and directions.  Once I’m sure of what they want, I head over to the array of guitars, the sight of them taking my mind away from the turbulent thoughts I’ve not been able to stray too far from.  I pick one up and pluck a few chords.  A man approaches.  I recognise him from Warwick and lower the guitar to shake his hand.  We make small talk and I manage to pull off that I’m not dying to get this over with.  That’s when I see her.   
 
    Elsa comes out of a room just behind the Warwick guy, and like the magnet that always seems to appear between us, her eyes automatically find me.  And it’s like everything else ceases to exist.  She smiles hesitantly, it looks like she’s warring with herself, but politeness wins out and she heads over.   
 
    “How is Doris?” she asks straight away.   
 
    “Good, settling into the facility.” 
 
    “I figured you wouldn’t get your way.  She’s very strong willed.” 
 
    “That’s her.”  I agree.  The Warwick guy wanders off, leaving us alone.  Elsa’s eyes dip to my outfit and her cheeks tint before she lifts her eyes back up.  “Like what you see?”  Shit, I can’t help but flirt.   
 
    “Hmm,” Elsa puts one finger to her chin in a thoughtful gesture.  “I think it hits the brief.” 
 
    “Literally,” I say on a laugh.  The first genuine one since I knew my grandma was safe.   
 
    Elsa chuckles too.  She glances at the guitar still in my hand, then looks up at me.  A small frown line appears between her brows as she studies me.  “Are you sure you’re okay?” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t I be?” I ask.   
 
    “I don’t know. You seem, sad, you definitely look tired.” 
 
    I’m a little off balance that she sees what no one else has.  “All good,” I tell her defensively.   
 
    “Okay,” she says, but she doesn’t look convinced.   
 
    I try to push thoughts of Atwater out of my head.  As far as I am concerned, that man isn’t my dad.  Now that I know who he is, I’m not sure I want to find him, speak to him.  He never wanted me so why should I seek him out. 
 
    “Nick?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I come out of the thoughts I got lost in.   
 
    “They’re ready for you,” Elsa indicates behind me.  I turn to see Louis watching me.   
 
    “Shit,” I mutter.  “Better go,” I tell Elsa. 
 
    “Have fun,” she says.  “Break a leg, or you know, don’t.” 
 
    I laugh again and turn away from her, before I do something stupid like hug her, because she has put a little light in the darkness.  I get up on the stage they’ve set up for me, there is a huge screen behind me and as I watch, it lights up with what looks like spotlights on a stage and a crowd, their arms moving.  They want this to look like I’m at a concert.  In my underwear.  The fans are gonna lose their shit over this.  That brings my mood up a little.  I’ve never needed a father in my life to achieve what I have.  I’m adored the world over and I did that on my own.   
 
    Head Above Water, our album titled number one hit begins playing over the sound system.  I put the guitar strap over my shoulder, which has been tightened so that it’s higher than I would normally have a guitar, to be able to show off the underwear.  It’s not plugged in, but my fingers automatically move over the strings, playing my part in the song.  I start to forget I’m in my underwear and get lost in the music.  It’s one of the few things I can always rely on to make me forget the shit in my life.   
 
    Between takes, I notice Elsa on the periphery, always there, always watching, and I start to get lost in her eyes, focusing on her as I move about the make-shift stage.  Without even realising it, Elsa gets me through this shoot.  Or maybe she does know, because she doesn’t leave, not once, nor does she look away.  It’s about more than spectating.   
 
    There is something growing between us and I’m fairly sure neither one of us have any idea how to deal with it. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seventeen 
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    I don’t know what it is, but there is something wrong with Nick.  I sense this air of anxiety to him, a tenseness that isn’t usually present in his demeanour.  He’s quiet between takes, a lot of the time, he’s sat off to the side, strumming on the guitar, seemingly lost in his own world.  But when he is on stage, acting out the thing he loves the most, he can’t take his eyes off me.  And like a moth to a damn flame, I’ve stood there the whole time, watching him.  It feels like he’s drawing strength from me and that if I’m to walk away from that, he might falter.  
 
    Why, I don’t know.  I’ve always had this strange ability to read people, it’s like an affinity to people’s moods.  Certain people at least.  I can always gauge what people seem to be feeling by the way they project themselves.  And Nick is troubled, upset, and I don’t believe it’s over his grandma.   
 
    Despite all of that, he is mesmerising on that stage.  It’s like the guitar is an extension of him.  He owns it, he owns the stage, the music, the attention of everyone in the room.  I even heard Louis saying he was making magic up there and this is going to boost their brand into the stratosphere.  It helps that he looks delicious, no matter what they put him in.  At one point he’s in tight pyjama pants and nothing else, I’m not even sure he has underwear on underneath them, which makes me practically drool.  
 
    I’m not the only one.  The woman who gave him her number has been loitering around too, watching him with hungry eyes. Everyone has been professional on this shoot, but she is making me uncomfortable with the way she’s ogling him.  I’m not sure if Nick has noticed her, if he has, he doesn’t let on.  I doubt he called her, he had a lot on after we left here the other day, but I can’t be sure. 
 
    Jenna’s words have played in my head on a loop for days.  I’ve told myself to keep my distance today, but something about him, his aura, is drawing me in.  At one point, it felt like we were the only two people in the room, the way we were staring at one another.  I have this strong desire to get under his skin, figure out what has him feeling like this.  And fix it.   
 
    Fearing that, I head back into the room I was working in earlier.  I hadn’t specifically requested not to work on Nick, Arizona assigned him to Jackie because she worked on him last time.  I didn’t read anything into it.  I’d worked on a couple of extras that were drafted into the shoot, women who were modelling the female line, dancing to the music as Nick practically fucked his guitar. 
 
    God damn it, my body flushes at the thought and the imagery.  That man in his underwear is lethal, while pouring all of his passion into his instrument, he’s deadly.   
 
    I’m done for the day so take the time to pack up my things.  BreakNeck music is still playing so I figure they’re shooting some more scenes before they wrap.  This is Nick’s last day on set.  I’ll be back tomorrow to work on Tania Eckhardt’s commercial.  I’ll miss it, this has been fun.  Not least because I got to experience the other side of the camera.  I’m excited to see the outcome of that shoot.   
 
    I glance up when someone slips into the room and shuts the door.  Nick is there, fully dressed in his sweats and a t-shirt.  He drops his bag down on the floor.  He doesn’t say anything, and all the breath leaves my body.  I can’t do this.  I can’t let myself be sucked in by his sadness and whatever it is that has him this way.  Yet I don’t move back when he stalks towards me.  He doesn’t say a damn word, just lasers those ice blue eyes on me, his nostrils flare and his eyes darken.  I don’t know what has gotten into him, why he thinks it’s okay to just walk in here and… And… 
 
    My lips part and before I can even think about speaking, he crashes his mouth down on mine.  Despite the quickness of the movement, what should have been a brutal locking of our lips, they’re tentative, feeling out whether I want him to stop.  His large hands are on either side of my waist.  When he doesn’t sense any hesitancy from me, he pulls me flush against him, lifts one hand to the back of my head and licks at the seam of my lips.  I open willingly and my hands come up to his shoulders as I kiss him back.   
 
    I don’t stop to think about the consequences.  Hell, I barely even think about where we are as his hands roam my body, one hand gripping my breast, kneading the heavy flesh in his palm, his fingers finding and pinching my nipple as it hardens beneath his touch.  He pushes a knee between my legs, and I spread them wider so he can slot in, pushing me back against the counter where my make-up is half put away.  Something falls to the floor, but I don’t care what it is as I clutch at him, pulling at his t-shirt, wanting to feel his hot skin against mine.  He breaks away to pull it off then practically tears my shirt over my head.   
 
    Are we doing this?  Are we really taking it that far?  He pulls the cups of my bra down, it’s so tight my breasts push up towards his mouth as he bends and draws a nipple in between his teeth.  He groans as I cup his head, holding him there, the pull of his lips going straight down between my thighs, making me moan.   
 
    “Fuck, Elsa, I need to be inside you,” he speaks against the flesh of my breast.   
 
    His fingers are pulling at the drawstring of my pants so he can fit his hand inside.  He seeks out the warm heat beneath my panties and I gasp as he pushes two fingers inside me, finding me soaked for him.  He looks at me then, a feral, hungry look in his eyes.  Then he stops, draws his hand back.  I’m panting like I’m about to die, which I think I will if he pulls away now.  When he steps back, my heart almost breaks but he goes and locks the door, before grabbing his bag and rooting around inside it.  Then he comes straight back to me, and I know nothing is going to stop this.   
 
    He pushes his pants down and then grabs mine, dragging them down my legs and I feel the hard length of him straining against his underwear as he kisses me again.   
 
    When his hands go beneath my ass and he lifts me fully onto the counter, I spread my legs so he can fit in between them, never breaking the kiss.  It’s frantic now, both of us desperate.  I watch as he pushes down his underwear and his cock springs out.  I almost stop breathing as he looks at me, tearing the condom packet, which must have been what he was getting from his bag.   
 
    I grab it from him and take his cock in my hand, making him hiss.  I pump my hand up and down his length, squeezing hard, making his eyes close as he grips my thighs.   
 
    “Do it,” he says looking down between us.   
 
    I roll the condom over him.  He doesn’t even bother removing my underwear, he just pushes it aside, spears two fingers in me again, moving in and out and thumbing my clit to make sure I’m ready, then he pushes into me, and I inhale at the feel of him.  I’m reminded of Brooke saying my hymen will grow back because of lack of use.  It’s not quite like that but the shock of how huge he is, pushing into me has me tensing against the small burst of pain. 
 
    “Fuck, you’re so fucking tight,” he pulls my hips towards him.   
 
    At first, he struggles to move but I force myself to relax, my body welcomes him and I tilt my hips up.  He grabs my chin and kisses me as he moves, his hips thrusting like his life depends on it. Between kisses he's muttering about how good it feels, I can barely make out his words, until he presses his forehead to mine.  He’s almost mindless in what he’s saying but I don’t miss his next words and I should be offended but I’m not.  In fact, it turns me on so much more that I grow even wetter, the sounds our bodies are making echoing around the room. 
 
    “I’ve missed this pussy,” he groans.  “I’ve missed fucking this amazing, tight pussy.  I’ve missed you, Elsa.  God, I’ve wanted this for so long.” 
 
    All I can do is moan as he works my body, as he circles his hips and hits me deep inside, right in that place that drives me over the edge.  I can’t help but cry out as the orgasm hits me, heedless of where we are or who might hear.  Nick fucks me through it until he loses control too, his head tipping back on a long masculine groan.  He clings to me, his head resting on my shoulder as his rise and fall on heavy pants.   
 
    When he raises his head, he stares at me, his eyes never straying as his lips touch mine.  He kisses me in a much gentler way than he just took me.  His eyes eventually sweeping shut as his tongue dips in and out of my mouth.  I lose myself in that kiss, I lose myself in him.   
 
    He leans back but his hands never leave my body. 
 
    “Come home with me.” 
 
    “What about Archer?”  I ask, stupidly. 
 
    Nick’s lip tilts.  “I’m not sharing.” 
 
    “That isn’t what I meant,” my eyes widen, and he laughs.   
 
    Some of the darkness has lifted from his eyes, his expression isn’t so tight.  Maybe because he’s just fucked out all the tension.  But maybe, just maybe it’s more than that.   
 
    “My place is closer.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    I take a moment to think this through.  It’s not like I can take it back.  We just screwed each other like if we didn’t the world would end.  Can it be more than that, can it leave this room or was it something we needed to get out of our system.  I don’t want it to be over.  Not yet.  I push him back and hop down.  Nick pulls off the condom and ties it off as he looks at me.   
 
    “Hurry,” I say, grabbing my pants.  “I’m not sure I’ll be able to ride all the way home without doing that again.” 
 
    Nick grins.  “I’m not gonna say no to that.” 
 
    “Get dressed,” I push him away.   
 
    I hastily get dressed and he helps me pack up my stuff.  I tell him it’s staying here over night so doesn’t have to be perfect.  I try to fix my hair, but Nick just grabs my hand and drags me out of the room.  I blush as people stare at us.  Nick just waves goodbye and hurries me out of the huge studio.  The bitch receptionist goes to speak when she sees Nick but her eyes lower to his hand, where it holds mine and he’s towing me along.  I do take the time to give her a smug grin but immediately feel bad about it.  That isn’t me. 
 
    But shit.  I feel this strange possessiveness of him.  I don’t know what this is, but you can bet your damn ass he’s mine, even if only for tonight. 
 
    The car ride takes forever.  I remember Max from the other day and don’t want to embarrass or disrespect him because there is no privacy screen in the SUV, but it is hard to keep Nick away.  We do keep it relatively PG though, making out like teenagers, something I haven’t done for years.  Our hands stray but never beneath the clothes.  I think Nick would have if I hadn’t stopped him. It’s better this way though, less talk means less chance my brain will catch up and end this.     
 
    When we pull up at Remi’s place, Nick thanks Max. 
 
    “You two have fun,” he says on a laugh, with a wink. 
 
    “Oh, we will,” Nick tells him.   
 
    He takes my hand, and we hurry up the steps to the brownstone.  Nick is behind me, holding my hips and pushing against my ass as I unlock the door and enter the lobby.  Momentarily he’s distracted by the place, but I head for the elevator.   
 
    He laughs as the doors open.  “Forgot about this.” 
 
    “Uh huh,” I step inside and pull him after me, then turn him and press him against the wall as I reach around and hit the top button.  Shit that is for the living area but screw it.  I shock him when I grab the waistband of his pants and pull, dropping to my knees.  He didn’t put any underwear on so I’m totally unhindered as I grip his cock and take him in my mouth. 
 
    “Jesus Christ,” Nick grunts, putting one hand on the back of my head, the other gropes for the railing that runs around the elevator.  “Fuck, Els, that mouth,” he breathes out.   
 
    I flatten my tongue so I can take him in further and he pushes so I almost gag, but I don’t care.  The elevator stops, the door whooshes open but I’m too busy to care.  Until Nick gently pulls my head back and hits the button on the elevator again to stop the doors closing. He bends down and picks me up, wrapping my legs around his hips as he marches out of the elevator.  He mindlessly kisses me while trying to navigate the room.  There is enough light coming from outside to illuminate the room.  I like that we’re in the dark though.  It makes his touch that much hotter.   
 
    When we reach the sofa, he deposits me on one end so I’m facing the arm, then kicks off his sweatpants and takes my head in one hand and his dick in the other, pulling me back on to him.  I put my hands down on the edge of the sofa as he thrusts in and out of my mouth.  He’s too big to go all the way so I curl a hand at the base.  He’s grunting and cursing as he pumps into my mouth, and I feel his balls drawing up against my hand.  The beauty of us right now is we know each other’s bodies so well and I’ve always been completely enthusiastic when it comes to blow jobs, so Nick knows he doesn’t need to ask as he blows down my throat.  His abs contract tightly in front of my face as I pull back, licking my lips. Nick’s panting hard as he looks down at me.   
 
    “God, you’re fucking beautiful,” he cups my chin.  “Come here,” he grabs me beneath the arms and lifts me, so my legs are over the other side of the arm, my butt resting on the pillow.  “My turn,” he drops to his knees and removes my pants and underwear, spreading me wide, he ducks his head and proceeds to fuck me to the point of madness with his tongue and fingers.   
 
    I cry out hoarsely when I come, flopping like a limp noodle on the sofa.  I can’t even open my eyes when Nick gets to his feet.  His deep chuckle can’t wrench them open either.  And I’m no better when he scoops me up, though my eyes crack when I feel his hot skin against mine, he’s taken everything off.  God, if Remi could see this.  He’d be simultaneously thrilled at me finally getting some and drooling over Nick’s body.   
 
    “Where’s the bedroom?” 
 
    “Downstairs,” I say, looping my arms around his neck as he carries me bridal style to the spiral staircase.  It’s nothing to him, like I’m light as a feather as he bounds down the stairs, following my directions.  “Wait, I say as we go through the threshold.  “I just need to grab something.” 
 
    Nick frowns but sets me down and let’s go.  I glance down, his dick is already stirring, or maybe it never went fully soft.  I bite my lip and groan, then dash out of my room and down to Remi’s.  I open the drawer to his dresser and take out his stash of condoms.  I drop the majority of them, then think better and grab a good handful.  When I hurry back to my room, Nick is already on the bed, fully involved in some pretty erotic self-love.  He eyes me, and the condoms in my hand, then a wicked grin splits his lips, and he holds out his spare hand.   
 
    I don’t waste any time getting to the bed. 
 
    Nick’s stamina was always impressive and that has not changed.  He practically throws me around the bed and I’m here for it, writhing and moaning no matter what position he has me in.  By the time we’re spent, it’s after midnight and I’m practically comatose.  He makes me use the bathroom though, his protective, caring instincts kicking in, and he does too as he gets rid of all the evidence that had been dropped on the floor in the frenzy.   
 
    I’m not sure if he is going to stay, and I don’t know whether to offer, but he takes that decision out of my hands when he gets into bed and pulls me against him.  I go easily enough, trying not to let doubts creep in.  We’re grownups, we can deal with what we just did.  Tomorrow.   
 
    Then Nick kisses the top of my head and my soul practically leave my body.   
 
    I’m screwed. 
 
    I sleep like the dead, but I wake up at seven, my body clock is so well trained it is normal for me to wake at this time. I’m conscious of the huge man in my bed, even though he is across the other side.  He’s facing away from me, one leg hanging over the edge.  He isn’t snoring but his breaths are deep and even, he’s so completely under.  
 
    I dress in sleep shorts and a t-shirt cautiously, I don’t want to wake him.  For more than one reason. I need some space to breathe.  I head upstairs feeling aches in places I’ve not ached in for a long time.  Not least between my thighs.   
 
    “Shit, he is so good at that,” I bite my lip as I make my way upstairs.  Fortunately, Reggie went home to L.A. a couple of days ago, although I’m not sure she would have even entered my mind last night when we were giving each other head on the sofa.  I glance at it as I pass, it looks none the worse for what we did. No evidence left over fortunately.  I’m sure Remi would be happy I’ve broken the seal, not so much on his sofa.  
 
    I grab myself a huge glass of water and gulp most of it down before setting the coffee machine going.  I don’t usually drink much caffeine, but it feels necessary this morning.  I still get out the ingredients to make a smoothy though and carefully chop the fruit and vegetables I need for my green machine recipe.   
 
    Nick manages to sneak up on me when the blender is going, hiding the sound of his approach.  His arms come around my waist making me squeal in surprise.  His breath brushes my ear as he laughs, then he nibbles on my neck, making my eyes cross, before stepping back.  I glance over my shoulder at his naked chest.  He’s wearing his sweats at least.  He must have grabbed them on the way past where he dropped his stuff last night.   
 
    “Want some?” I ask, indicating the blender jug and a glass. 
 
    His nose wrinkles.  “I’ll stick with coffee,” he says heading to the machine.  He holds up a mug. 
 
    I nod.  “A little cream, one sugar,” I say, and he sets to work.   
 
    I pour out my smoothy then turn and watch him as he makes me my drink.  He slides it along the counter to where I’m standing then makes his own.  When he’s done, he turns and leans his back against the counter, looking at me with those intense blue eyes. 
 
    “So that happened,” he breaks the silence. 
 
    “In a big way,” I agree.   
 
    “And how do you feel about it?” he asks.   
 
    I’m not sure how to answer that question.  Because despite trying to figure out my next move, I don’t have a single clue how I feel.  I know all of my friends’ differing opinions, Remi’s run away fast, Jenna’s grab him with both hands and don’t let go, or Brooke’s get it out of my system and move on.  All valid points but all swirling so much, I’m just confused.  
 
    “Elsa?” he prompts. 
 
    “Can we just not put a label on it right now?” I ask, turning to the fridge.  
 
    “I’m not asking for a label. I’m asking for a chance.” 
 
    “A chance?” I turn to look at him.   
 
    He hasn’t changed his position, leaning leisurely against my kitchen counter, the mug held in his palm, not by the handle.  I don’t know why that is hot, it just is.  I must look like a train wreck, my long hair knotted, yesterday’s make up still on.  He looks like he’s ready for another photoshoot.   
 
    “Look, I know we have a… past.  One that didn’t end well and that was all on me.” 
 
    “Damn right it was,” I say, letting some of the doubts creep in further, the hurt rises again as I picture that day when I saw him on a news show.  He rubs his lips together as his mind goes back to the same night.  “You didn’t even try to talk to me.” 
 
    “I knew nothing I could say would make it right.” 
 
    Well, that was straight to the point.  I look away from him.  It’s starting to hurt staring directly at him.  Like he’s the sun, all set on destroying me with his heat.  “I heard you didn’t even go through with it,” I tell him. 
 
    He frowns for a moment, then shakes his head.  “Jenna?” 
 
    I shrug.  “She is a hopeless romantic.” 
 
    Nick runs a hand over his hair, messing it up, yet somehow making it look better.  “She’s right.” 
 
    “God, I don’t know whether that makes things better or worse,” I shake my head and walk to the island setting down my smoothy besides the coffee.   
 
    “How could it be worse?” 
 
    “Because you let me believe it happened.  You let me walk away.  Why Nick?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he shakes his head, the brutal honesty in his tone smacks into me like my face hitting a wall.   
 
    “I think you do,” I disagree, folding my arms.  “You just can’t admit it to yourself.” 
 
    He looks down into his mug.  Whatever hope I had that he would acknowledge his fears to himself or me, dies when he doesn’t say anything.  I’m not sure where we stand.  I know my reasons for last night, lust and need and wanting to take away what I knew was pain filling his eyes.  I don’t know what caused that pain or whether that was the only reason he came to me in that dressing room.  Last night I was drawn in by all of his broken pieces, wanting to put them back together. This morning, self-preservation is taking control.  Nick won’t change.  Not until he faces whatever demons he has inside.  
 
    Because there are demons.  This is not just about being afraid of commitment. 
 
    The ice thaws a little when I think about what happened to his grandma, but he is a grown man, he should be able to acknowledge and face his problems, not run from them.  I won’t be a problem he uses and runs from.   
 
    “Look, the truth is,” he starts, straightening slightly but his brow puckers as he pauses.  “I’ve never been in a situation like this before.” 
 
    “Like what?” I ask, not making it any easier on him. 
 
    “This,” he points between us.  “Where someone actually matters…” 
 
    I don’t do or say anything to help him out, though I want to.  There are only two ways this can go and one of them involves Nick completely owning his issues and changing. In my experience, people tend not to be able to do that.  The thing with Nick though, if he really tries, if he focuses on what the underlying problem is, he might be able to.   
 
    Like Jenna says, he is a good person at the heart of him.  He cares deeply for his band members and close friends and will do anything for them.  He extended that to me, even when we were together.  There was always a part of him he held back. 
 
    “Regardless of whether I went through with it or not.  It was a dick move and I got everything I deserved, especially when I just let you believe the worst.  I do regret that, Elsa.” 
 
    I nod, I can accept that, but it isn’t enough to fix this.  Us.  He places his coffee down and looks through the window behind him.  I feel strangely relieved but disappointed too. I’m not going to be enough to get him to open up.  I don’t know why I thought things would be different this time. I let lust get the better of me and now I am going to have to pick up the pieces, again. 
 
    Nick pushes away from the counter and moves towards me so fast, I barely have time to realise what is going on.  He grabs my waist, pulls me into him and kisses me, thoroughly.  All I can do is hold onto his forearms as he cups the back of my head and wraps an arm around me, so I am at his mercy.  When he stops and pulls back slightly to look at me, I am breathless. 
 
    “I’m going to prove it to you,” he says in a low voice, it might sound like a threat if I thought he was that kind of person.  Maybe it is a threat, just not in a bad way.   
 
    “Prove what?” I ask huskily. 
 
    “That I’m worth a second chance.”   
 
    Nick steps back, looks at me so intently it feels like he is imprinting himself on my soul, then he turns and heads out to the living room. I half fall back against the counter, like some swooning heroine in a love story, trying to catch my breath, and watch him walk away from me.   
 
    He sweeps up his clothes and heads down the spiral staircase without looking back.     
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eighteen 
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     “What is all this?” 
 
    I barely glance up at Arch when he shuffles out and sees me with papers spread out all over the table, together with my laptop, a notepad and a pen in my hand.  He stops by the edge of the table and reaches out for the papers.   
 
    “Don’t mess it up,” I scowl at him, he ignores that but heads over to the kitchen to grab himself an orange juice from the fridge. 
 
    “Want one?” he calls. 
 
    “Nah, I’m good.” 
 
    I’m currently writing down the names of a few private investigators that I am going to ask Janie to approach for me.  I don’t want anyone knowing this is coming from me.  Even though I’ve got a lot of information on Derrick Atwater from the internet, which is not the same as knowing the real man.  A PI can find out a hell of a lot more.  But I need to protect my privacy. I’d decided to suffer Doris’s wrath, if she ever notices I’ve taken this.  I brought the box back here, picking it up on the way home from Elsa’s place.   
 
    “Where were you last night?” 
 
    “Didn’t realise I needed to keep you informed,” I raise a brow, then go back to my list.   
 
    “You don’t.  Staying out all night usually means you got lucky, but you were at that commercial shoot all day with… Aaah.” 
 
    “Don’t aah me,” I click back onto the website of the last name on the list.  This one looks promising, not that I have much experience in hiring Private Investigators.   
 
    “Come on, don’t be a bitch, was it Elsa?” 
 
    I look up at him, knowing he’ll only pester me until I tell him, and I need to focus.  I’m not about to kiss and tell though so I just acknowledge his question with a nod of my head. 
 
    Archer laughs as he pulls out the chair opposite me and sits down.  Guess he isn’t intending to leave me to it.  “So, are you guys back together?” 
 
    “What is this?  Days of Our Lives?” 
 
    “It’s a legitimate question.” 
 
    I close the lid on the laptop.  “No, we’re not together.  It’s gonna take a hell of a lot more than one night in bed with me to win her back.” 
 
    “Need some pointers?” he grins.  I roll my eyes.  He picks up a photograph and looks at it.  “What is all this?” he repeats and pushes a few more photographs around.  “Oh shit, look at this,” he half laughs and holds up a picture of us on the stage at a school show.  “Fuck where’d you find all this?” 
 
    “Doris’s place.  I was clearing out, getting it ready for when she comes home.”   
 
    I set the pen down and sigh at the notes.  I can’t keep this shit to myself.  This whole thing is serious.  I’m about to try and find out what I can about my father, and potentially approach him.  I’d spent the whole day yesterday worrying about it, going back and forth between leaving it where it belongs like Doris wants, and wanting to speak to the asshole, who abandoned us like we were trash.   
 
    It was while I was with Elsa this morning, I realised what I have to do.  If I ever want to move on, to have the kind of life and relationships I see my friends becoming part of, then I need to find the answers to the questions that have plagued me for years.   
 
    I meant every word I said to her too.  I am going to prove that I’m worthy of her, because after last night, I know what I want.  I’m just damn lucky no one has taken her yet.  And if I have anything to do with it, no one else will ever take her.  I’m not ashamed to use all the help I can get.  And I know one woman who is all in being on my side in getting Elsa back.  Walking out on her this morning the way I did could backfire spectacularly, but I don’t think it will.  Elsa is very intuitive and can see right through me.  She knows I didn’t walk away this morning with no plan in mind to win her back.  But she is no pushover either, I want to be worthy of her. 
 
    “When are Ad and Jenna back?” I ask. 
 
    “Huh?” Archer is flicking through more photographs.  “Er, tomorrow, I think.  Who is this?” 
 
    I look up at the photo he is holding out towards me, the one of my… parents, I guess.  The one that started all of this.  “I think that guy is my father.” 
 
    “This guy?” Arch frowns and looks at it again.  “He looks like her uncle or something, you sure?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m sure,” I sit back and put my hands behind my head.  I don’t know why I said, I think.  I know perfectly well the guy in the picture is my father.  “I did some research the night you were here with your brothers, then some more this morning.  That is Derrick Atwater, he’s listed on my birth certificate,” I dig it out and pass it to him.  “Turns out he was married with kids of his own when he knocked up my mom.  And he decided to go back to his family.” 
 
    “The fuck?” Arch says in a low voice as he stares from the photo in his hand to the certificate in front of him.  “Doris has had this all these years?” 
 
    “You know she never wanted to tell me the truth.  I can see why now.” 
 
    “He alive?” Arch sets the picture down, his jaw is tense.  He looks pissed on my behalf.   
 
    I nod slowly and sit forward.  “He’s a multi-millionaire who lives in Beverley Hills.” 
 
    “Damn,” he stares over at me, but I just look at the notes in my pad.  “Do you think he knew about you?  That your mom was pregnant?” 
 
    “The only thing Doris ever told me about him was he chose to walk away.  So, I gotta figure yes, he not only knew but he made a choice not to care.” 
 
    “So, all this,” he indicates the paperwork.  “What are you gonna do?” 
 
    I explain how much I did using the internet myself but I wanted to get a more in-depth search into the guy before I made any decisions.  Arch agrees that is a good idea, and also reiterates about the privacy of any investigation.   
 
    “At least you know he won’t lie about everything to get to your money,” Arch finishes his orange juice, giving me a sympathetic look.  “You gotta wonder if he knows about you being in the band?” 
 
    “He never gave us a penny.  No contact. He walked away from my mom and didn’t look back. I doubt he cares if I’m even still alive.” 
 
    I glance at the photograph of my mom.  He definitely didn’t give two shits about her and whether she is alive.   
 
    “What do you intend to do with the information the PI gets?” Arch asks what has been running around in my head for so long.   
 
    “Guess I’ll decide once I have some kind of report.  I mean, it would be good to walk up to him, tell him he’s an asshole and I grew up better off without him.  But at the same time, a part of me wants to know why,” I add quietly. 
 
    “Whatever his reasons, he’s a fucking bastard, you can tell him that from me, from all of us.  Fucking prick, walking out on you guys like that.  Although it’ll be good to hit him where it hurts, right in the wallet.  Get yourself insinuated in his will or some shit.” 
 
    “I don’t want any of his money,” I say, straightening up the papers.   
 
    “He may not be able to give you the answers you need,” Arch says after a moment.  I can’t argue with that.  “Well, whatever you need dude, you only gotta ask. Happy to keep this between us or help in any way I can. You gonna call one of these PI guys?” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I’m gonna ask Janie to reach out.” 
 
    “Is that a good idea?  I mean if you want to keep it private, best not to include too many people.” 
 
    “I trust Janie, plus she signed an NDA at the start of her employment with me.  I thought about going straight to a lawyer, they have client confidentiality.  PI’s probably have some binding contract, but I doubt it’s something that will hold up if they want to be assholes.  I just need someone to look into him a bit deeper than I can, find out what I can’t.  Janie can do that for me without having to explain who I am or why I’m doing it.” 
 
    “Fair enough.  We’ve got a couple of weeks before Christmas. Is Janie back home?” When I nod, he thinks for a few moments.  “Why don’t you go to L.A.? Speak to her, get her all the info she needs to pass on to whoever you hire, that way you’re there if anything comes up.  Hell, I’ll come with if you want, I need to check in on mi casa anyway, we can catch up with some people while we’re out there?” 
 
    “Yeah, actually that sounds like a good idea,” I close the notepad on the PI names.  I want to speak to Jenna before I go anywhere though.  Despite having this hanging over me, I’m not going to forget the promise I made to Elsa this morning.  “I have some stuff to do this weekend, Monday?” 
 
    “Yep,” Arch gets up and rubs his hands together.  “I’ll sort out the trip, we can use the jet.  Wonder if Derrick the Prick Atwater has his own jet at his beck and call.” 
 
    I laugh at that, then frown.  “He probably does.” 
 
    “Bet ours is bigger.” 
 
    I thank him before this descends into more name calling and head off for a shower. Despite the solidarity over my supposed father, I’m not in the mood to sit here calling the guy names. I feel a lot better about things since talking to Archer though.  He didn’t really do much but in his own way, he’s shown he’s there for me and I appreciate the hell out of that.  
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    Jenna flicks through the photographs again, a huge smile on her face.  Louis sent me through some of the images they want to use for the ad, more as a courtesy than for input.  I kept them from the guys but know Jenna will get a kick out of this.  She and Adam got home on Saturday morning, but I left them to settle back in.  It’s Sunday afternoon now.  Arch has got the jet ready for us tomorrow at midday to head to L.A., and I’ve already filled Janie in on what is going on and sent her the list, she already got started on reaching out to the top three PI’s to find out what their terms are.  I wanted to grab some time with Jenna before we leave.     
 
    “Oh Nick, these are so good. it’s like every fantasy I have when I’m reading a book stepped off the page and into these pictures.  Elsa is stunning,” she shakes her head in disbelief.  
 
    “Yeah,” I agree, taking a sip of my coffee. I’d spent a lot of time just staring at her in those images when Louis sent them through.  Most of the time with my jaw clenched, every image where one of those models had their hand on her was driving me insane. We’re in a coffee shop near Jenna and Adam’s place, one we frequent often, and Adam is happy that it is safe enough here for Jenna.  Stone is with us though, but neither Jenna nor I are paying him any attention.  He’s good at blending into the background, despite his size.  And we’re so used to him just being there, it’s like he’s not.  I’m still wearing a cap to try and hide my identity a little.   
 
    “Okay,” Jenna passes me back my phone, takes a sip of her coffee, then leans forward with both elbows on the table.  “I told Elsa the same thing I’m about to tell you.  I’m friends with you both and I’m here for you both and it is my goal to get you guys back together.  I also told her nothing said between either party and myself is confidential.” 
 
    “What?” I laugh in surprise.  
 
    “I’m presuming you brought me here for a reason?  Well, I met her yesterday and she told me all about the other night, Nick.” 
 
    “How did she say it was?” I grin, brushing aside her complete lack of respect for her friend’s privacy. 
 
    “That part may be confidential,” she narrows her eyes.  “But she was impressed,” she tries to say it grudgingly, like I’ve forced it out of her but there is a glint of mischief in her eyes. 
 
    My grin widens further.  Jenna waves her hand at me.  
 
    “How was it for you?  I don’t want details on that.  I mean as in, what are your intentions now that a few days have passed?  I’m presuming by what you said, you want to make this work?” 
 
    “I don’t think I need to participate in this conversation, you seem to be asking and answering well enough yourself.” 
 
    “I want to know if you are going to take this seriously, Nick.  I don’t want you to play with her heart.  You need to be ready for a relationship if you want my help.  And before you say it, I know you’re here because you’re going to ask for my help.” 
 
    “You got me,” I deadpan.  “But yes,” I say with a more serious expression.  “I’d like to try and see how things go.” 
 
    “See, this is where you’re being a man about it.  You don’t try it and see.  You put the work in, you make her happy and then you’re happy.” 
 
    “Is that how it works with you and Adam?” 
 
    “You saw how he chased after me,” she sniffs, taking a sip of her iced latte through the straw.  “He figured out what he wanted and had his shit together before he actively pursued a relationship.” 
 
    “And you think I don’t have my shit together?” 
 
    “We both know you don’t.  But that is why I am here.  So, our game plan,” she rubs her hands together.  “We work on your issues but, we need to go on the offensive right away.  I’m going to arrange a dinner party at our place.” 
 
    “My issues?  And hang on a second there Martha Stewart,” I set my mug down.  “I’m going to L.A. tomorrow.” 
 
    Her face falls.  “Well, that’s dumb.  You can’t drop a bomb on Elsa like the one you did then just leave town.  I want you guys to work out as much as the next romantic, but she’s already hit the irritation stage after dealing with your departure from Remi’s place.” 
 
    “She really told you everything?” I ask, a little perturbed to hear she’s irritated.  But in a way that goes in my favour too.  She’ll be spending all her time thinking about me.  
 
    “Women talk, you know this.  We need to do damage control, or at least get you in the same room together again, not have you leave the time zone we’re in.  L.A., really?” She tuts.  “I don’t think you’re taking this seriously Nick.” 
 
    I decide I can trust her with a little more information and fill her in on why I’m going to L.A.  Her eyes soften the more I talk, and she reaches over and takes my hand before I finally finish.   
 
    “Oh Nick.  I’m sorry.  I shouldn’t be talking about this stuff when something so serious is going on for you.” 
 
    “At this point, we’re just investigating things.  Finding out more before I decide if I want to approach him.  I don’t want to put myself through anything if I know he’s flat out going to refuse to see me.” 
 
    “Do you really believe that?  I mean, would you be going through all of this if the end goal weren’t to approach him?” she asks, still holding my hand.  “Sounds to me like if you’re starting this journey, you intend to see it through.” 
 
    “I guess,” I nod.  She is right, it will be pointless to start all this then just stop at the first obstacle.  If there is one.  For all I know Atwater might have been waiting my whole life to hear from me.  I know mom moved shortly after I was born, then moved around a bit before we settled in White Plains.  But that is stupid thinking.  A guy like Atwater would have the resources to find her.  Speculating is only going to drive me crazy. 
 
    “Whatever you need from Adam and I to help, you only have to ask.  We fully support you on this and I’m here if you ever need to talk,” she squeezes my hand then sits back. 
 
    “Thanks.  Arch is coming with me, and I have Janie doing all the legwork, so no one figures out it’s me,” I explain and Jenna nods.  She stares at me for a bit until I stick my tongue out and she laughs. 
 
    “Okay, you’ve got that handled.  Keep me posted.  So, on to my mission.  Elsa lives in L.A.” 
 
    I laugh at the serious expression.  “I’m aware,” I tell her.  
 
    And that is another thing that could be a sticking point between any relationship Elsa and I might have.  Before, I lived there too.  Given the way things worked out for Adam and Jenna though, Adam moved out here to be with her.  Could Elsa do that?  Maybe if she got more work here, I start thinking about how I can make that happen. 
 
    “So, she is currently out of work.  I’ve invited her to mom’s Christmas eve party so I could keep her around a little longer, but now we need to change plans.  She could head back to L.A. for a quick trip.” 
 
    “Don’t you think she needs to have a say in this?” 
 
    “Catch up, Chambers,” Jenna says, taking out her phone.   
 
    “I wasn’t aware you’d sprinted ahead, Montanari.” 
 
    “You don’t need the details, just think of me as your Fairy Godmother.”   
 
    Jenna starts tapping away on her phone.  I sit back and watch people around us, noticing Stone has attracted the attention of a couple of older ladies at the table beside him.  The guy is as hard as his name suggests though and no matter how they try to catch his attention, he is steadfastly avoiding making eye contact with them.  I don’t know his story, he is intensely private, but he spends most of his time with us, Adam specifically, so I’m not sure if he is in a relationship.  He’s a good-looking guy though, in his mid-forties and buffer than any guy I’ve ever met in real life.   
 
    After a few texts, Jenna sets her phone down, slurps up more of her coffee then smiles at me.   
 
    “Brooke is in, she has three days because she is between cases right now, so she is going to come along.  Meg is asking for the time off work, but Joey was there with her when I messaged and thinks it’s a great idea, so he is paying for her to go.” 
 
    I stare at her in confusion.  Why is she talking to me about her friends? 
 
    “I just have to convince Adam he needs some time to work on this music he’s writing. The best way to do that is without any distractions, so he won’t even miss me really. We’ve just spent a week together, he has to be sick of me by now.” 
 
    I glance at Stone who is watching and listening.  “Are you following any of this?” I ask him. 
 
    “She’s planning a girl’s trip to L.A. so she can trick Elsa into going there when you’re there.  Dumb ass,” he adds. 
 
    Jenna beams at Stone.   
 
    “Adam will lose his shit,” Stone also points out. 
 
    “It’s for a good cause.” 
 
    “I’m a cause?” I ask, affronted. 
 
    “Yes,” she doesn’t care what I feel about that.  “Okay, that’s the plan.  We’ll stay at Adam’s place, you’re near to there, right?” she starts gathering her things.   
 
    I just nod, Stone’s look says he’s dreading what is going to come when he deposits Jenna back home with Adam.   
 
    “Great, and we will also be there if you need us over this thing with… that person.  You know I’ll do anything I can to help you with that, right?  Okay, good.  I have some packing to do, oh and I’ll need to convince Adam that he isn’t a man baby and lived fine for many years before I moved in with him.”   
 
    She grabs her things and claps her hands again.  There is no point stopping this.  Jenna is on a roll. 

  

 
   
    Chapter Nineteen  
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    “She is about as subtle as a rhinoceros on a bounce house,” Brooke comments. 
 
    “But look how happy she is,” I smile at Jenna as she pops the cork on a bottle of champagne.   
 
    “Was the sex really enough to overlook the other issues?”  I don’t answer right away so Brooke elbows me right in the ribs.  “I’ll take that as a yes. Lucky bitch. But you can’t let yourself be blinded by a good dicking.  Remember, it’s been a while. You can’t go letting the first person who has tickled your tonsils for God knows how long, blind you to their personality flaws.” 
 
    Meg giggles beside us.  She had been goggle-eyed for the first twenty minutes, staring around like she couldn’t believe how she found herself here.   
 
    We arrived at Adam’s beach side mansion an hour ago.  I protested saying I have my own place where I should go anyway, to check on my apartment, but Jenna was adamant we all stay here.    And that was when I learned Nick is in L.A. too.  Jenna’s great idea for a girls trip out here became that much clearer. She asked me late Sunday night if I wanted to tag along with her, Brooke and Meg. I jumped at the chance because I’ve already agreed to go to Sandy’s Christmas Eve party. That means I need to take the opportunity to see my dad, or I’ll miss spending time with him over the holidays.  Plus, I can check in on Reggie and the salon too.   
 
    “So why is Nick here anyway?” Brooke asks Jenna as she passes her a glass of champagne.   
 
    Jenna just hums in response then dances away to turn up the music.  Brooke exchanges a glance with me that says she won’t be appeased by that.   
 
    Brooke stands and walks to the windows at the rear of the house in the sunken living room to look out over the beach. Even she had been speechless when we all first saw Adam’s house.  But she hid it better than Meg did. I’ve been in Nick and Archer’s houses way back when, but never Adam’s.  He was always really private about his space.  On a scale of one to Archer’s though, this place is a low three. And that said a lot for the secured, gated and beach front property. 
 
    “I’m just saying, how can we assist in this plan, which I am not one hundred percent on board with by the way, if we don’t know the full story.” 
 
    “You don’t need to know everything, all of the time, you know,” Jenna tells her.  “Besides, we’re not here because Nick is here.” 
 
    Brooks spins around to look at her best friend, who has sucked in her lips, looking away from Brooke’s piercing gaze.  They have a whole silent conversation that only best friends are capable of having that leave me and Meg glancing at one another.   
 
    “Then the first order of business this evening is finding a sexy young stud to fuck Elsa into a coma.”  Jenna splutters and Brooke smiles triumphantly.  “You can’t hide anything from me, baby girl.” 
 
    “Fine.  I have an ulterior motive but there will be no young studs.” 
 
    “Just because you have a soon-to-be-husband who worships you. And Little Miss over here gets thrown around the bedroom by her MMA fighting hero, it doesn’t mean there aren’t some of us here who want to go looking for a little male attention.” 
 
    “What about-” Jenna stops herself before she says something she shouldn’t.   
 
    I glance at Brooke, then Meg, then Jenna.  I start to laugh when everyone is silent for a few seconds.   
 
    “We all know about Ciro,” I tell Brooke.  
 
    “Know what?” she glares. 
 
    “That it is the worst kept secret you guys are fooling around.  Tell the truth, when was the last time you had sex?” 
 
    She pats her hair, she doesn’t want to talk about it, but she walked herself right into it.  “Thursday,” she says eventually.   
 
    “With Ciro,” I confirm.  “What is he, a friend with benefits?” 
 
    “Benefits, yes.  Friend… I’m not sure Ciro has friends.  I’ve never seen him with his bandmates either, although when we are together, they’re the furthest thing from our minds.  But no, we don’t actually talk.” 
 
    “Ever?” Meg asks.  
 
    “No Meg, we meet, we fuck, we go our separate ways.  I usually just get a text and I can either fit him in or I can’t.” 
 
    “Don’t you want more?” Jenna asks. 
 
    “Not with Ciro.  He is not the kind of guy who wants to be in a relationship with anyone.” 
 
    “He’s a player?” Meg asks. 
 
    “No, funnily enough he isn’t.  He’s very discerning about who he spends his time with,” she sits back down and kicks off her heels.  “On the very rare occasion when we do speak, he told me if he’s fucking me, he’s not fucking anyone else, and expects the same courtesy.” 
 
    “Well, that’s… good,” Meg says with a stilted smile.   
 
    “It’s about as romantic as Brooke gets,” Jenna snorts.  “To her that is like a dream come true.” 
 
    “The perfect man,” Brooke toasts her champagne in the air.  I tap mine to hers with a clink.  “So, the business at hand.  At least with this roll in the hay you’ve let Remi off the hook,” Brooke laughs.   
 
    I have to explain that comment to the rest of them, and they laugh about it too.   
 
    “First things first,” Brooke says.  “What happened to Joel?  You were supposed to see him on Friday, weren’t you?  I thought the plan was to go to his leaving party.”   
 
    I called Joel to let him know I wasn’t going to be able to make his party.  After what Nick and I did, it didn’t feel right anymore and as much as I liked him, it was a whole, wrong time, wrong place kind of situation.  He was disappointed but he didn’t seem like it was the end of the world.  I didn’t doubt he had plenty of women to move on to and would forget all about me.  It didn’t upset me.  Maybe Joel and I could have had something, in another life, but we weren’t meant to be.   
 
    “I couldn’t make it and he was leaving the next day.” 
 
    “Nothing to do with the rockstar dirtying your sheets the night before.” 
 
    Meg almost chokes on her drink.  Jenna laughs.   
 
    “Of course that had something to do with it,” I roll my eyes at Brooke.  “I wasn’t going to jump out of Nick’s arms and into someone else’s the night after.” 
 
    “I suppose,” Brooke nods reluctantly.  “Okay, so let’s go through some things then. You slept with Nick and that put you off pursuing anything with Joel.  Both of them are complicated.  Joel is gone, but Nick is still around, and if Missy over there has anything to do with it, you’ll be having a double wedding.” 
 
    It’s my turn to almost choke but before I can splutter anything at her, Brooke goes on. 
 
    “What exactly is it that you want in a man?  You seem like you’re at a point in your life where casual isn’t going to do it for you, so what are you looking for?” 
 
    All eyes turn to me.  I stare at Brooke for a moment, then down at my hands.  She’s right, both of them are complicated, but there is also only one of them still around at this point.  And he is the most complicated of all.  Whoever said love isn’t easy sure knew what they were talking about.  Wait… Love? 
 
    “Come on, you must know what you want,” Brooke prods.   
 
    “I want someone who will treat me like an equal, someone who isn’t afraid to be all in.  Someone I can trust,” I add.  “A friend, a lover.” 
 
    “If you say soulmate, I’ll vomit,” Brooke gets up and grabs the champagne bottle to top off her glass, she goes around and refills everyone else’s too even if they’re not even half empty.  “What has changed, other than a night of wild sex, to make you believe Nick can give you those things.” 
 
    “Nothing,” I say quietly.  “Well, not nothing.”  Everyone is looking at me.  I haven’t had anywhere near enough alcohol for this.  I take a healthy swig of the champagne, noting it’s the expensive stuff.  “It’s hard to explain.  And you’re all probably going to think I’m nuts.” 
 
    “No, we won’t,” Jenna draws her legs up and rests her champagne flute on her knee. “Ignore Brooke." 
 
    "Thanks, I'm so glad I came." 
 
    “You’re being negative.” 
 
    “You have to look at a problem from all sides, Jenna.  We have you, with your love hearts for eyes, Megan here who is sensible and cautious but in a happy relationship.  And me, who gets bent over her desk every now and then and doesn’t have to say so much as, thank you very much, when it’s done.” 
 
    Everyone is laughing by the time she finishes.  All eyes are back on me again.  I don’t know how to put it into words.  How do you explain a feeling?   
 
    “When he told me he was going to make me believe he’s worthy of another chance,” I say, looking into my glass.  “There was something more behind the words.  He was different that last day.  It wasn’t like after his grandma’s accident.  He was scared and frantic when she was taken to hospital which was totally understandable.  I know she is fine, thank God, but there was something… broken about him that day, at the commercial shoot.  He was his usual self to most people, but I could see beyond that. Like there was something heavy on his mind.   
 
    “I think behind the smiles and easy-going persona, Nick has a lot of unresolved issues. I basically told him until he deals with them, he won’t be able to admit his problems with having a long-term relationship to anyone, let alone himself,” I glance up and see Jenna staring intently at me.  “It was strange, but,” I add. “The last time we spoke, before he left, it was as if he had come to a decision, and he wants to figure that out.  What he said to me felt like a promise.” 
 
    Jenna is nodding her head at me.  I get the feeling she knows more than she is letting on, but I don’t call her on it.  Not in front of Brooke and Meg.  They’re both quiet though, thinking over what I said.   
 
    A phone on the wall starts to ring, breaking everyone out of the silence.  I duck my head, feeling embarrassed about how open I’d been.  I hadn’t really said anything about allowing myself to fall for him again, but it was probably obvious.  Jenna hurries to answer the phone.  I presume she has ordered food, and this is the delivery.  
 
    “You okay?” Meg asks as Brooke helps herself to more champagne.   
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    “I understand,” she says.  “Relationships aren’t easy, I know that better than most,” she smiles gently.   
 
    How she can compare what she lived through with her abusive ex, a man she had to kill to save her and Jenna from being seriously hurt, and what I’m going through, is unfathomable.  
 
    “One thing I’ve learnt is, love isn’t enough.  You can’t love someone enough to make them change.  They have to do that themselves and if they can’t, then you move on to someone who can. Joey showed me that. I don’t know him that well, but Nick seems like a good man.  If he can face these issues he has and come out the other side, I think he’d be perfect for you.  But you can’t settle, Elsa.” 
 
    “I won’t,” I say, taking her hand and giving it a squeeze.   
 
    “I’ll be right back,” Jenna says with a huge grin and hurries out of the room.   
 
    “What is she up to now?” I ask. 
 
    “If I didn’t know her better, I’d say she’d hired us some strippers.” 
 
    We all laugh at that. 
 
    “Elsa!  You have some explaining to do.” 
 
    I whirl around in surprise.  I can’t fight the grin that spreads across my face and thrust the glass at Meg, who manages to grab it as I jump up and over the back of the sofa, like an Olympic hurdler.  I run straight into the arms of my best friend.  Who absolutely should not be in L.A. right now. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” I ask in shock then kiss his stubbled cheek.  I run my eyes over his unkempt hair and the circles under his eyes.   
 
    “Don’t ask questions right now,” Remi whispers, just for me.  “We’ll talk later.  I need a drink,” he says loudly.  “And a shower, and a girl’s night out, in that order,” Remi laughs as he carries me to the sofa.   
 
    “You’ve come to the right place,” Brooke says, indicating the bottle of champagne, not in the least bit phased by an A list actor walking into our little group. 
 
    Remi picks it up and drinks straight from the bottle, causing the girls to all cheer.   
 
    After half an hour or so of catching up, laughing and joking and the girls filling Remi in on everything I haven’t told him, Jenna and Meg go to the kitchen to get food, and Brooke excuses herself to the bathroom. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I ask straight away.   
 
    “We’re taking a break from shooting.  I wasn’t planning on coming home but I called you a couple of days ago and Jenna answered, you were in the bathroom.  She told me what’s been going on and where you were going so, I decided to fly back for a few days. I said I wanted to surprise you.” 
 
    “Nice try.  I know what is going on with me.  Why is there a break from shooting?” 
 
    Remi looks around the room, making sure no one is within earshot.  I don’t want to make him uncomfortable, so I get up and head to the doors that lead out onto the patio overlooking the beach.  It’s a gorgeous evening.  To have gone from a place where it’s been snowing, to this balmy warm temperature is a little jarring.  Remi grabs the champagne bottle as we pass but I take it from him.  Watching him glug from a bottle is not normal.   
 
    “Talk to me.” 
 
    “You have your own problems.” 
 
    “Bullshit.  We’re friends aren’t we.  We help each other, we talk to each other.” 
 
    “Like you told me about Nick.” 
 
    “I just… Never got the chance.  I was going to tell you.  If only to let you know you’re out of the deal,” I try a laugh, but it doesn’t alter the look on his face.  “Remi…” I take his hand.   
 
    “The director quit.”  My lips part.  I don’t quite know what to say.  Remi smiles sadly.  “Yeah.  So, the movie is without a director right now.” 
 
    “That is more than a break in shooting, though… Isn’t it?” 
 
    “Well, I’m trying not to be dramatic.  But yes, the whole project is in crisis.  They’re talking about losing millions every day we’re not shooting.  They’re trying to find someone to take over but it’s not like you can just check the white pages and grab an experienced director.” 
 
    “Oh Remi.  It isn’t your fault,” I put my arm around his waist and rest my head on his shoulder.   
 
    “If I hadn’t done what I did.” 
 
    “What you both did,” I scold him, as softly as I can.  “Plus, walking away from the movie is on him. He is the one messing that up, losing the studio all that money.  God, doesn’t he have a contract?” 
 
    Not that having a contract helped me with my issue on a movie set.   Shouting at him right now would be lower than kicking a puppy.  But I know my best friend, he is going to shoulder the blame for this.  If I thought it was bad to be fired from a movie, having the director up and leave because of something he did with you was like a billion times worse.   
 
    “He obviously doesn’t care what it’s costing him, he just wanted to get the hell away from me. I know better, Els,” he swipes a hand through his hair then steps away and takes hold of the rail with both hands.  “I ruined his life.” 
 
    “You did no such thing,” I say.  “I won’t have you taking the blame for this.  And if that asshole has made you feel that way then show me where he is, and I’ll go right around there and snap his dick off with one of those take thingies. You know the black and white board thing, with the words, for when you’re about to start filming a new-” 
 
    “I got it,” Remi holds up a hand with a strangled laugh.  “A clapper board.  You want to maim him with a clapper board?” 
 
    “I’d do it,” I say angrily.   
 
    “I love you, Els.  Don’t ever change.” 
 
    I notice the others are back in the living room, Jenna is dancing while Meg eats some food and Brooke has her phone out swiping.  There are plans to go out tonight but despite what he is saying, I’m not sure Remi is actually up to it. Plus, if the paparazzi got a look at him the way he is now, they’d cause havoc. I sit with him for a little bit, we don’t talk, just watch the ocean as it turns black when the light fades, the area is only illuminated by small spotlights out here and lights in the huge pool.  I ask him to give me a second and head inside.   
 
    “Everything alright?” Jenna asks immediately. 
 
    “Not really, he’s had a tough time.  Do you guys mind if we don’t come out tonight.” 
 
    “Of course not,” Jenna says biting her lip.  “I hope I didn’t do the wrong thing inviting him.” 
 
    “You absolutely did the right thing,” I reassure her.  “He’ll be better tomorrow, and we can get back to the partying but, please you guys go out, enjoy yourselves.” 
 
    “If it makes it easier for you, we can do that,” Brooke says.  “If he needs some space.” 
 
    We agree that the girls will leave and when they head out, they wave to Remi who has stayed outside.  I go back out to him and sit down on the floor by his feet. 
 
    “Feels weird, being in someone else’s house when we both have homes within ten minutes’ drive of here,” I tell him.   
 
    “This place is pretty sweet though.  I might get a place down by the ocean.” 
 
    “I’ll help you look,” I rest my head on his knee.   
 
    “You really didn’t need me on top of everything else.” 
 
    “What kind of bullshit is that?” I sit up and look at him.   
 
    “If you have a chance at happiness Els, I’m not gonna drag you down.” 
 
    “Any man who comes into my life needs to be fully on board with my relationship with you.  That is a fact.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Yes,” I slap my hand against his knee in affirmation.  I look around and realise he’s right about one thing.  “Wanna go to my place?” I ask. 
 
    “The others won’t mind?” 
 
    “When they get back here tonight, you and I will be the last thing on their minds.  Come on,” I get up and grab his hand, pulling him out of his seat.  “I’ll text Jenna on the way.” 
 
    Jetlag is a very real thing and Remi is so wide awake, he keeps telling me to go to sleep, he’ll be fine.  I try to stay awake, but we start watching movies in my bed and without realising it, I doze off around two-ish.  When I wake up, it’s to the sound of Remi singing just outside of the bedroom.  I rub my eyes and squint.  The sun is shining through the gauzy curtains over my bedroom window.  It’s just after nine, later than my body is used to.  
 
    Despite everything going on, the sun makes me smile.   
 
    I get up and follow the sound of his voice to my small kitchen.  You could fit my whole apartment into Adam’s beautiful sunken living room.  But it’s mine and I love it.  As does Remi, he spent a lot of time here over the last couple of years, even when he made it big and got his own mansion, he still preferred hanging out here. 
 
    “Morning,” he hands me a tea. 
 
    “It’s not fair that you’re a gorgeous, talented actor, but you have to have a singing voice to match.  Did you sleep at all?” 
 
    “A little, but I feel better regardless.”  He’s shaved and his hair is clean and styled.  “I went out for a quick run and did some yoga, so I feel less stressed.” 
 
    “That’s good,” I sit on the yellow chair by the small dining table and cross my legs.  “You should have woken me, I would have come with.  Running in the freezing cold snow is no joke.” 
 
    He grins.  “You were snoring adorably.  I couldn’t disturb that.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” I sniff.  “Anyway, I’m hungry.” 
 
    “Good,” he finishes his drink, runs the cup through and sets it on the drainer.  “Because we have a brunch date with the ladies.  Jenna sounded like shit this morning.  I’m guessing they had a good night,” he grins. 
 
    “I hope so, they all deserve to let loose.” 
 
    “She’s a good friend.” 
 
    “The best.  I’m lucky to have such amazing friends,” I give him a sickly-sweet smile. 
 
    “Come on,” he grabs my arm and unceremoniously pulls me up.  “I’m dressing you today.” 
 
    He looks happy at the prospect, so I don’t argue.   
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Twenty 
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     “I would definitely go with this one,” Janie tells me, passing over a file.  
 
    I should have known she’d compile files on every name I sent over.  She is nothing if not thorough. I flick through it and glance up briefly when a plane flies over my house.  The sky is so blue it hurts my eyes.  A bad side effect of going out drinking with Archer last night.  We’d met up with a couple of friends from the music scene, and spent the night in the VIP area of a bar we used to frequent all the time when we were in L.A.  It was nice seeing them and being around our old haunts.  The paparazzi and fans were out in force, groupies trying to get to us, but we were all about seeing our friends and chilling.  Not that I had any intention of taking up with a groupie.  Arch hadn’t been interested either. 
 
      “She gets a lot of word-of-mouth recommendations.  She has been a PI for sixteen years, has an excellent reputation with both law enforcement and lawyers,” Janie reels off the facts like she’s known them for months.  “There are two other people working for her, also fully qualified.  She used to live in the Bay area but moved down here a few years ago.  We had coffee late Friday afternoon.  She fit me in when I called and explained what I’m looking for.” 
 
    “She has no other jobs right now?” I ask, a little sceptical. 
 
    “Yes, other employees remember, but she said this is something she should be able to compile in a couple of days.  Her fee is six hundred a day, so it would be twelve hundred. I agreed, is that okay?” 
 
    “Sure,” I swipe a hand down my face.  I need some sunglasses, it’s way too bright and far too early after getting to bed after three.  As if reading my mind, Janie takes her sunglasses out of her purse and passes them over.  They could have been pink and sparkly, and I’d still put them on.  As it is, they’re plain black with mirrored lenses.  Janie grins at me.   
 
    “Okay good, so we should hear back in a couple of days then?” I confirm. 
 
    “Correct, and I’ve obviously kept your name out of it. She knows who Atwater is.” 
 
    “I’m sure a lot of people do,” I say.  “He’s friends with a couple of ex-presidents.” 
 
    “He still takes craps the same way we do.” 
 
    I bark a laugh at that and my head throbs.  I touch my temple and wince.  I can’t remember the last time I went out and drank that much.  Shit, I really am getting old if it’s affecting me this bad.   
 
    “Okay, I’ll call and give her the go ahead.  I’m pretty sure part of her success is the way she looks,” Janie adds.  “She’s tough as nails from what I gathered when we met but I’m guessing she uses her assets.”  I arch a brow.  “She’s like supermodel hot, gorgeous auburn hair and legs for miles.” 
 
    “We’re hiring her, not looking to hook up with her,” I grin.  Janie keeps her private life mostly to herself but over the years we have spent a lot of time together and know a few things about one another. I learned a while ago she is bisexual when she introduced me to a girlfriend.   
 
    “Unfortunately, she’s married and has a kid.” 
 
    “Unfortunately,” I laugh.  “Aren’t you dating someone?” 
 
    “We broke up,” she waves a hand.  “He couldn’t handle me moving to New York.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you say something,” I lean forward in the chair.  I might not have an ocean view here, but the lush gardens and swimming pool make for a decent and secluded environment.   
 
    “If he can’t deal with me needing to travel for my job then he isn’t someone I need in my life.  My job is important to me.” 
 
    “Not to the detriment of your personal life.  You didn’t need to move to New York, Janie.” 
 
    “I wanted to,” she argues.  “Live in NYC, are you kidding me.  I was having the time of my life there.  I’m only back here because my stupid little sister got herself into trouble, but I’ll be back in New York after the holidays.” 
 
    “Everything okay?” I ask. 
 
    “She’s seventeen, and stupid.  And mom thinks the sun shines out of her ass, so she gets away with a lot of crap.  My brother is worse than useless in taking care of them.  But enough of that. I’m gonna get this all signed off, then I need to go Christmas shopping.  I finished everything on your list, and it will all be delivered to the apartment in the next couple of days, gift wrapped and labelled.  I also arranged for a car to take Ida to and from the facility to visit Doris.” 
 
    “You’re a gem, Janie, honestly.  I don’t know that I pay you enough.” 
 
    “You pay me just fine.  Is that the doorbell?” she turns to look inside.   
 
    “Probably Archer.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll let him in on my way out.  Do you need anything else?” 
 
    “No, go take the day off,” I tell her.  “And thanks, I appreciate all this.” 
 
    “Just doing my job,” she grabs all her things but leaves the PI file for me.   
 
    I glance at the logo.  AMDA.  Sounds like a drug, I almost laugh.  Janie leaves and a few minutes later, Archer strolls out, with his hands in his pockets and a pair of sunglasses on his face.  I realise I still have Janie’s.  I’ll buy her a new pair for Christmas, on top of her other gift, and her bonus.  
 
    “Fuck, who’s idea was it to stay out till three in the morning?” 
 
    “Yours,” I indicate the carafe of coffee Janie made and he nods.   
 
    I pour out a mug and slide it to him.  He takes a few swallows, then sighs and leans back, pointing at the file.   
 
    “All sorted, some chick, who looks like a supermodel and her agency name sounds like a drug.  By all accounts, she is one of the best.  Janie is paying her now, she said she’ll have information in a couple of days.” 
 
    “I may need a Janie in my life.” 
 
    “Find your own, she’s mine.” 
 
    He laughs but winces too.  “When did it get so hard to recover from a night of debauchery?” 
 
    “Snuck up on us, man.” 
 
    “Yeah.  So, it’ll be a couple of days before we find out anything.  What’s the plan?” he asks. 
 
    “Immediate?  Brunch with Jenna and the girls.” 
 
    “Girls?” 
 
    “She brought Meg and Brooke with her too, I thought I told you that.” 
 
    “You might have,” Archer lifts his glasses, and wipes his eyes then lets them drop.  “Sounds like fun to me,” he grins.  “Brooke’s cool.” 
 
    I eye him but he sips his coffee and looks out at the swimming pool.  I don’t bother pushing that.  Neither Archer nor Brooke are looking for relationships.  In fact, Adam told me she’s hooking up with Ciro on a regular basis. I don’t know if Arch is aware, but I’m keeping that shit to myself.   
 
    We shoot the shit for a while.  Adam calls Archer and he puts it on speaker as he complains about us all being out here with his fiancé, while he’s stuck in New York. 
 
    “No one said you couldn’t come along,” Arch drawls. 
 
    “Jenna will have my balls if I show up,” he grunts.  “Besides, I have got a lot done.  She’s too much of a distraction.” 
 
    “You guys make me sick,” Archer groans.  “Anyway, we gotta motor, we have a date with your fiancé.”  Before Adam can say anything, Archer hangs up with a laugh.   
 
    “He’ll kill you for that.” 
 
    “How soon do you think he’ll be here?” 
 
    “I’m gonna say tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “Nah, tonight. Usual bet?” 
 
    We shake on it.  Whoever is right will owe the other fifty bucks.  Both of us know Adam will be heading out here, whether Jenna will kick his ass or not.  And I’m sure Jenna knows he will too.  Those two are kind of sickening, but in a good way.  My phone beeps and I look at it thinking it will be Adam but it’s Jenna. 
 
      
 
    Jenna: Brunch is in an hour at Perch.  It’s downtown, on Hill Street and Fifth 
 
    Nick: I know, you’ve told me three times already 
 
    Jenna: Just making sure you guys are alive.  I know you went out last night 
 
    Nick: It’s all good.  We’ll be there.  Fresh as daisies 
 
    Jenna: This is important Nick! We have work to do!  It’s operation Nilsa 
 
      
 
    I frown at my phone.  What the hell?  She is amalgamating our names to make some stupid couple word?  Jesus, Nilsa?  I shake my head and chuckle. Arch lifts a brow.   
 
    “Jenna, she’s trying to come up with one of those cute couple nicknames for me and Elsa.  Nilsa,” I pull a face.  Arch tilts his head, like he might like that.  I swear at him. 
 
      
 
    Jenna: Elsick? 
 
    Jenna:  Ew, wait, that sounds like an illness 
 
    Nick: Are you drunk? 
 
    Jenna: Quite possibly.  Anyway.  Brunch.  Get your butt moving 
 
    Nick: I’m not sure Nilsa is much better.  Maybe lay off that for now. Does she know I’m gonna be there? 
 
    Jenna:  Of course, I’m not a complete ass, I wouldn’t do that to either of you 
 
    Nick: And she is okay with it? 
 
    Jenna: Yes.  Now, wear a shirt and leave it partially unbuttoned, that gets her hot 
 
    Nick: LOL.  Is that so? 
 
    Jenna:  Do not tell her I told you that.  Table is booked for eleven thirty. 
 
    Nick: Okay, I’m getting ready.  I’ll see you soon x 
 
    Jenna: I’m so happy right now.  Byeee x 
 
      
 
    I head to my room to get showered and changed, then we get in Archer’s Model X Tesla and head Downtown to Perch.  It’s a rooftop restaurant and fairly decent when it comes to privacy.  We’ve been here a few times before.   
 
    We hear them before we see them.  Brooke has a very distinctive laugh.   
 
    “Sunglasses all around,” Archer grins.  “Looks like they had a good night too.” 
 
    “Or it could just be because it’s sunny and we’re all used to the drab greyness of New York?”  
 
    “I’m gonna go with my reasoning.” 
 
    We stop at the table behind the server who was starstruck when she realised who we are but remained professional.  It wouldn’t be worth her losing her job by freaking out.   
 
    “You’re here!” Jenna shouts from her seat on the other side of the table.   
 
    “In the flesh,” Archer says, plopping down beside Brooke.  “What are we drinking?” 
 
    “Mimosas,” Brooke side eyes him, lowering her glasses to look over them.  “Late night?” 
 
    “Always.” 
 
    I glance about at the table and notice a guy I wasn’t expecting.  He’s sitting beside Elsa, and he is staring right at me.  Shit, the best friend.  I thought he was in another country shooting a movie.  Jenna jumps up and hugs Archer around the neck from behind, kissing his cheek, then she comes over and gives me a hug.   
 
    “Nice,” she whispers, discreetly flicking the shirt.  “Come sit,” she drags me over and plops me down in the seat she was originally in, beside Elsa.   
 
    “Subtle,” I mutter to her.   
 
    She smiles at me then asks the server for more drinks for the table.  “You remember the girls, obviously, and Remi,” Jenna points to the A list actor, he lifts his chin at me but reserves the blinding white smile he’s known for.  “This is Nick and Archer.” 
 
    “Thank you for that,” Remi tells her.  “They’re probably more famous than I am.” 
 
    “Aw shucks,” Archer laughs taking his drink as soon as its down on the table.  “Don’t forget more handsome,” he winks. 
 
    Remi laughs and eyes Archer in a way that is a little more than friendly banter.  I dip my head and laugh when Archer seems to realise, he’s flirting with a guy.   
 
    “You two would make a seriously beautiful power couple,” Brooke stirs things.  “Can you imagine the envy.” 
 
    “Imagine all the crying women you mean,” Arch smirks at her.   
 
    While everyone is laughing, I take the time to turn to Elsa.  “Hey,” I smile. 
 
    “Hey yourself,” she replies.   
 
    “How’ve you been?  Did the end of your job with Instinct go okay?” 
 
    “I’m good, for the most part,” she eyes me.  “It was a lot of fun working on that shoot.  It’ll be great when the commercial is put together.  It’s hard to imagine right now, after watching all the different artists do their thing but I’m sure they’ll make it look fantastic.” 
 
    “What did they do with Bastian?” I ask, just out of interest because he is in a rock band too.  
 
    “Where they made your shoot look like a rock concert, his was more of a rock video, there was a bed and wind machines with billowing curtains.” 
 
    I laugh.  Thank fuck they didn’t make me do that, although his band isn’t as heavy as ours, a little more mainstream rock.  “He was okay with that?” 
 
    “He had the time of his life,” she smiles.   
 
    I can’t help the envy rising up in me.  Did she talk to him?  Did she do his makeup?  Remi is watching me, and I flatten my expression, but he didn’t miss it.  He’s clearly listening in, even though everyone around us is chatting, deciding what they want to eat.     
 
    “Did you get the stills from Louis, for the shoot?” I focus back on Elsa.   
 
    “Yes, I was blown away,” she brushes some hair back which lifts on a small gust of wind.   
 
    Some of it sticks to her lips and I reach up to help move it away.  She half bites her lip as I pull my hand back to take my glass.  Jenna kicks me under the table.  Likely in excitement at that move but shit it hurt.  I nudge her foot back like a five-year-old.   
 
    “I couldn’t believe how amazing they looked,” Elsa goes on.  “I know they were touched up but what they did with them was pretty cool.” 
 
    “They were barely touched up,” I say.  “They just added some filters to make them edgier.” 
 
    “She does look pretty spectacular in amongst all those hot guys,” Remi says, drawn back to our conversation while the others talk around us.  “I’ve told her enough times she has the skills to work on the other side of the camera.” 
 
    “Oh hush,” she nudges Remi.  “I love what I do.  Modelling is actually really hard work.  It was nice to come out of the dressing room this one time, but I couldn’t do it for a living.” 
 
    “Don’t be surprised if you start getting phone calls after the campaign goes live,” I tell her. 
 
    “Agreed,” Remi says, looking me up and down a little, like he’s judging me, and almost liking what he sees.   
 
    “Yeah well, it’s not my forte so I’ll leave it at one and done.” 
 
    I stare at her for a few seconds, she looks at me and her eyes widen slightly.  I know she wasn’t referring to us, she meant the photoshoot, but it could be misconstrued.   
 
    “So, has everyone RSVP’d to mom for Christmas eve?” Jenna asks.   
 
    Everyone nods or agrees they’re in.  Except Remi, who I’m presuming is only here for a short while, given he’s in the middle of shooting a movie.   
 
    “Great, it’s going to be so much fun.  Although Jordan still refuses to tell me what they have planned.  I swear to God, him and mom are thick as thieves these days.” 
 
    “I’d like to say as a mature, responsible woman she is having a positive influence on him,” Archer laughs.  “But I’m pretty sure she’s worse than he is.” 
 
    “They went axe throwing together last week,” Jenna looks bemused. 
 
    “Axe throwing?” I laugh. “Where the hell did that come from?” 
 
    “They do something different every couple of weeks, something your average person wouldn’t normally do.” 
 
    “Well, neither of them is average,” Brooke points out.  “But it is sweet how they’ve taken to one another.  If Jordan wasn’t with Alessa,” she waggles her eyebrows at Jenna.   
 
    “Ew,” Jenna’s nose wrinkles.  “It’s bad enough he keeps calling himself my brother, imagine him calling himself my stepfather.” 
 
    “Oh no, he’d want you to call him Daddy,” I disagree, and the others laugh.   
 
    “Where is he anyway, he’s been quiet,” Jenna asks. 
 
    “Red Alert are doing a few dates in Vegas, he’s gone with them,” Arch tells her.  “That means Adam is all alone.” 
 
    Jenna rolls her eyes.  Archer tells them all about our bet and everyone decides to get in on it while Jenna does her best to look outraged at the thought. Then begrudgingly says it will be today because he won’t want to be alone for another night.  Our food comes and the conversation flows, everyone having a good time. Remi even loosens up with me a little, especially when he finds out I spent an early part of my life in Chicago, where he is originally from.   
 
    While I’m chatting with him, Brooke and Meg say they have an appointment at a spa and say their goodbyes, I wave them off without a second thought.  Archer has been intermittently on and off his phone, which isn’t unusual for him, so I don’t think anything of it when it rings, and he excuses himself to take the call.   
 
    When Remi gets up to go to the bathroom, Elsa and I glance at each other, then turn to Jenna.  Who promptly pours a drink all over herself.   
 
    “Oh No!” She shrieks and pushes her chair back.  “Oops.” 
 
    The server comes over to help and she goes way over the top about how she’s ruined her shorts.  She tells us she’ll be right back and hurries away. 
 
    “God, their subterfuge needs work,” Elsa shakes her head.   
 
    “Jenna definitely needs some tips from Remi.  That was awful.  Think they left us with the bill?” 
 
    “Oh, I never thought of that,” she glances around for a server, but I put a hand on her arm.   
 
    “Relax, they planned this, someone will have paid, if not, it’s no hardship for me to buy.” 
 
    “Okay, so do we leave or…” 
 
    “Jenna has to be somewhere spying on us and we’ll only upset her if we do that.” 
 
    “You’re probably right,” she waves for another mimosa, so I get one too.  “Might as well enjoy it.  It’s gorgeous today.” 
 
    I can’t disagree.  I moved around a lot as a kid, but I’d never been happier than I was when we settled in White Plains, and I met three boys who would become the brothers I never had.  L.A. was home for a decade, the easy, slow paced way of life here suited me, the warm weather was a bonus of course, but this place felt like home too.  Moving to NYC was a band decision and one that worked really well, given the album we just put out is one of the best we’ve done in years.  That is partially down to the move, mostly down to the fact Adam is so deliriously happy, the creative mojo pouring out of him.   
 
    I’d been questioning whether Archer is happy in New York, if his mini break down is due to moving away from our homes.  If it came down to choosing, we will split down the middle.  I already know Adam won’t leave Jenna, and Jordan is tied to Alessa and Red Alert, who are based in New York.  I’ve always gone along to get along, but what do I really want?  And if I choose to go after Elsa, am I being fair to either one of us if it means someone has to leave their home?   
 
    I love New York though.  Both places have their pros and cons.  Doris is and will always be the biggest pro for me of being on the East Coast.  It’s a no brainer.  The guys might have their women there now, but Doris is my heart and soul.  And then I look at Elsa.  Her eyes are closed as she lets the sun warm her skin.  She’s more sun kissed than she was a few days ago.  She has that dewy, untouched look to her skin, so naturally beautiful it hurts.     
 
    I almost ask her if she is coming back to L.A. for good, but I don’t want to put that idea in her head.  I can’t stop it but bringing that up might make her think getting involved in anything with me isn’t worth her time.  Chances are, we’ll be on opposite sides of the country.  
 
    She doesn’t know Jenna filled me in on the asshole in New York, who she might have been getting close to, but he left for Florida.  That shit pissed me off.  I have no right to bring it up or be angry.   
 
    We aren’t together.   
 
    Yet. 
 
    So now I’ve got this opportunity, it’s time to turn on the charm.   
 
    But what I need to talk about right now is the furthest thing from charming.  This is more about the truth, about letting her know why I’m the way I am.   
 
    Opening up. And I’m terrified.   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-One  
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    We make small talk as the servers clear our dishes, then decide not to take up one of their valuable tables and head over to a more intimate one outside with an amazing view across Downtown.  I’m still shocked at the coordinated exodus.  Never in a million years did I think Remi would agree to something like this.  They’d planned it to precision, there was nothing slow about it.  Within the space of five minutes, they were all gone, and neither Nick nor I fully grasped the situation until Jenna did her horrendous act of spilling her drink.   
 
    I don’t know if I’m going to give them hell or congratulate them when I see them.   
 
    Despite that, and the fact we have yet to mention our situation, it’s been pleasant. The three mimosas I’ve downed haven’t hurt.  Nick somehow keeps the conversation going, never turning it to what we really ought to be talking about. When there is a lull in the polite chatter, I take a deep breath to fortify myself, then turn slightly in the chair so I’m facing him better. 
 
    Damn he looks good, I can’t help but let my eye drop to that chest.  Why does he do this to me?  Seriously.  Focus, Elsa. 
 
    “We should probably talk about what happened in New York.” 
 
    My lips part, he took the words right out of my mouth, like he knew just when to say them.   
 
    “What you said about me is right,” he sits forward slightly, angling towards me too.  “There are things going on.  Things that have been sitting on my chest for years.  And a lot of the time I let it take up more space in my head than I should,” he frowns, looking away for a moment.  “I did some thinking after we… You know,” he looks back and gives me a suggestive smirk.   
 
    “We what?” I decide to rattle him right back, being nonchalant. 
 
    “Fucked,” he says matter-of-factly. 
 
    My mouth opens and closes and Nick laughs.  I slap his arm, but it’s hardly got much behind it. 
 
    “Sorry, look, in all seriousness, something did happen after I left your place.  It’s something I’ve needed to face for a long time.  It’s been in my head to do it, but I let… other things stop me from taking the first step.” 
 
    “Nick, I’ve no idea what you mean,” I say, genuinely confused.  
 
    “Sorry, I’m doing this all wrong.  Okay,” he scrubs a hand down his face.   
 
    I reach out and put my hand on his arm.  All joking aside, it seems like he is trying to tell me something serious and is struggling.  This is a huge step in the right direction for him, so I need to make sure he doesn’t crawl back in on himself.  I want to know what it is. I want to know him.  If we have any hope, he needs to open more than just his arms and his pants.   
 
    Jesus, I push that thought aside quickly.   
 
    “You can tell me,” I say, trying to encourage him.   
 
    “It’s pretty easy to find out stuff about me, my past.  You know, my mom passing away when I was a kid, being raised by my grandma.  I’ve never discussed or answered any questions about my dad, even though it’s obvious I grew up without one.  Bianca, for all her faults, always made sure anyone interviewing us didn’t ask me about that.” 
 
    “It’s really no one’s business,” I say, offended on his behalf. 
 
    “Yeah, try telling that to the public.  Being who I am, I’m fair game.” 
 
    “I know that, but it’s not right.” 
 
    “There are a lot of things that happen around us that aren’t right, no one cares.  If people think there is a story there, or something sensational, they want to get the scoop.  But it’s always been the one thing I’ve never been willing to talk about.  With anyone.  The guys know, they’re my best friends and we don’t keep secrets from one another but, other than that…  Even Bianca isn’t aware of the whole story, just that there was no dad in the picture, and I don’t want to discuss him.  By extension that meant no questions about my mom.  It doesn’t stop people doing it though, they don’t care that it hurts the person.” 
 
    I hate how the world works when it comes to celebrities.  I’ve seen it close up with Remi, people guessing about his sexuality until he was forced to discuss it. All the vitriolic comments he gets about playing a leading man in a romance film, when he’s into guys.  But that is what acting is.  Remi doesn’t flaunt his sexuality, he doesn’t really talk about it full stop.  When he’s with someone, he protects them because he doesn’t want that shit coming into his life.  So, I get it, I do.  Nick’s situation is different, no less than Remi’s but different, heart breaking.  I don’t spend a lot of time with my own mom but that doesn’t mean I don’t love her and wouldn’t be broken if she passed.  Going through that at fifteen, with your only parent, must have been horrendous for Nick.   
 
    Even though Jenna partially explained this to me, I hadn’t really thought about it this much before.   
 
    “I’m sorry you have to put up with that, Nick.” 
 
    “It comes with the territory.  But that isn’t what I want to talk about,” he sighs and sits back again, and I notice the server hovering.  We’ve been here a while now and it looks like they’re getting busy for the lunch crowd.  “We should maybe leave?” he says. 
 
    “We’re paying customers,” I point out. 
 
    “Yeah, but a walk will be good. Or I could drive us to the beach?  You love the beach, right?  We can pick this up there, is that okay?” 
 
    It looks as if he needs this, so I agree.  We double check the bill actually has been taken care of, which it has.  Nick still leaves them a generous tip and thanks everyone as we leave, even pausing to sign a few autographs. I stand back and watch him interact with people. After everything he just told me, about how intrusive people can be in his life, he is still taking the time to talk with them, take pictures and sign things.  And he isn’t doing it in a hurried, let me get the hell out of here kind of way either, he’s talking to them, and listening.   
 
    He catches me looking and winks.  I try to suppress a smile as I look away.  He finishes up and we head outside. 
 
    “Shit, I forgot I came with Archer,” he tips his head back.   
 
    “Looks like Remi left me his car,” I point to the sleek black Maserati we arrived in. A valet comes over then and says he’s got the keys.  “They thought of everything huh?” 
 
    “I’d expect nothing less from Jenna,” Nick says, as we walk to the car, his eyes never leaving my best friends’ vehicle.   
 
    I roll my eyes.  “You want to drive?” 
 
    “Are you serious?” Nick’s eyes go wide in excitement.  I’m not at all bothered about it, so I hand him the keys and head to the passenger side. “This is an MC20,” Nick tells me as he lifts the door, grinning like a kid at Christmas.   
 
    “Cool,” I say, as unenthused about it as I was when Remi first bought it.  It’s a car.  Although, I did get a kick out of the doors that open upwards instead of outwards. 
 
    “This is the shit,” Nick says as he slides into the seat.  “Scissor doors, dual exhausts, bucket seats.” 
 
    “You’re not going to convince me to buy one,” I laugh.  Like I could ever afford it.  “So, no need to point out its design features.”  I don’t think he even hears me as he starts the car up and squeezes the steering wheel, he revs the engine and looks giddier than I’ve ever seen anyone look.   
 
    “How concerned will Remi be about his mileage?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because this car is made to be driven.” 
 
    “Aren’t all cars?” I give him a side on look. 
 
    “You know what I mean.  Fancy a drive to Malibu?  We can go to the beach there.  Unless you have somewhere you need to be?” 
 
    “No… I’ve got no plans.  Have at it,” I hold out a hand.   
 
    Nick revs the engine again and then pulls out of the parking lot.  I expect him to drive like a lunatic but he’s cautious, getting us onto the Harbor Freeway.  Luckily, traffic isn’t too bad given its midday on a Tuesday.  To pass the time, I ask how Doris is doing, happy to hear she’s settling into the place where she is convalescing.  Then Nick asks me about my family.  I suspect his news is going to be about his, so decide to go ahead and spill everything about mine.  I have two older sisters, one niece and another on the way, neither sister is married. One of them is with the father, the other is a single mom.  Nick glances my way when I tell him that, but I carry on as though it doesn’t mirror his circumstances.  Even though he knows this, I talk a bit more about my dad giving up his old life, going out on the open road in a camper van.  And how he met a guy realising he is gay and admitting the truth he’d been hiding for years.  
 
    “I’m really proud of him.  It took a lot to step out like that.  He’s never been happier, and his boyfriend is this really great guy, who is into everything he is.  He’s up in Monterey at the minute, but they’re heading back to L.A. to catch up before I go back to New York.” 
 
    “He sounds cool,” Nick says, one hand on the wheel, the other resting in his lap as he casts quick looks my way, before looking back at the road. “Must be nice to realise who you are and be able to live that life.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I nod, wondering if that is what Nick is hoping to achieve.  “It only took him fifty-three years to get there though.” 
 
    “Fuck,” Nick laughs.  “Well, maybe there is hope for me yet.” 
 
    I want to ask, but don’t.  I can wait.  Even though the curiosity is eating me alive.   
 
    “What about your mom?” 
 
    “She remarried within six months.  She’s your typical Beverley Hills housewife, used to a certain standard of living.  She doesn’t like to work either.  Dad still pays her alimony even though her new husband is loaded.  They couldn’t be any different. I don’t know how dad stayed as long as he did.” 
 
    “Probably for you and your sisters,” Nick says. 
 
    “Yeah, maybe.  The main thing is everyone is happy now.  I might not agree with mom’s way of life, but she is happy.  I guess that is what everyone wants out of life.” 
 
    We trail off there and I sit back in the seat and watch the world flying by out of the window.  He cranks up the music, rolls down the windows and just enjoys the drive.  I let my eyes close, enjoying the wind on my face.  My phone vibrates in my purse, jolting me about twenty minutes later.  I glance at the screen. 
 
    “It’s Jenna,” I tell Nick.   
 
    “What does she have to say for herself?” 
 
    “Are you and Nick going somewhere nice?  Don’t rush home.” 
 
    Nick laughs.  “Love that chick.” 
 
    “She is pretty amazing.” 
 
    We arrive at Malibu about half an hour later.  I don’t come out here often so didn’t realise how long it would take.  It’s nearing two in the afternoon.  I decide to leave Jenna guessing and don’t respond but I do text Remi to say his ride has been carnapped, and it’s likely he won’t see it again for a long time.  He sent back a bunch of smiley emoji and says he’s going out for drinks with Chase and another friend and to enjoy myself. 
 
    “You okay with El Matador beach?” Nick asks. 
 
    “I’ve never been,” I tell him. 
 
    “There are a few stairs down the side of a cliff, it’s kinda steep, bit of a hike but it’s one of the best beaches out here, usually pretty quiet too because of the scary ass way down.” 
 
    “Sounds perfect to me, I love hiking and climbing.” 
 
    “Really? He asks.  “Good to know.” 
 
    After we arrive and park, Nick fortuitously finds a blanket in the back of the car, which he tosses over his shoulder, and we head over to the stairway that leads down to the beach.  Just looking at the view from the top almost takes my breath away.  He wasn’t kidding about the stairway. They’re pretty sturdy though, if rusty and old, but I’m not afraid of heights and I meant it, hiking and climbing is one of my favourite things to do.   
 
    I’m enjoying myself and trying not to overthink what is going on here.  I know our friends have forced us into this situation, but I’m not mad about it.  The whole day so far has been fun.  Even if the conversation coming is heavy, it’s something I’ve wanted for a long time.   
 
    It doesn’t take long and once we’re down the stairs, I slip off my shoes, scrunch my toes in the sand and let out a huge sigh.  Nick laughs, grabs my hand and tugs me along.  I let him, our fingers curl together.  I try not to let it go to my head.  I need to remember what Meg said last night.  I cannot forsake my own happiness for anyone.  Yet, it’s impossible to wipe the smile off my face right now.   
 
    Nick finds a spot he’s happy with, spreads the blanket and helps me to sit before he joins me.  He leans back on his elbows and watches the waves crashing ahead of us.  I sit cross legged beside him.   
 
    “It’s beautiful here,” I say. 
 
    “Yeah, I found it one day while I was out hiking.” 
 
    “Liar,” I laugh and push him. 
 
    “I’m serious,” he says.  “I hike.  A lot.  Ask anyone.  It’s hard to do it in New York though.” 
 
    “There are places,” I say.  “Just not in Manhattan.” 
 
    “Really?  You’ll have to show me.” 
 
    “Sure,” I say without thinking and Nick smiles that blinding smile at me again.   
 
    It’s not that hot out but it’s pleasant enough.  I wore capri pants and a peasant blouse, so everything is nice and light.  Nick’s shirt is billowing slightly in the breeze.  God damn him and those buttons.  Does he even know that the top four fasten too? 
 
    “I guess I should finish that conversation I started before,” Nick sits up.  He reaches beside him and grabs a handful of sand, then holds his hand up and lets the grains slip through his fingers.  I watch him watching as the sand falls.   
 
    It’s on the tip of my tongue to tell him he doesn’t have to, because I don’t like making anyone feel uncomfortable, but I need to hear this, so I keep my lips sealed. 
 
    “So, a few days ago, I was sorting things in Doris’s apartment.  I want her to be safe when she gets home after she’s better,” he starts, and I nod in agreement.  “While I was there, I found a few boxes in one of the spare rooms.  I don’t usually go poking around but Doris is a neat freak, almost as bad as Archer, so it was weird for boxes to just be lying around.  I went to tidy them up and saw a couple of photographs in one of the boxes, of my mom,” he looks out to the ocean again, his hand still picking up and releasing sand.  “So, I started going through the other pictures in the box, there were a lot, especially of us guys when we were kids. Some of them were pretty funny actually. Anyway, I was just looking and came across a picture of my mom with a guy.” 
 
    I suck in my bottom lip to keep from saying anything.  He glances over and nods.   
 
    “My mom and Doris never told me anything about my dad.  They made it seem like he wasn’t worth our time.  I had so many questions about him, mom was always patient with me, but told me we didn’t need him in our lives. When she got sick, I asked a few times, but it seemed to upset her, so I turned to Doris.  She didn’t want to tell me either.  Just said he never wanted anything to do with mom, he abandoned us, and he wasn’t worth thinking about, let alone talking about.  She’s kept that stance my whole life. And, until recently, I’ve let it go.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I say, touching his arm.   
 
    “I’m not the only kid who went through something like that.  And I had Doris, she raised me, took care of me, so you know, I just let it go.” 
 
    “You still have a right to know.  As an adult, it’s your choice.  I’m sorry but Doris was wrong to keep the information from you.” 
 
    “That’s what makes it harder.  I respected what she wanted, and it was… Shit, I didn’t even realise it because it was so normal to just push any thoughts of him out of my head. But it was always there.  In the dark parts of my mind.  Who is he?  Why did he leave us?  What did he do that was so horrible and do I need to hunt him down and kick his ass?  At one point, I even wondered if the guy even knew I existed, but my mom would never do that.  She would have made sure whoever he was, no matter the situation, he knew he was going to be a dad.” 
 
    I draw my legs up and rest my chin on my knee, tilting my head to look at him.   
 
    “It’s no excuse for the way I’ve been over the years, with women,” he briefly looks at me, then back at the ocean.  “I think being in this world hasn’t helped either.  It’s safe to say this in front of you without you wanting to slap me, but doing what I do, women throw themselves at us and not in a good way. It’s more about what they get out of it than it being anything meaningful.  When you have hundreds of women wanting you like that, eventually, it becomes normal for that to just be what it’s about.  I’m not trying to sound like an asshole here.  Jordan is the only one of us that actually took that to the extreme, but I won’t lie and say I didn’t do it too.  We all did, especially when we were younger.” 
 
    “I’m not going to look at you any differently for that Nick, I get it.” 
 
    He slaps his hands together to get rid of the sand and rests his palms behind him, taking his weight as he leans back.  He’s slightly behind me now, so I tilt my head further sideways on my knee so I can see him.   
 
    “Anyway, that stuff happened.  So much so, when something good walked into my life, I couldn’t see it.  Or I fucked it up,” he lifts his eyes and stares at me, everything that happened between us flashing through that look of regret.  He maintains eye contact as he goes on.  “Or I didn’t try hard enough, because I always had it in the back of my head that people don’t stay, or they want something from me and once they’ve got it, I’m no longer useful.” 
 
    I am shocked at the vulnerability on his face right now.  Nick never comes across that way, he’s always so confident.  My heart beats a little faster.  He’s being honest with me, it’s what I have wanted for a long time.   
 
    “None of this excuses what I did, Elsa,” he says.  “I let that girl come on to me.  I remember her hanging around, all over us, trying to get with whoever she could.  Jordan was with her friend.  I didn’t pay her any attention because that was normal, you know, women are just always around us.”  He pauses and looks at me, sitting up straight.  “I sound like a dick.” 
 
    “No.  Well, maybe a little, but I’ve been around you guys when you’re out and I know what some fans are like.” I lift my chin. I don’t add that he doesn’t have to let them follow him around.   
 
    “We were idiots that night,” Nick shakes his head.  “Jordan was upset about missing the tour with us, and we were worried about him.  None of this is an excuse,” he adds again.  “Fuck, I can’t even get this right.” 
 
    “You’re doing okay,” I say.  “Just keep going,” I shove his arm. 
 
    “There is no way to say this without coming off like a dick anyway.  I didn’t even notice the chick was behind us.  I’d had a lot to drink, we were giving Jordan shit about screwing things up with his arm. We didn’t have security with us and there were people following us.  Archer at least had some sense about him and got us a car, which we were headed for when a bunch of people started running after us.  We’ve been in situations like that before and it was insane.   
 
    “So, we’re running to this car, security from the club stop people chasing us and we get away to the car. This girl just comes out of nowhere, her arms go around me.  Jordan is cheering and laughing, Archer has a girl and I just turned, and she started kissing me. And there are fucking paparazzi everywhere, like there always are.  Then more people are running at us again, so we get into the car, and…” 
 
    “Are you serious?” I breathe out.   
 
    He looks at me, confused by the expression on my face. 
 
    “She accidentally got into the car with you, and once you realised she was there, you dropped her off and you went home.” 
 
    “Uh, yeah,” he rubs his chin.  “You’re pissed?” 
 
    “Pissed?” I push up and get to my feet.  “Are you serious right now?  You let me believe you cheated on me, and that was what happened? You didn’t pick her up, have second thoughts and send her home?  It was a stupid…” I wave my hands around trying to think of a word.  “BreakNeck thing?” Is what I come out with. 
 
    Nick is staring up at me.  “A BreakNeck thing,” he repeats. 
 
    “Yes,” I brush my hair off my face and look away from him.  “It’s just so… ridiculous.” 
 
    Nick gets up behind me and I turn to face him.  He’s just standing there, with no idea what to do or even say.   
 
    “Months of heartbreak, and crying and hating you and it was… all for nothing?” 
 
    “Fuck,” he runs a hand through his hair.  “Elsa, I deserve whatever you’re going to say to me, whatever you want.  If you want me to take you back to L.A. right now, I will.  Or if you want to take the car and leave me here, then…” he fidgets then shoves his hands into his pockets.   
 
    “Just, give me a minute,” I say and turn away. 
 
    “Elsa.” 
 
    “A minute,” I hold a finger up then walk to the water’s edge.   
 
    My first instinct is to do what he said, grab the keys, run up the steps and drive away leaving him down here.  I wouldn’t do that.  But I’m angry.  I genuinely was heartbroken over him.  I squeeze my eyes closed and drop my head.  This is horrible and stupid, and I feel like an idiot, then I think about what he said before all of that.  How he feels about himself.  He never tried to ask for forgiveness or explain what happened because he figured we wouldn’t last anyway, that he would eventually fuck things up.   
 
    And his dad.  He lost his mom and he’s terrified of losing Doris.  He’s never stayed with anyone or had a real relationship because of this.   I don’t know whether to be irritated or sad for him.  He is taking steps to try and right at least some of it, by explaining things to me.  Not just about that night, but about who he is, why he is the way he is.  And he’s already made it clear he’s doing this to prove he’s worth another chance.  That was what he said when he left Remi’s house the other day.   
 
    He wants to find his father to try and get some sort of closure, or clarification, to figure out why his dad left them.  Maybe to convince himself that it was never about him, but all about his dad and his problems.  I turn and glance over my shoulder.  Nick is watching me.  He’s standing by the blanket, his hands in his pockets.  That floppy hair blowing in the wind and his eyes, even from this distance are so hypnotizing. 
 
    There is no doubt in my mind about how Nick makes my body react.  Just looking at me, with all this space between us has me mesmerized.  Or dickmatized as Jordan so aptly names it. 
 
    No, that isn’t right.  It was never about his dick.  Although that is always a bonus and the sex the other night was other worldly.  Even if Brooke tells me not to let that cloud my thinking.  I can’t help it.  We’re compatible that way, definitely. And over the past few weeks, talking to him again, being around him, I can feel that pull. I turn back to the water.  I don’t know what I want.  
 
    More like I know what I want but I don’t know if it’s the right thing to do. 
 
    “Els.” 
 
    I jump at his voice so near to me.  When I turn, he is a breath away from me.  I look up at him and I’m a god damn goner.   
 
    “I’m a fucking idiot.” 
 
    “You are,” I agree, trying to hold on to the anger. 
 
    He puts a hand on my hip. “And I seriously need to work on my communication skills.” 
 
    “One hundred percent.”  He smells really good.  His skin is warm from the sun too, where his arm is pressing against mine. 
 
    Nick steps closer, his head lowering slightly so his forehead is close to the bridge of my nose. 
 
    “The whole learning to trust people thing too.  To know they’re not all out to hurt me, which then means I don’t need to hurt them first.” 
 
    “That would be helpful… For, making things better.  For… future relationships.” 
 
    “Future relationships?” he runs the tip of his nose against mine, as one of his hands goes around and presses gently at the small of my back.  “With other people,” he says in a low growl as his lips tease the edge of my mouth.  “Or you?” 
 
    Can anyone say speechless?  He nudges my lower lip and sucks it between his.  Standing might have become a problem if he didn’t have an arm around me.  Am I really going to let it go this easily?  Am I going to let him just kiss me like this… 
 
    Nick takes the back of my head in his other hand and his lips slant over mine, he kisses me softly a few times, then his tongue seeks entry and shitting hell…. I let him in. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
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    Well, this is going better than expected.  I knew she would be angry, was definitely ready for that but I didn’t think she’d melt this easily.  I kiss her thoroughly, then reluctantly pull back.  I’m not here for this.  Well, not right now.  I didn’t want her to run away before I have the opportunity to fully explain all this shit to her.  Kissing her senseless to stop her walking away seemed like the right thing to do.  She sags a little against me when I pull back. She’s breathless, so I know I did a good job.  
 
    Elsa licks her lips as she looks up at me.   
 
    “Do you need to sit down?” I ask with a smirk.   
 
    Her eyes narrow and she steps back and walks around me, she looks back over her shoulder. If I didn’t think this was a serious situation, I’d believe that was a ‘come hither’ look, her eyes are all seductive.  Or maybe that’s just my wishful thinking.  I follow her to the blanket where she sits, crosses her legs like she is about to meditate, and looks up at me.  She’s at least gathered herself on that walk back.   
 
    I flop down and lie beside her on my back, with my hands behind my head, looking up at the sky.  It’s hazy with fat white clouds.  “It’s a long way from the snow, huh?” 
 
    Elsa nods, looking up at the sky.  I nudge her with my knee until she looks at me.  I pat the blanket behind her.  Her eyes narrow again but after a few moments of indecision, she lies down beside me.  I keep my hands behind my head though, despite wanting to grab her and pull her on top of me.  For a while we just lay side by side, watching the clouds lazily moving across the sky above us, listening to the sound of the surf.   
 
    “So, what are you going to do, about your father?  The man in the photograph is your father, right?” 
 
    I move one hand to rest on my stomach, turning my head so I can look at her profile as she continues staring at the sky.   
 
    “Yeah, the photograph.  The guy looks just like me.  I could already tell we are related just from the photograph alone, but I also found my birth certificate.  Another thing I thought was missing,” I frown. 
 
    Elsa turns her head to me.  “You thought you didn’t have a birth certificate?” 
 
    “I thought it was missing, I never really needed it before.” 
 
    “What about travel documents and other things you need a birth certificate for?” 
 
    “I’ve been with BreakNeck since I was eighteen years old.  Anything like that, management always did for us.  I told Bianca it was lost, and she sorted something out.  Sounds stupid, I know.  I promise I’m not a complete pleb, I know how to balance my cheque book.” 
 
    “Yeah, okay,” she tries to hide a laugh.  “So, the name on the birth certificate, it’s the man in the photograph?  How did you figure that out?” 
 
    “When I saw the name, I Googled him.  Found out quite a lot about him, he’s kind of well known.” 
 
    “Famous?” 
 
    “Not famous, he’s just pretty successful in his chosen field,” I say.  I roll onto my side but keep my hands away from her.  She’s still cagey even if she hasn’t run, I prop myself up on my elbow and look down at her.  “I’ve hired a PI to find out more about him.” 
 
    “That’s,” she pauses, a little frown line between her brows.  “Probably a good idea in your position.  How do you feel about it?” 
 
    “I’m curious… cautious.  I wouldn’t say happy.  I’m kinda pissed.  I mean, I know who he is, I’ve just got the PI to get more information before I decide what I want to do.” 
 
    “How much did you find out via Google?” 
 
    “I found out he’s married, he has three kids and…” I reach over and take some of her hair, rubbing it between my fingertips.  “His eldest is the same age as me.” 
 
    “Oh Nick,” she reaches up her hand and takes hold of mine.   
 
    “It’s okay, kind of explains some of what happened, right?” I sit up.  Elsa does too.  “Arch was worried he might be some random guy who will want all my money, but this guy is loaded.  Like a millionaire.” 
 
    “He’s a well-known millionaire?” Elsa asks.  “What does he do?” 
 
    “Stock market originally, but he’s built up this huge business, has like an umbrella company that has all these other businesses beneath it. Newspapers, tech firms, a couple of banks, his kids all work for him, one is a Chef who owns a string of restaurants, worldwide.” 
 
    Elsa is stiff beside me.  I glance at her, and her eyes are wide.  “What?” I ask her. 
 
    “What’s his name?” 
 
    “Why? What are you thinking?” I ask, surprised by her reaction. 
 
    “My dad knows a guy, who… has a lot of businesses and… his son is a chef.” 
 
    I turn to her fully.  “Really?” 
 
    “What’s his name?” she asks softly. 
 
    I swallow, then tell her.  “Derrick Atwater.” 
 
    “Holy shit,” Elsa breathes out, her back curving as she bends forward slightly.  “I’m not in the habit of hanging around with dad’s friends, but Derick Atwater visited our house when we were younger, and mom hosted dinner parties.  I know the Atwater kids better than I know him.” 
 
    “Fuck,” I laugh out in surprise.  I never expected this.  She hung out with his kids?  With my… half-siblings?  I’m fucking blown away by this.   
 
    “Not that I’ve seen them in years, and I never really had anything in common with any of them, it was more forced mingling when they attended the parties with their parents.  His daughter Roisin is actually a bit of a bitch.  She used to pick on one of my sisters all the time.”  Elsa stops talking and quickly covers her mouth with a hand. 
 
    “Relax,” I tell her.  “It’s not like I know them.” 
 
    “But you might want to, and you can’t go into that thinking that she’s horrible.  I mean… That was when we were kids, and she is probably really different now.” 
 
    I take her hand and pull it onto my lap.  She stops talking and just stares at me, anything to do with my breaking her heart is forgotten now.  I should be glad, but I’m not sure I am.  
 
    “Are you sure he’s your father?” she asks. 
 
    “I can’t confirm anything until we have a DNA test. Here,” I pull my phone from my pocket and find the picture I took of the photograph.  I pass it over to her and see her staring, not at Atwater, but at my mom.  She is stunning and her smile is so huge.  That was one of the things that bothered me the most about this, how happy she is.  Knowing she died alone, never having shared any more smiles with the asshole standing next to her.   
 
    “Your mom was really beautiful,” she says softly.   
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “And yeah… Wow, you look more like him than his other kids,” she slaps my phone back in my hand and looks at me in horror. 
 
    “You’re on a roll,” I tell her. 
 
    “I’m sorry, it’s just…I’m sorry, Nick.  This must be really hard for you.” 
 
    “I’m trying not to think about it too much, I want to let the PI do her thing then worry about what comes after,” I say as I look around.  The beach is still really quiet, but there is nothing much here.  I get to my feet and reach for Elsa’s hand.  “I don’t know about you, but I could use a drink.” 
 
    She lets me pull her up, standing close to me, my hand still wrapped around hers.  Then she nods.   
 
    “I could do with more than one drink.” 
 
    “I know a place,” I say as she bends to pick up the blanket and her shoes on the way back to the stairs.  
 
    I let her go up ahead of me, telling myself its so I can catch her if she slips, and not so I can watch her ass as it moves with the motion of her steps, right in front of my face.  Elsa is quiet on the drive over and for once, I’m fine with that, both of us lost in our own thoughts.  I’m still trying to process she knows the man who potentially, more than likely, is my father.   
 
    Duke’s Barefoot Bar is fairly quiet, and no one is interested in us when we arrive.  The place is set up to look like a Hawaiian beach side bar. We get a table close to the edge of the beach and order margaritas. Elsa picks up a menu and pumps her fist with a grin. 
 
    “It’s Taco Tuesday.” 
 
    “Go for it,” I say in amusement with a nod to the menu.   
 
    It’s getting close to four, it’s been a while since we ate and I’m hungry too, plus it will help soak up any alcohol I drink.  We order a couple of Taco’s each and I sit back, marvelling at how weird this day has been. I never in a million years thought I’d be spending it with Elsa.  I wanted to tell her about my past and my current predicament to try and prove I’m serious about changing.  I meant it when I said I want a second chance.  Didn’t quite turn out that way but she doesn’t seem to be in any rush to get away from me.   
 
    “Okay, so if we forget about the fact that my dad knows Derrick, what is the private investigator doing for you?” Elsa asks, sipping her drink. 
 
    “I’ve asked her to find out everything she can around my birthdate.  To see if she can find out where he was then, and general information on who he is, what he’s like.”  I shrug.  “I’ve never done anything like this before, but I don’t think contacting out of the blue and asking him to do a DNA test will go down well.” 
 
    “No, probably not,” she rummages in her purse for a moment and takes out a hair tie, pulling her long unruly hair out of her face.  The wind is picking up slightly.  “But the end goal is to meet him?”  She looks at me, sees the indecisiveness on my face.  “It’s okay Nick, it’s a huge step.  Just finding out his name must have been a shock, especially the way you did it.  Did you tell anyone else about this?” 
 
    “Arch knows. It was his idea to come here, try and figure out what we could before I decide how I want to approach this.  And Jenna knows too.” 
 
    “What about Doris?” 
 
    “No,” I say, drawing the word out and grabbing my drink.  That, I am not looking forward to.  If I do follow up on this and meet him, I’m going to have to tell her what I did.  That is playing on my mind right now.  I don’t want to go behind her back, but I also don’t want to stress her out while she’s recovering.  I hate lying but I’m mostly convinced it’s the right thing to do. 
 
    Elsa more or less repeats what I’m thinking.  Even if she is still a little angry with my grandma for keeping this from me.  I know why Doris did it.  For her to hate him as much as she does, she must have known Derrick was married when he got mom pregnant.  Elsa listens to me as I tell her all of this, getting everything off my chest.   
 
    Our Taco’s arrive and we get another margarita.  The bar starts to get busier, people obviously coming in for the food.  There is nothing pretentious about this place though, there are a few people barefoot.  Like the name implies.  Elsa has slipped off her shoes again too and is sitting cross legged as she finishes the last bite of her Taco.  We change the subject as the sky starts to darken and I tell her about our break from working, mine and Archer’s plans to head out on the Kentucky Bourbon Trail in a few weeks, which she is more excited about than I am.  I nearly invite her, but manage to reign myself in, for Archer’s sake.  He’ll kill me if I do that.   
 
    “You’re coming to Jordan’s Christmas thing, right?”  I ask after the server brings us another drink.  I’m pretty sure at this point driving home is a bit dicey.  But I don’t stop, just switch to beer.   
 
    “Yeah, I’ll be there.  Dad is meeting me here in a couple of days so I can catch up with him.  I’ll drop in on mom before I go back to New York too, so I can spend the holidays there.” 
 
    “What about Christmas day?” I ask, not liking the idea of her alone in Remi’s huge house.   
 
    “Jenna and Adam invited me over.” 
 
    When I see Adam, which I’m sure will be tomorrow, I’ll get myself invited.  Archer will be with his family and Doris told me there is a party at the facility she’s staying at, saying she will see me on Christmas eve, but I’ll drop in on her there too.  I notice Elsa side-eyeing me as I’m thinking but I just grin.  As the place picks up, I decide not to risk being spotted and suggest another quick walk on the beach.  Elsa agrees, I pay, after an argument about splitting the bill, then we head down to the beach.  Elsa doesn’t bother putting her shoes back on.  I slip off mine and my socks and roll the bottom of my jeans up as best as I can.   
 
    “Are you warm enough?” I ask her.   
 
    “After the last few weeks in New York, this is practically tropical,” she laughs. 
 
    We walk along the sand in silence, each lost in our own thoughts.  The day is drawing to a close, but I don’t really want it to end.  I feel like we’ve taken some steps forward here today, even if it’s been surreal.  As Elsa moves around some rocks on the sand, she gets closer to me, so I decide to make a move and brush our hands, before slipping my fingers around hers.  She already let me kiss her, so I don’t think this is pushing it too much. When she doesn’t pull her hand away, I relax.   
 
    It's starting to get dark, so I gently tug her towards the water’s edge before we need to turn back.  We stand with our feet in the surf. 
 
    “Oh look, dolphins,” Elsa points out to the water.   
 
    I look where she is pointing and spot the pod diving in and out of the water.  Elsa laughs excitedly, though I’m sure it’s a sight she must have seen hundreds of times.  I watch her as she smiles, her eyes wide and happy as she watches the dolphins playing in the water.  Maybe it’s not down to me, but I want to think I have something to do with her mood.   
 
    The longer I watch her, the more I want to take this further.  I step closer to her, put an arm around her waist.  She turns slightly, lifting her head to look at me.  I reach up and take her chin lightly between my thumb and forefinger.   
 
    “I’m not sure we’ve really resolved anything between us,” I say, staring into her eyes, she doesn’t even blink as she looks back at me, completely silent.  “But I really want to kiss you again.” 
 
    She shivers and I pull her a little tighter to me.  She presses in but I wait for her to agree to my question.  I don’t want to fuck this up by rushing anything.  Her hand reaches up and her fingertips brush over my collar bone, slightly down my chest and I try to hide the smile at Jenna’s assessment of Elsa’s obsession with my chest.  That flies out of my head when she goes up on her toes and presses her lips to mine.  It doesn’t take long to turn heated.  I kiss her harder, my tongue pushing in and rolling with hers.  Elsa moans softly, making me grip her tighter, that fucking sound does things to me.  She grips my shirt in one hand, the other up the back of my neck and into my hair.  We stand at the water’s edge and kiss, my hands roaming to grab her perfect ass, making her go up higher on her toes and moan harder as we become more desperate.   
 
    Fuck, why did I start this here, out in the open with houses backing onto the beach.  I’ve had sex on a beach before and as romantic as it sounds, it fucking isn’t.  Sand gets everywhere no matter how careful you are.  Elsa’s hands are under my shirt, her fingers moving over the ridges of my abs.   
 
    “As much as I want to throw you down right here, I’m not letting anyone else see you,” I tell her, pulling back and looking up at the lights of the houses nearby.  “Come on.”   
 
    I turn and march across the sand pulling her with me.  We get in the car, and I pull out of the lot like I have the cops on my ass.  Given I’ve been drinking, the last thing I need right now is to get pulled over and I feel bad about risking it.  I drive along with my fists clenched so tight around the steering wheel it feels like my fingers are going to snap off.  I don’t know where the fuck I’m going but it’s not home, that is too far away.  I search the road as we drive, looking for somewhere to pull off when Elsa starts moving on the seat beside me.  I glance over and see her unbuttoning her pants and starting to slip them off.  I’m momentarily distracted by the sight of her tanned thighs as she removes the pants, leaving her in her white shirt and the smallest pair of hot pink panties I’ve ever seen. 
 
    “Watch the road,” she says, and I quickly look back up.   
 
    “Kinda hard.”  Elsa laughs as she takes her shirt off.  “What the fuck are you doing?” I groan, shifting in the seat and cupping my dick.  It’s aching and desperately needing out of these pants.   
 
    “Just watch the road,” she reaches for my jeans.  The car veers to the wrong side of the line and I quickly adjust to get it back on the right side as she unzips my jeans and slips her hand inside.  She squeezes me over the top of my boxer shorts and leans in, nipping at my earlobe.   
 
    “You’re gonna make me crash this hundred-thousand-dollar car,” I growl. 
 
    “Better find a place to pull over then,” she whispers in my ear.   
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
    I scan ahead and finally see a road that doesn’t look very well lit.  I turn into it and drive down a way before I pull over.  There isn’t anything around, no streetlights. It could be a private road or a driveway for all I know, I don’t give a shit.  There isn’t much space in this car, but I manage to get the seat back as far as it will go as Elsa unhooks her bra, her perfect tits spilling out, lit up by the lights on the dashboard.  I pop my seatbelt and grab her waist, lifting her.  She bangs her knee on the door but tells me it’s fine as she gets herself situated on my lap.  The centre console is in the way and for a moment, I contemplate getting out and just spreading her across the hood of the car. At least inside with have some semblance of privacy.   
 
    She is practically naked in my lap as she shoves my shirt aside.  She leans down and sucks on my collar bone, then lightly bites the skin, making me hiss and my hips buck upwards.  Her hand goes back inside my pants, only this time she pulls my dick out.  It’s not comfortable at all, the elastic is pulling tight around my balls and the zipper is digging into my skin.  Fucking hell. 
 
    “Up,” I tap her thighs.  
 
    She rises on her knees, and I push up and shove my pants and underwear down so they’re around my knees.  Elsa drops back down, her bare ass on my thighs.  I grab her tits and kiss her, rolling her nipples between my fingers, drawing desperate moans out of her.   
 
    “What the holy fuck are we doing,” I ask between kisses. 
 
    “Fucking,” she smirks, then kisses me again.   
 
    Far be it from me to complain.  I grip her ass with one hand, kneading the flesh in my palm, fucking delighted at the fact she is wearing a thong.  I pull on it and Elsa moans, bringing my hand around I slide it aside and push my fingers under her panties, running them up her seam, she’s soaked.   
 
    “Oh yes,” she breathes, as I push a finger inside, and my thumb strokes her clit.   
 
    She sits back a little, her back hitting the steering wheel but she doesn’t seem to care.  I lean in and kiss her throat, then trail my tongue down and around her nipple.  She grips the back of my head, all the while my fingers are working inside her.  She’s let go of me, but my dick is up and flat against my abs as she writhes, sliding up and down the shaft.   
 
    “Shit, Elsa, I don’t have a condom,” I say, sitting up and looking at her.  Her mouth hangs open in a daze as she comprehends what I am saying.   
 
    “Are you clean?” she asks.   
 
    That shocks the shit out of me, I thought she’d put on the brakes.  “I haven’t had sex in six months,” I tell her.  “Last check-up was all clear.  You?” 
 
    “I haven’t had sex since… You.”   
 
    She stares at me as my eyes widen and brows shoot up. “Are you serious?” 
 
    “So we’re both clean, yeah?” she asks, brushing over that admission.  I nod.  “Good.”   
 
    She grabs my dick and pulls it up towards her, her thumb brushing over the tip, making me hiss again. I seriously can’t believe we’re about to do this.  I’ve never had sex without protection before.  If it was going to be with anyone, I’m glad it’s her, but my own situation starts to swirl through my head as she grinds on me, shifting upwards slightly. 
 
    “Elsa, what about-” 
 
    “I have an implant,” she tells me.  “We’re protected.” 
 
    “Okay, fuck…” I grab my dick and line up then push up as she pushes down.  Her mouth drops open and her head tips back, thrusting her tits at me.  “Shit,” I grunt, trying not to blow my fucking load at the feel of her tight heat enveloping me.  Jesus Christ, I’ve never felt something so fucking good before.  Her skin against mine is like heaven.   
 
    Elsa grabs my head and pulls me to her, kissing me hard as she starts moving, riding up and down.  I can hear her leg bashing into something, but she is so lost in the moment, she doesn’t appear to care.  I grab her ass cheeks and help lift her up and down over my dick.   
 
    “We could get caught,” she breathes, pulling back and looking through the window. 
 
    “Little late to worry now,” I say, shifting my hips. 
 
    “I’m not worried,” she says. 
 
    “Is the thought of getting caught turning you on, Elsa?” 
 
    Her only response is a long moan as she slows her pace, pushing forward and back in a slow rhythm instead of lifting.  I’d laugh if I weren’t losing my damn mind at the feel of her.  So, she has an exhibitionist streak in her.  That is something I store away in the back of my mind as I grab the tie from her hair and pull it.  It spills down all around her shoulders like a blonde wave.  Her mouth drops open as she starts to ride me harder.  I grit my teeth, holding on as the pleasure becomes too much to bear.   
 
    “Fuck, I need you to come,” I tell her.   
 
    “Yes,” she reaches out and her hand slaps the console, she grips it and then the windowsill, using them as leverage as she rides me harder.  “Oh God,” her eyes close and her head tips back.  “Yes!” 
 
    Her walls tighten around me, my dick is beyond caring about anything other than exploding.  I roar out and push up as I come, emptying out inside of her.  Elsa cries out and slaps the window, her body tightens up and she grips me so hard l have to grit my teeth.  Elsa’s shoulders hunch forward and her forehead slams against my shoulder, she’s panting hard.   
 
    “I don’t think I’ll be able to get out of this,” she says into my shoulder after we catch our breath. 
 
    I look down and see her leg wedged between the seat and the door. Fucking hell.  I shift and she lifts a little.  My dick falls out of her as she uses my stomach and shoulder to lift herself up.   
 
    “Whoever said fucking in a car was sexy,” she laughs.   
 
    “Yeah, movies sure have a lot to answer for,” I say, carefully helping her move her leg. 
 
    We end up having to open the door, I shift sideways and turn with her still in my lap.  Like fuck will I let her be out in the open longer than necessary though, I get up and shield her then slap her ass to make her get back inside.  I pull up my pants and take off my shirt throwing it around her as she drops into the driver seat, then hurry around to the passenger side.  I glance around as I do and notice a house a little further along the road we’re on.  It doesn’t look like anyone is home, the lights are all off, but I don’t want to hang around and risk running into anyone.   
 
    I shut the door and look over at her.  Her hair is a mess, but she looks fucking hot in her panties and my shirt.  She tips her head back and laughs, then rolls her head so she is looking at me.  I can’t help but laugh too.   
 
    “I’m going to have to tell Remi he needs a bigger car.” 
 
    “You’re going to tell him about this?” I ask in surprise. 
 
    “No,” she shakes her head.  “We should probably head back,” she says, pulling my shirt closed. 
 
    “Or we could find a hotel,” I say, looking at my watch.  “Or not, no pressure,” I add, when she doesn’t answer.  “I was just thinking about… cleaning up,” I glance at her thighs.   
 
    “That might actually be a good idea,” she squirms a little.   
 
    We decide to switch and Elsa pulls on her pants before getting into her seat. I make sure she has her seatbelt on then ask Siri to find me the nearest hotel.  I book a room online and when we get there, Elsa goes inside and checks us in while I park the car.  I don’t have anything I can use to disguise myself and there are a lot of people around.  Elsa comes out with the key, ushers me inside and into the elevator before anyone has time to look at me.   
 
    In the room, I glance at the bed, then Elsa, who looks every bit like she just got fucked in a car.   
 
    “You can take the first shower,” I say, dropping the keys to the Maserati and my wallet on the bedside table.   
 
    “Thank you,” she says, then slips into the bathroom and shuts the door.   
 
    I’d kinda been hoping she’d invite me in, but I guess she needs her space.  I sit down on the end of the bed as the shower starts up.  I stare down at my feet for a while thinking about the day.  I never imagined when I woke up this morning with a raging hang over, I would end it in a hotel in Malibu having some of the best and weirdest sex of my life.  Although, one thing Elsa and I never got wrong was sex.  But even I know that isn’t enough. 
 
    I check my phone and answer Archer and Jenna’s texts that have been coming in through the day.  I don’t tell them where we are, but I let them know we’re safe.  Jenna replies straight away wanting more details, but I tell her we’ll catch up tomorrow.   
 
    Archer only replies to say I owe him fifty bucks.   
 
    Fucking Adam. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Three 
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    After Nick’s shower, he gets into bed naked and pulls me into him, just like he did the other night.  It feels… comfortable.  Like we belong here, like this. He doesn’t make a move for more sex, and before too long my eyelids droop.  It has been a long, stressful day and finishing it with sex in the car, which I instigated this time, has left me drained.  I know it was crazy to suggest and then go through with unprotected sex, but I am safe from pregnancy, and I do trust him.  It slipped out that I hadn’t been with anyone since him and I’m sure he’ll bring it up but for now, I just let myself drift off. 
 
    When I wake up, he isn’t there and for a second I think he left, then the toilet flushes and he comes back into the room, looking like every woman’s wet dream.  Completely, gloriously naked.  He winks at me as he checks his phone, then gets back under the covers, lying on his side so he is facing me.  I roll over too and stare at him.   
 
    “Morning,” he says. 
 
    “No fair,” I groan, pushing my face into the pillow.  “You brushed your teeth.”  My voice is muffled but Nick just laughs and gently shoves my head, to bring it out of the pillow.   
 
    “Thanks for yesterday,” he says.  “And no, I’m not just referring to the sex, although that was fucking hot.  I’m already planning another attempt at that, but in a much bigger vehicle.  I mean for being here with me, for understanding my shit and not telling me to go to hell.” 
 
    “You expected that?” 
 
    “How could I not?  I was a prick, Elsa.  I’m not entirely sure I even deserve to be lying here with you,” he frowns, as if he’s saying the wrong thing.   
 
    It’s another tick in the box that he isn’t being all cocky about it.  But I don’t let him know that.  Let him worry a little longer.   
 
    “Your phone was buzzing before,” he tells me.   
 
    I reach over for it, the sheet slipping and Nick groans.  I give him a sultry look but then roll away, pulling the sheet over me as I sit up and grab my phone.  Remi, Jenna, Brooke and my dad have all text over the last few hours.  I reply to Remi and my dad, but the others can wait.  They tricked us into this, whether it went well or not, they had no way of knowing, so I’ll let them suffer a little longer.  I’m sure it’s obvious something happened with neither of us coming home.   
 
    Nick picks up the hotel phone and orders room service while I use the bathroom, grabbing his shirt to cover up.  I brush my teeth with the complimentary toothbrush.  I hadn’t noticed the night before, but this hotel is really nice.  Back in the room, Nick looks at me, his eyes roaming over the shirt. He gets a look in his eye that has me stopping in my tracks.   
 
    “Come here,” he says. 
 
    “Room service is on its way.” 
 
    “They said it would be about twenty minutes. We can do a lot in that time.” 
 
    “Really?  Like what?” 
 
    Before I finish speaking, he’s dived off the bed and grabbed me, his hands going under the shirt and straight to my ass.  He picks me up as if I weigh nothing and walks to the wall, pressing me against it.  He’s hard already and when he kisses me, I push my hips away from the wall, sliding against his dick. 
 
    “You drive me crazy,” he says, sucking on my neck as his hands knead and spread me open.  He drops me suddenly and spins me around pushing my hands up above my head and holding my wrists, my palms flat against the wall.  I’m totally at his mercy, his hard body pressed against me.  He doesn’t let go of my hands, kicking my ankles apart and pushing himself between my thighs.  I arch so he finds his way inside and gasp as he fills me up.   
 
    We fuck against the wall until I’m losing myself in another mind-blowing orgasm.  Part of me is fretting that we’re using sex to bring us together, but I feel it in my heart, it’s not just that.  Nick and I always shared a connection, he ran from it because he was scared but I feel him, all here with me now.   
 
    When he comes too, he drops his head to my shoulder, gently sucking the skin.  He goes to say something but there is a knock at the door.  He makes sure I’m behind it as he steps into his boxers and opens it to grab our food, not letting the hotel worker enter the room.   
 
    I don’t bother showering straight away, I’m so ravenous for food and coffee.  As we eat at the small table, he tells me he is planning on staying in L.A. for at least another three to four days, until he gets the report from the PI and figures out his next steps.   
 
    “Nick, I want to say something.  There is absolutely no pressure and I know you want to keep this confidential, but my dad is in town tomorrow.  I won’t say a word about you, but if you want to talk to him, he can be discrete.  He left his old life behind when he divorced mom.  I don’t think he stayed in touch with anyone.  In fact, I’m pretty sure they all thought he’d lost his mind, and half of them definitely didn’t understand his change in lifestyle.” 
 
    “Becoming someone who likes to travel around in a van?” 
 
    “His sexuality.  That his partner is a man.” 
 
    “I didn’t realise it was a big deal.” 
 
    I love him for saying that.  Shit, not love.  Dammit.  “Dad lived the Beverley Hills life for over thirty years.  People can’t understand how he could change so drastically, when in reality, he was putting on a front.” 
 
    Nick nods.  “I appreciate the offer, but I don’t know what I’m gonna do with the information from the PI yet.” 
 
    “Well, the offer is there.” 
 
    “Thanks,” he answers, sipping his coffee, his eyes on the window that has an ocean view.  “We should head back.  Face the music,” he says after a while.   
 
    “Yeah, I need to wash up.  Again.” 
 
    “Let’s conserve water then,” he gets up and takes my hand, forcing me to all but drop my coffee.   
 
    I squeal as he picks me up, carries me to the shower and proceeds to tell me he’s still hungry. He drops to his knees and lifts one of my legs over his shoulder. 
 
    On the drive back we talk about the photoshoot, our friends and the secret Christmas plan of Jordan’s.  Anything but his dad, or our day and night of reacquaintance.  When we arrive at his place, I get out and he hands over the keys, wistfully staring at the Maserati.   
 
    “You could buy your own,” I point out. 
 
    “Nah,” he steps up to me.  “Like I said, we need something bigger.” 
 
    “That implies it will happen again,” I say, teasingly. 
 
    “Oh, it’s happening again.” 
 
    I dip my head.  I want that too.  I really do, but right now we need some space to process.  We have reconnected, but there is still the issue of us living on opposite sides of the country, but I don’t mention that.  Nick kisses me, thoroughly, then lets me go.  All the warnings I’ve been getting from our friends are definitely slipping from my mind.  Brooke will tell me I’m letting my vagina make decisions for me, and that is not a part of me to be trusted.  I can almost hear her.  Instead of going to Adam’s I head to Remi’s place in the Hills.  He is the lesser of two evils.  He’ll have plenty to say, but it will be less chastising than Brooke and less over excitable than Jenna.   
 
    I tell Remi everything, despite saying I wouldn’t, I tell him about the sex in his car and promise I’ll pay for a thorough valet.  We’d aired it out on the way home but there was no mistaking the scent of sex.  My knees are all bruised too, and the steering wheel must have been digging into my lower back because that is aching. I hadn’t felt any of it at the time.   
 
    “Do you know how much that car cost?” he asks. 
 
    “You left it with us.” 
 
    “I didn’t think you’d have sex in it.” 
 
    “It wasn’t planned.  We just… it was the heat of the moment.” 
 
    He studies me, shakes his head then leads me outside to the patio where his housekeeper has set out some food.  I’m stuffed after the breakfast Nick got us, so I just grab a coffee and plop into the chair.  Remi folds himself into one much more gracefully than me.   
 
    “So?  You had a good time, you talked, and you soiled my car.  What happens now?”  He asks and I shrug.  “If you’re being this indecisive about things, that means you’re not fully on board,” he says.   
 
    “It’s not that.  I think I am… But I need to be careful too.” 
 
    Remi arches a brow.  “Elsa,” he sighs.  “No matter what you told everyone when it comes to Nick Chambers, I know you never got over him.  You still care about him, maybe even more.  Quiet,” he holds up a hand when I open my mouth to interrupt.  “Let’s take a step back from all the sex and think about this logically.” 
 
    “I love it when you’re logical.” 
 
    “Someone has to be.  Number one, do you actually want a relationship with him?” he holds up a finger. “Two, are you going to be able to trust him or will you forever be worried about what he might do, especially when he’s away on tour?” A second finger shoots up. 
 
    I hadn’t thought of that.  But I’ve seen Jenna and Adam do it successfully, though they are the great love of each other’s lives.   
 
    “Three, has his confession about why he is the way he is made any difference? Can he change his mind set in terms of relationships, so you can move forward together?  And, this is an addendum, sex isn’t everything.  Even amazing sex.  It can cause more problems.” 
 
    “I know,” I give him a sympathetic look. 
 
    “We’re talking about you not me.  So, answer those three questions.  Go,” he waves a hand.   
 
    “Yes,” I say.  “Trusting him may be hard but I believe him about what happened that night.  He never did anything, he didn’t cheat so I can trust him.  You would agree if you heard him yesterday, talking about why he is the way he is, and how he is trying to fix it.” 
 
    Remi nods but then tilts his head.  “Do you think getting involved with him while he’s fixing it is the right thing to do?”   
 
    I rub my temples.  I understand what he is saying.  I do.  Truth is, he’s right, I never stopped caring about Nick Chambers.  The evidence is all here.  Not sleeping with anyone else since him. Not taking the opportunity to go further with a great guy when he was right there for the taking. Then being with him, listening to him and letting myself trust him enough with my body, which includes my heart.   
 
    “Damn, girl.  You’re a goner.  No denying it.  You have a glow about you.” 
 
    “Most people would say that’s the sex.” 
 
    “I’m not most people.  We may not have known each other long, but in the most platonic sense of the word, you and I are soulmates Elsa.  I only have your best interests at heart, and what I, or anyone else thinks doesn’t matter, so long as you know what you want.   
 
    “All I will say is, be cautious, take it slow, don’t fall too hard and fast, and always protect yourself.  You’re not a stupid, impulsive person, this has been brewing for weeks between you since the night of my party.  I see the way he looks at you.”  Remi reaches over and takes my hand.  “Whatever you decide, I’m here for you.  And I’ll kick his ass if he hurts you again,” he adds, his voice stern. 
 
    “Thank you, you’re my favourite person in the whole world.” 
 
    “It better remain that way.  Now, Jenna has been all over me about whether I’ve heard from you, you need to put that girl out of her misery.  And the studio have a director, so I’ll be flying back out tomorrow.” 
 
    “That’s great,” I say, not overly enthusiastically.  Selfishly, I want him to stay here a bit longer. 
 
    He rolls his eyes.  “It’s a great movie, it needs to be finished, no matter who is at the helm.  And this woman is good, she’s directed some indie films and a couple of bigger budget studio movies.  Plus, she is a woman. No chance of me fucking it up again.” 
 
    “Remi,” I warn. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah.  It’s a him problem.  Okay, enough of me.  Pop in tomorrow to say goodbye.  I have an appointment with my masseuse so get out of here.” 
 
    “A masseuse?” I arch a brow.   
 
    “It’s not like that,” he throws a bagel at me.  “Although we have hooked up before and getting under him might help.” 
 
    “I concur.  Go get fucked by your masseuse.” 
 
    “Get out of my house.” 
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    As expected, Jenna is ecstatic, Brooke is sceptical and Meg is happy for me, so long as I’m happy.  Adam eyes me, even though he stayed out of the way while the girls grilled me.  I’m not surprised he turned up.  I don’t think anyone was.  Nick texted me throughout the day and he called to wish me goodnight.  My heart was full as I went to bed, back at my place, because with Adam there, I didn’t particularly want to stay in the room next to theirs.  Brooke and Meg didn’t leave though, Brooke was all about cramping Adam’s style, he even offered to pay for a hotel, but Jenna was aghast at the suggestion.  Brooke had an evil glint in her eye as I left.     
 
    I visit my studio in the morning, catching up with everyone, making sure things are running smoothly, which they are.  Reggie and Francesca, my senior stylist and assistant manager are doing a great job.  I work on a few clients, then head out to meet dad and Thomas.  He picks me up in their van and we head to the Leo’s food truck on Pico Boulevard for dinner, exchanging gifts and stories of our adventures.  Dad wants to take on the studio that fired me but I talk him off that ledge.  Things worked out in the end.  I tell them about Nick.  Dad warns me to be careful too but he’s happy for me.  I’m dying to ask him about Derrick Atwater, but he’ll want to know why, and I swore to Nick I wouldn’t mention it.   
 
    That night, all of us who came out to L.A. go out for a meal, and this time everyone keeps their asses where they’re supposed to be.  I sit next to Nick, and he doesn’t miss any opportunities to touch me, either holding my hand, or his leg pressed against mine.  Archer and Adam are watching us, I know they’re looking out for their friend, even if he was the one who ended things last time.  They’ve known him a very long time, I guess they’re concerned about how this could go.  And they are fully aware of all this crap with his dad and the PI, it’s probably that they’re worrying about, not me.   
 
    Nick invites me around to his place and after some consideration, I decline.  He is disappointed, but he doesn’t push it which I appreciate.  He does take me home though, and he stands on my doorstep kissing the hell out of me, before saying he’ll see me back in New York in a couple of days.  He hasn’t heard back from the PI yet, but promises he’ll let me know when he does.   
 
    I hope he gets good news or, at least what he wants to hear.  I’m not sure Nick knows what that is. 
 
    We head back to New York late the next morning, Adam with us this time.  Despite their show of being rivals for Jenna’s affections, he gets along well with Brooke and even though Meg is quiet, he includes her and makes her feel like she is one of his circle.   It’s a hard shell to penetrate but I like Adam and I love how he is with Jenna.  She deserves happiness.   
 
    As we're nearing New York, Jenna and Brooke have gone off to chat about something or other and Meg is sleeping.  Adam comes and sits opposite me, his long legs stretched out and crossed at the ankles, eyes assessing me. 
 
    “So, Nick, Arch and I met up yesterday.” 
 
    “That’s nice,” I say, a little guarded.   
 
    “He filled me in on everything that’s going on.  With this asshole who may be his dad. He said you know him.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “What’s he like?  Is he gonna be a prick because this is a big deal for Nick. He doesn’t talk about it much, but we all know it’s something that’s always been there, and that he is affected by it, whether he wants to admit it or not. If this guy fucks him up,” he doesn’t finish, but the threat to Derrick’s wellbeing is implied.   
 
    I don’t doubt it either.  I’m not sure what the band will do but they look out for one another, always will.  Adam never passed any comment or judgement against me when Nick and I fell apart the first time.  I only know he told Jenna it was Nick’s business, not his.   
 
    “It’s been a long time since I’ve been around him,” I say about Derrick.  “But he always seemed like a good guy.  His family mattered a lot to him.  That wasn’t as true as I thought.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Adam sighs.  “I can’t speak for Nick, and I wouldn’t ever tell him what to do, but I think he should leave it alone.  A guy who could do that to his own kid, doesn’t deserve to know him.  I get it though, if it’s what Nick needs to do, we’ll all support him.”   
 
    He looks at me, I’m not sure what he wants me to say but I’m not going to explain myself to him, or anyone else.  When it comes to how I feel about Nick, or what he wants to do, I don’t need to justify that I will support him too, no matter what. 
 
    “If he needs me,” I say.  “I’m there.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “All in.” 
 
    “Okay then,” he nods.   
 
    I could be offended but it’s because he cares about Nick.  I smile at him because that makes me happy too.  Eventually, he grins back.  Then he gets us both a whiskey from the flight attendant and we talk about how he’s doing a lot of writing for another couple of artists.  I’ve always been intrigued by other people’s creative process and although he’ll never let me witness it, he’s happy enough to talk about it.  When it comes to music, this guy lives and breathes it.  I notice Jenna watching us with a smile on her face.  Aidan Gass is a tough nut to crack, but Adam Mathews, is a pretty nice guy.  And I feel as if I’ve fully entered the circle.  It’s a hell of a place to be.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Four 
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    “Is this really a good idea?” Archer asks me from the passenger seat.   
 
    I shrug, looking through the windshield.   
 
    I would have gone to his house if I had the address yet but I’m still waiting on hearing from the PI.  Everyone else went back to New York yesterday but Archer stayed.  He’s been catching up with people while he’s here and, despite wanting a break, he’s been writing some lyrics while he’s been home alone, even showed me some of them.  I surprised the shit out of him when I went around last night and showed him some chords I’ve been working on.  I don’t usually get involved in solo writing of our music, it’s normally a joint effort once Adam and Arch have produced lyrics and a melody.  He made me play it for him and we started working his lyrics over my chords.  It was starting to come together as a pretty good song, and Archer is excited about it.  It’s clear he is in no way disillusioned with the band, it’s burnout, pure and simple.   
 
    We may have all gone our own ways over this break but we’re in constant touch with each other.  Jordan is in Vegas but said if we’re still here tomorrow he’ll drive over for one last night in L.A.  I do want to get back to New York.  Never thought I’d say that. 
 
    It’s not just about getting back to Doris though.  I didn’t think I’d feel like this either, but I miss Elsa.  We’ve spoken on the phone a few times, but I don’t want to bombard her.  It pleased me no fucking end that on at least a couple of occasions she has instigated text conversations.   
 
    I’ve been getting antsy over the whole thing with Atwater though.  I still don’t know how I want to play it once I get all the information from the PI.  Elsa keeps saying if I’ve started it, I should finish, no matter if I’m scared.  Facing that fear is the only way I will be able to move on.  I know that means about more than just meeting my father.  It’s about us.  Relationships and how I deal with them. 
 
    Truth is, Elsa is what I want.  It might have happened fast but there is no doubt in my mind I’m falling.  I’ve never told anyone I love them, except family.  I’m not sure I’m ready to even say it to myself, let alone her, but it’s there.  I have this weird, shitty feeling in my stomach now that she’s gone.  I miss her.  Shit, am I going to become like Adam?  
 
    Fuck, if we do work this out and she comes back here, and I’m in NYC, I’m not sure what I’ll do. I will never hurt her or go after anyone else when I’m not with her, but I’m sure she will have some trust issues.  I want her to know she doesn’t need to doubt me, or what I feel for her. 
 
    “How long are we gonna sit here?” Archer takes a big gulp of the coffee I got him before we parked up on the street.  “He may not even come here.” 
 
    Archer is with me outside of Atwater Media and Marketing’s downtown office.  It’s one of the huge, glass skyscrapers in the L.A. business district, the building is owned by Atwater.     
 
    “Yeah, I know,” I run a hand down my face. With everything going on, sleep is eluding me.  I’m tired.   
 
    “You okay, man?” Archer asks.   
 
    “My, how the tables have turned,” I comment with a half-smile. 
 
    “Like you said, we’re family.  You deal with my shit, I deal with yours.” 
 
    “I’d totally marry you if I was that way inclined.” 
 
    “Fuck off,” he laughs.  “Although we’d make a fantastic couple, I agree.  That said,” he eyes me.  “You and Elsa were getting cosy the other night.  Don’t think I missed those fuck me eyes and the touches under the table.  At one point, I thought you were doing something you shouldn’t have in polite company.” 
 
    “Polite company?” I turn my head to him.  “Do you realise how many times we’ve seen or heard Jordan fucking.” 
 
    “I’ve seen and heard all of you fucking,” Archer points out.  “But it’s different with Elsa, there is history there and things are heating up.  Not just with the sex, but you’re getting close.  And she’s letting you.” 
 
    “We talked,” I admit.  I’d already given him shit about his part in the mass walkout the other day, although I did thank him in the end.   
 
    “And you convinced her.” 
 
    “Looks like,” I tell him.  “I mean, I was brutally honest, not just trying to convince her.  I told her the truth about that night.  Man, she was pissed.” 
 
    “She had a right to be, you allowed her to believe something that didn’t happen, so you didn’t have to deal with breaking up with her.  That shit was messed up.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I look down at my coffee cup.  “I was a dick.” 
 
    “But she got over that.  Obviously.” 
 
    I grin at him.  He doesn’t need a blow by blow, but everyone knew or guessed what we got up to when we disappeared overnight and given we were close at the restaurant, although we weren’t doing anything under the table.  Not that I wouldn’t have but I respect Elsa.  She did get off on the idea of getting caught when we were in the car though.  That is still in the forefront of my mind.  How far would she go?  Not that I intended on fucking her in front of anybody, but we could do something.  A little dangerous, risky.   
 
    “You’re thinking sex thoughts, knock it off.” 
 
    “Jealous?” 
 
    “Er, no.  I hooked up with Madison Mackenzie last night,” he says, his brows raised like he hadn’t expected it himself, let alone telling me about it. 
 
    “Shit, for real?” I glance at him.  Madison Mackenzie is a music exec at the label.  And supposed to be off limits.  She’s hot though, we’d all lusted after her at one point or another.   
 
    “Yeah, messed up but fuck me, she is a twelve, man.  Freaky in bed.” 
 
    “I don’t need to know that shit.  I have to work with her.” 
 
    Archer grins smugly.  “It won’t happen again.  She’s so fucking bossy, telling me while she got dressed and I lay there watching her, that it was a one off and I have to keep my mouth shut.  It’s always the buttoned-up ones that are crazy in bed.”  
 
    I fist bump him and he laughs.  We sit in silence for a few minutes until Arch blows out a huge sigh.  At least the car we’re in has darkened windows but I’m sure we’re starting to look suspicious, just sitting here. 
 
     “You’re right, this is stupid.  Let’s go.  I’ll call the PI and ask for what she’s got so far.”  I reach to turn on the ignition.   
 
    A black Lincoln town car pulls up then and I look passed Archer as it pulls to a stop, and the driver gets out.  Arch sees me looking and turns too.  We watch the driver open the door and a man appears.  He has a head of thick black hair, so I know it’s not Atwater.  At least, not the Atwater I’m interested in.   
 
    “Fuck, he looks like you,” Archer says, then turns and gives me an apologetic look.   
 
    He quickly looks back as another man and a woman get out of the car behind Rhett Atwater, the man who was born a few months before me.  The people with him aren’t the other two Atwater kids. Roisin, the daughter works for the company, but she is based in Chicago.  Royce, the youngest, is the Chef and he’s in Paris.  I already know more than I should about these people.  My family.  Potentially. 
 
    I watch Rhett as the car drives away, leaving an unobstructed view of him.   He is talking to the woman, looks like he’s barking orders at her, and I frown.  I don’t need to be close to him to see he’s being an asshole.  Elsa did tell me the Atwater kids weren’t that nice from what she remembers of them.  Spoiled and entitled.  The only one she did think was semi-normal is Royce.  He got as far away from his family as possible, I wonder if Rhett’s assholery had anything to do with it.  He’s openly berating the woman now, her head is down.   
 
    I reach for the door handle, my innate need to protect people, especially women, kicking in.  Arch grabs my arm.   
 
    “Are you nuts?” 
 
    “He’s being a prick.” 
 
    “And you going over, looking like his fucking twin and yelling at him will be the best way to meet your half-brother?” 
 
    He’s right, I sit back.  “Shit, I’m not even sure I want to get to know these people.” 
 
    “It’s your call, Nick.  We came here to find out what we could.  What you do with it is up to you.  No one is saying you need a relationship with any of them.” 
 
    “It’s pointless starting it if I just walk away.  I need to speak to Atwater Senior at least.  If he won’t answer my questions, I’ll leave.  At least I tried.  I feel like I owe it to my mom.  To find out why he didn’t help her, or even give a shit about her when she got sick.” 
 
    “He may not have known.” 
 
    I sigh.  Maybe he’s right.  Do I really need to hear his indifference if he doesn’t care about us?  What am I achieving by hearing that this guy wants nothing to do with me? 
 
    “Let’s go,” Arch says, seeing the distress all over my face.  “I feel the music calling me.  We were doing some good shit yesterday, let’s go back and channel some of this bullshit into a good song, yeah?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I say eventually.  We leave Atwater and head back to Archer’s. 
 
    By mid-afternoon, I’m starting to think this PI Janie hired is a waste of space but then Janie calls, in something of a panic.  She’s in Vegas, after her wayward sister who apparently disappeared in the middle of the night with a guy, and they’ve tracked her phone to Vegas.  I offer to get Jordan involved, because even if he is an ass, he’d be there for Janie.  I put them in touch and leave them to it. 
 
    Janie lets me know before she goes that the PI wants to meet with what she’s found and am I happy to take it over now if she promises complete confidentiality.  After some thought, I agree.  Janie arranges for her to come to Archer’s and says she will be there just after five.   
 
    We’re eating Chinese when the gate buzzer goes.  Arch checks the security camera and sees a bright red Jeep at the gate.  She says she is Alexis Morgan here to see Mr Chambers, and he lets her inside.  
 
    “Mr Chambers,” Archer laughs. 
 
    “Dick,” I say and go to meet her at the door. 
 
    I watch Alexis Morgan climb out of the jeep, she tugs on a waist length leather jacket before shutting and locking the door, looking up at me on the covered porch.  She approaches and I go down to shake her hand.  Fuck, Janie was right, this woman is next level hot, with fiery red hair and a sculpted face, but I don’t let that dazzle me. Especially not when the sun is glinting off the wedding band on her finger. I can’t say the same for Archer when I introduce them, he all but drools as he offers her a drink.  She declines holding up her own water bottle.   
 
    If she’s daunted or surprised at being faced with two members of BreakNeck, she doesn’t show it.   
 
    We head into the living room, Arch silently asking with raised brows if I want him there. I nod my head.  There is a part of me that feels I may need his support. I’ll never admit it aloud, but I don’t need to.  Arch gets it. 
 
    It becomes clear fast as Alexis tells me what she learnt, it is no surprise I am the client.  From his time spent in Chicago while he cemented his business there, to my mom working as an office assistant at the company, which I never knew.  They had an affair, and he paid for all her medical bills when she gave birth.  She followed that trail to me.  Seems she easily uncovered I’m Atwater’s illegitimate child.   
 
    “From everything I’ve learnt, I’m certain his family remains unaware of you. Everything I have is on this drive, I’ve kept no records of anything myself, this is yours to do with what you want.   But confidentiality goes both ways, your assistant signed a contract to that effect saying it would extend to you.” 
 
    “Of course, that is fair enough,” I say, taking the flash drive from her.  I don’t miss how Arch sees the wedding band this time, or the huff of disappointment.  I ignore him though. 
 
    “I researched all of his children and it seems the youngest child is actually a fan,” Alexis says.  “He’s been to a number of your concerts over the years.” 
 
    “But you don’t think he knows?  About me?” 
 
    “I believe he is just a genuine fan of the band.” 
 
    “That’s weird,” Arch says.  “Not that he’s a fan, that he is a fan but has no idea…” he trails off. 
 
    Yeah, it is.  I wonder what he will think if he ever finds out who I am to him.  
 
    “Do you think it’s likely this means Atwater won’t want anything to do with me?” I ask her. 
 
    “That isn’t for me to say,” Alexis says.  “I did come across an Investigator on his payroll.  It’s to do with the business, he keeps a very close eye on his rivals. I’ve included information on that in your report.  There is a member of staff at that firm who has been tasked with keeping an eye on you.” 
 
    “What?” I breathe out.   
 
    “He knows of you and has known where you’ve been your whole life.  I apologise if this is a shock,” she adds, seeing the reaction I had to that.   
 
    “The fucker has known the whole time who he is and where he’s been?” Arch growls. 
 
    Alexis looks at him, she turns back to me and nods.  I am the client, even though Archer asked the question. 
 
    “Through her sickness, her death, everything.  He’s been aware?” I ask. 
 
    “Yes,” she says matter of factly.  “The reports have not been as detailed in later years.  He gets one twice a year when he meets the investigator.  It was a lot more in your younger years.  Once you were more in the public eye, he likely decided he didn’t need to have someone watching you as closely.” 
 
    I feel a little sick.  Initially, all I can think is that someone has been watching me, reporting back on me.  Things in my life this guy had no right to know if he didn’t want to be a part of it.  I get up and go around back of the sofa.  Alexis doesn’t react but Arch turns to look at me in concern.   
 
    The more I pace, the more pissed I get.  He knew she was sick, he knew she was dying, and I was left with my grandmother when I was fifteen years old.  The fucking bastard.  I’m beginning to realise why Doris hates him.  Did she know he was keeping tabs on me?  God, another thought comes to me. 
 
    “Do you know if my grandmother ever approached him? When my mother was ill?” I ask.   
 
    “It is all in the report but yes.  Your grandmother did reach out to him.” 
 
    “And he ignored her,” I say.  It’s not really a question because I already know the answer.  Alexis reads that on my face and gives me a short nod.   
 
    “He was originally sending money to your mom, child support and to assist her,” Alexis shocks me again.  “It stopped after a while, but I think that was more to do with your mom refusing his money, than him not wanting to give it to her,” Alexis adds, her voice a little softer.   
 
    I feel an immense amount of love and pride for my mom right now.  We didn’t need his money.  Might it have come in handy when I was a kid? Probably.  Would it have helped her not to have to work so much? Definitely.  But she refused to take anything from him.  If he didn’t want to love us, then why should she accept money from him.  I close my eyes and turn away from them.  I’m missing my mom more than I have in a long time right now.  And feeling so incredibly guilty about going behind Doris’s back about this.  I wish she’d told me the truth.  I might not have gone down this road if I knew.   
 
    I don’t really notice but Archer has taken over, thanking Alexis and saying if we need anything else, we’ll be in touch.  She leaves and as rude as it is, I don’t even acknowledge her.  When Arch comes back, he has two glasses of whiskey.  I down mine in one go.  He hands me his.   
 
    “What do you need?” Archer asks.   
 
    Who the fuck knows.  My head is all messed up by this.  I feel the flash drive burning in my pocket and suddenly don’t want anything to do with it.  I snatch it out and hand it to Archer.   
 
    “Burn it, drop it in the waste disposal, I don’t care.  I don’t want to know any of it.” 
 
    “You sure?” he asks.   
 
    “Yeah, fuck him.” 
 
    Archer nods and takes the drive.  He puts it in his pocket and gets us both another drink.  He stays with me, watching over me as I sit in silence, hating everything that man put my mom through.  He tries to make me stay when I get up to leave.  I know he’s concerned but he doesn’t force me to stay.  I need to be alone.   
 
    When I get home to my huge empty house, it’s so quiet it’s jarring.  There isn’t a single sound here and suddenly I don’t like it.  I don’t like the silence, the feeling of complete and utter emptiness here.  
 
    I take out my phone.  I flick through the contacts.  I pause on her name.  She is the only person I want to talk to right now.  I hit dial, it only rings a couple of times. 
 
    “Hey,” Elsa answers.  “Everything alright?” 
 
    “Not really,” I say, dropping down on the sofa.   
 
    “Where are you?” she asks, concern clear in her voice.   
 
    I tell her I’m home.  Then I tell her everything Alexis just told me.  Before I finish talking, I’m wiping tears off my face.  I haven’t made a sound while crying, Elsa doesn’t need to know about that. It’s only a few tears and they’re for my mom and my mom alone.   
 
    “Get on a plane,” Elsa says softly.  “Get your things, get your assistant or whoever to get the plane sorted and come back to New York.  Right now, Nick.” 
 
    “Yeah… Okay.” 
 
    “I’ll be here.” 
 
    And those are the sweetest words I’ve heard in a very long time. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Five 
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    Just as I promised, I’m waiting at the airport when the BreakNeck jet arrives.  I took over after I ended the call with Nick, not sure he was in the right state of mind to handle anything.  I called Archer.  He agreed with me that he couldn’t stay in L.A. and arranged everything, telling me he was regretting letting him go home alone.  Arch hands him over to me when we leave the airport, giving me a quick kiss on the cheek and asking for a promise I’ll take care of him. 
 
    “I’m not a baby,” Nick tries to laugh it off, but Archer just pats his shoulder. Nick nods back at him. 
 
    Thomas brings us to Remi’s place.  We don’t speak much but I hold his hand the whole way. I’m so gutted for him.  It’s obvious he’s heartbroken.  He’s as stoic as ever, not letting anyone see how this has affected him.  To strangers, he’d get away with that, but not to me, and definitely not to Archer.  I’m sure Archer will have been on the phone to Adam and Jordan as soon as we were out of sight.   
 
    I settle Nick on the sofa and make us both some cocoa, then grab a blanket and curl up next to him.  He wraps an arm around me but still doesn’t talk.  I’ll wait until he’s ready.  I’ll wait forever if that is what it takes.  Nothing that happened between us in the past matters to me anymore.  I’ve made my peace with his ridiculous decision to let me go.  I know why now and even though it hurt and irritated me, seeing him like this just cements that I made the right decision.  He may come across as laid back and the ‘go along to get along’ kind of guy, but Nick Chambers is way more complex than that.   
 
    “I need to tell Doris,” he says after an hour of silence.   
 
    “You don’t have to do it right now,” I say, my cheek against his chest.  He rests his head on the top of mine.  He hasn’t touched the cocoa, but that is okay, I’ve not drank much of mine.  It was something my oldest sister always did for us when we were sad and it felt right, comfortable.  I know he appreciated it, even if he didn’t drink it. 
 
    “It’s a lot to wrap your head around,” I point out.  “Tell her when you feel stronger about it.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he says, after a long period of silence. 
 
    I sit up a little and tip my head back to look at him.  “You don’t need to thank me.” 
 
    He kisses my forehead.  I lean into it when he leaves his lips there.  I know nothing is going to progress from that.  It isn’t what Nick needs right now.  After a while, his head is nodding slightly so I encourage him to bed.  I lay beside him staring at the ceiling, our hands clasped on his stomach.  I stay that way as he falls asleep.  I’m not sure how I came to be in this position but I’m glad I am.   
 
    Remi and everyone else are right.  I’m in love with Nick Chambers and no matter how he feels about me, that is never going to change.  I’m hopelessly gone for this man.  I want to take his pain from him. I want to take care of him and show him what it feels like to have someone who is there for you.  Not like his band, men he considers his brothers.  Not even what he gets from his grandmother.  A different kind of love, the kind he has never let into his heart before.  
 
    But most of all, I want to find Derrick Atwater and kick his ass.   
 
    I awake to the sun shining in through the windows, a miracle for New York a few days before Christmas.  Nick is facing me, his hand lightly trailing down over my collarbone. 
 
    “Didn’t mean to wake you,” he says. 
 
    “You didn’t.  This is my body clock.  Did you sleep okay?” 
 
    “Surprisingly, yeah,” he nods.  “Think I know why.” 
 
    “Comfy bed?” 
 
    “The person in it with me.” 
 
    I stare into his icy blue eyes.  I hope I’m conveying how happy I am to hear that.  I don’t know how else to respond other than to give him a kiss.  It’s just a quick and gentle touch of our lips.  That doesn’t seem to be enough for Nick because he cups the back of my head and pulls me into a deeper kiss.  When he lets me up, I’m breathless. 
 
    “This time neither of us brushed,” he grins, and I laugh, ducking my head.  “Do you have plans today?” he asks. 
 
    “I have a meeting with Louis.” 
 
    “From Instinct?” he asks. 
 
    “Yeah, she wants to talk to me about another shoot.” 
 
    “As in modelling?” 
 
    “No, God no.  I meant it, that was a one off.  About my actual makeup artist job.” 
 
    “That’s great.  The job is in New York?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet,” I narrow my eyes.  “What would you know about that?” 
 
    “Nothing,” he says.  “Why would you ask me that?” 
 
    I stare at him for a few moments, and he grins.  I’m not sure if he has anything to do with it, but seeing him smile, makes me smile.  Then his stomach grumbles, loudly.  
 
    “How about breakfast?” I ask with a chuckle.   
 
    We get up and head to the kitchen.  He helps me cook breakfast, if his idea of helping is standing right up behind me, his arms around my middle, kissing my neck and touching me in parts that he shouldn’t while I’m manning a hot pan.  But I get it done without any funny business and make sure he eats it all, and drinks one of my smoothies, which he initially pulls a face at but then agrees it’s pretty good. 
 
    He takes a call from Adam while I’m clearing up, going out onto the terrace, even though it’s below thirty degrees.  He’s fully dressed and doesn’t seem to be letting the weather affect him.  Knowing the conversation he is having with Adam right now, destroys me.  Why do people have to be so cruel?  I check my watch and realise I need to get moving if I want to make the meeting with Louis on time.  I get Nick’s attention and show him my watch, he nods and blows a kiss, then goes back to his call.   
 
    Irrationally, given the situation, I’m almost bouncing down the stairs.   
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    “We were really impressed with what you did on the last campaign,” Louis tells me.   
 
    She is sitting behind her desk in the Instinct offices in Chelsea.  The place is quite funky but modern and there are pictures on the walls of most of the models that have worked with them.  She showed me a blank space near her office on the way in that is going to have images from the latest campaign, winking as she says it.   
 
    “I know you said you would prefer to stay behind the camera, and that is absolutely fine, but we were really blown away by your images, Elsa.  You could make it really big if you went into that field, but I understand it’s not for everyone, so I am not going to put any pressure on you.  But you showed yourself to be adaptable, you were always there on time, professional,” she narrows one eye, in a wink when she says that.   
 
    Oh God, I knew someone might have heard me and Nick that day in the dressing room.  At the time it had turned me on even more, but I’d been a little mortified going back the next day, when Nick didn’t have to, but no one said anything.   
 
    “Irrespective of anything else, I was impressed.  You did everything we asked of you, right down to the letter.  I’ve worked with some make-up artists who deviate from the brief, or who aren’t strong enough to argue with the talent,” she puts that in finger quotes.  “When they decide they want a different look.  So I’ve asked around about you.” 
 
    “You have?” the bottom drops out of my stomach.   
 
    All I can think about is how I got fired from that movie.  What if she spoke to them?  They would have told her I was surplus to requirements and let me go because I was the least experienced.  Of course, that excuse was bullshit but if Louis asked, that would be the response she’d get.   
 
    “Relax, Joel told me all about what happened on the movie set.  His dad is an asshole and Joel alluded to the fact his dad may or may not have had an inappropriate relationship with that actress.” 
 
    My nose wrinkles.  So Joel did suspect his dad was sleeping with a woman he’d been with.  Gross.  
 
    “Joel also said we’d be lucky to have you on board.” 
 
    “He did?” I ask.  I barely knew him, sure we’d had a pretty intense make out session and one, kind of date, but it wasn’t like we were close.   
 
    “He’s the kind of guy who recognises talent when he sees it, and to be honest, I wouldn’t have needed his recommendation anyway. I saw how good you are with my own eyes.   I think you can see where this is going,” she laughs.   
 
    “I don’t want to assume,” I say back.   
 
    “We want to offer you a contract.” 
 
    “Oh, wow.” 
 
    “It isn’t a permanent gig, that isn’t how we work, but you would always be one of our go to artists when we have a shoot.  We’d obviously expect you may have other work but if we need you, we’d hope you’d be able to come on board.  Between you and me, Jackie, our current artist is heading back to South Africa, so we will be calling on you for the majority of our shoots. We can’t offer you a steady position with all of the benefits of our employees, so I want you to think about it.  I have all the information here,” she hands over an envelope for me.  “I’ll email everything to you as well, but I am old school and like to give people paper information.  Yes, I’m a dinosaur,” she laughs.  “Do you have a card?” 
 
    Still in shock, I lift my purse and take out my business card.  It isn’t a steady job, but it is a massive freelance contract, working for Instinct, even on a campaign-by-campaign basis.   
 
    “This shoot was here in the US, but we often travel for our campaigns. We will need you to come along for those if you agree to come on board. Is that something you would be okay with?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” I tell her.  I love travelling, even if it would be for work.   
 
    “How are you feeling about the offer?” she asks, taking my card and tucking it into a Rolodex on her desk.  She really is old school.   
 
    “I’m a little stunned.  I’m thrilled you are interested in hiring me.” 
 
    “Don’t be, you’re very talented, Elsa, we’ll be lucky to have you.  Why don’t you take the weekend to think about it.  We don’t have any campaigns to shoot in the next couple of weeks but there is something coming up after the holidays.  It’s in New York, so that might make your decision a little easier,” she smiles. 
 
    I don’t tell her I’m actually from L.A., or that was where I am planning on going after the holidays.  I thank her for the opportunity, and we talk some more, particularly about the shoot I was a part of, and she ends up showing me the layout for the campaign.   
 
    I stare at the images of Nick and I, almost losing my breath.  They’ve chosen the one where he got hard, and I have to bite my lip against a laugh.  You can see the lust on both of our faces, the complete and total obsession in our eyes as we stare at each other, and it does something weird to my chest.    
 
    “Your chemistry was off the charts,” Louis says.  “But I suspect that has a lot more to do with who you two are to each other and not that you clicked on set.” 
 
    I give a smile that says I’m not giving anything away and she laughs.   
 
    “Well, management were impressed.  The whole campaign has been a massive success.  I have no doubt it will be the same once it goes live.  It was an inspired idea to have celebrities live out their fantasies on print, then re-enact what they’re known for on the video. It really brings them to life and it helps that everyone looked fantastic in the underwear too,” she adds.   
 
    “It was great to work on it too,” I say.  
 
    “Well, like I said, take the weekend to read over the offer and give me a call on Monday.  If we can get everything nailed down before the holiday break that would be fantastic.  And between you and me, I’ve been told to do anything I can to secure you.” 
 
    I blush slightly.  I know I’m good at what I do, but it’s a different story when you hear professionals like this praising your work.  It makes me feel so much better than I did a few weeks ago, sitting on my makeup case in that hotel parking lot, devastated someone fired me.   
 
    I have a lot to thank Joel for.  Without him, I would have been kicked off the movie during that first fuck up of making noises during the shoot, and then he put me in touch with Louis.  I still have his card.  I should call to thank him. 
 
    When I leave, I promise I’ll let her know first thing Monday, but I’ve already made up my mind.  It’s an opportunity I can’t afford to pass up.  Working with Instinct is already a massive bonus for my resume, actually being the go-to MUA for their campaigns is a whole other level.   
 
      
 
    Elsa:  Guess who just got an amazing offer? 
 
    Jenna:  OMG 
 
    Brooke:  Chill your beans.  I don’t think Nick proposed.  Did he? 
 
      
 
    I stare at my phone.  Seriously.  They all think Nick might… Oh god, no.  I don’t even want to think about that.  One step at a time.  Nick has barely proven he is able to be in a relationship, no matter what he says, it is still going to be a lot of work for him.  The thought of marriage might tip him over the ledge. 
 
      
 
    Brooke:  We broke her 
 
    Elsa: Almost.  No. Nick didn’t propose.  We’re like four days into our relationship 
 
    Jenna: Crap, that would have been a Christmas miracle.  And you guys are more than four days. 
 
    Brooke:  This time they are.  We have enough to deal with sorting out your wedding.  I can’t cope with two.  So what is the amazing offer?  Was it from Nick at least? 
 
    Elsa: It’s a job offer.  With Instinct, the underwear line we did the photoshoot for.  They want me to be their MUA for all their campaigns.  It isn’t a permanent job, I’d be under contract as and when but it’s an amazing opportunity 
 
    Jenna:  That is so cool.  You deserve it babe.  Do they want you to model for them too? 
 
    Elsa: It was suggested but they also know it’s not what I want.  They want me for my makeup skills.  
 
    Brooke: Drinks tonight at McAllister’s to celebrate? 
 
    Meg: Elsa, that is amazing.  You really do deserve it 
 
    Elsa:  Thank you.  I haven’t accepted yet, they’ve told me to think over the weekend, but I’m going to take it, I’d be stupid not to 
 
    Jenna:  Is it New York based? 
 
    Elsa:  I don’t know all the details yet, but it does involve international travel 
 
    Meg: Exciting.  I’m having dinner with Joey, but we can meet you after 
 
    Elsa: Perfect 
 
    Jenna: Make it about ten and I’ll ask Sam to close for us 
 
    Brooke: So that means the guys are coming too 
 
    Jenna: Not if you don’t want them to 
 
    Elsa:  It’s fine by me 
 
    Jenna: Amazing.  See you all tonight 
 
      
 
    After we’ve finished making plans, I decide to walk back to Remi’s.  It’s not close by but it’s a beautiful sunny day despite the chill, and it will give me chance to think over everything that’s happened in the last week. 
 
    My phone rings before I reach the end of the block.  It’s Jenna.  We get the pleasantries and more information about Instinct out of the way before she asks about the real reason she called.  Adam has told her about Nick’s father.  With Nick’s blessing, Jenna points out.  And she knows I was the one who got him back to New York and he’s been with me ever since.  
 
    “How is he, really?  He told Adam he was dealing.  But Archer said different.  Do we need to worry?” 
 
    “No, he has a good support network around him. He’s not great right now, whether he says he is or not, who could be after hearing all of that?  But he will be fine, eventually.” 
 
    “I know, it’s heart breaking.  I really thought I wanted him to meet up with his biological father, now I’d cheerfully use him as a punching bag.” 
 
    I laugh at the visual. Although don’t doubt Jenna could do some serious damage.   
 
    “I’m not sure beating up an old man is in your wheelhouse, Jen.” 
 
    “Maybe not,” she sniffs.  “But if anyone deserves it, it would be him.” 
 
    “I agree.” 
 
    “Will he come tonight, do you think?” she asks. 
 
    “It’s probably just what he needs.  To be around his friends.  He already knows how much you guys all care about him.  I think he will just want it to be normal tonight, not have a big deal made of it.” 
 
    “We can do that for him.” 
 
    “Good.”   
 
    Okay then.  See you tonight.  Els,” she says before I hang up.  “Are you happy?  Do you forgive him?  It’s real?” 
 
    “It’s real.”  I tell her.  And I mean it.   
 
    Everyone shows up at McAllister’s, including Jordan, who dragged himself away from Alessa, his words, and flew back to be here for his boy Nicky.  As I watch them all together, I know this is more than just a circle of friends, it’s a family.  I always felt as though I was on the outside looking in, but Nick barely leaves my side all night, and it’s made clear what is going on when Jordan screeches across the table. 
 
    “Are you guys like, boyfriend and girlfriend now?” 
 
    “What are we, twelve?” Adam asks. 
 
    “It’s a legitimate question,” Jordan looks insulted.  “I want to know if they are part of the gang.” 
 
    “Gang?” I raise my brows at Nick, who looks just as bemused as me. 
 
    “You know, The Couples.  It’s a thing, right sis?”   
 
    Jenna nods with a drunken smile.  Adam hugs her into him and kisses her head.  Jenna doesn’t drink often but lately, she’s been getting adorably tipsy regularly.   
 
    “Fucking hell, Jordan,” Archer groans.   
 
    “Yeah, way to make us feel like complete losers,” Brooke adds, giving him a nasty look.   
 
    “So, you two hook up,” Jordan says. 
 
    Brooke’s eyes go wide and Archer laughs.  I look at both of them, then Nick.  He shakes his head, as if that is the stupidest thing he’s heard.   
 
    “It’ll be perfect.” Jordan tries to get everyone to agree but no one wants to cross Brooke, who looks like he just took a piss in her cocktail.  
 
    “Don’t be obvious about it or anything,” Archer says to her.  “I’m not that repulsive, am I?” 
 
    “You know you’re a fucking Viking God who women all over the world would love to fuck,” Brooke says with a critical eye as she looks him up and down.  “You’re just not my type.” 
 
    “The fuck?” Archer looks affronted now.  “What is your type?” he adds. 
 
    “See what you did,” Adam points at Jordan.  “Always gotta stir up shit.  But…Archer could never handle Brooke,” he turns a grin towards his best friend, knowing that will rile him up even more.   
 
    Jordan whoops in delight.   
 
    “Shut up, Jordan.” 
 
    Everyone laughs because Archer and Brooke both said it at the same time.  Then Brooke slaps Jordan on the back of the head. 
 
    “Hey, you can’t start doing that too.” 
 
    “It was on my behalf because I can’t reach you,” Archer tells him.  Then he holds out his hand and Brooke high fives him.  
 
    “You sure you want to be a part of this,” Nick leans in and whispers in my ear.   
 
    “I want to be a part of this,” I touch his shirt, snaking my hand beneath it over his heart. 
 
    “Yeah?” he asks.  He takes my hand and holds it steady against his chest.  “These lunatics, no matter how hard I try to get rid of them, come as part of the deal.” 
 
    I laugh, I can think of nothing better.  Nick leans down and kisses me.  My core clenches as his tongue enters my mouth.  Nick lifts his arm so it’s hiding our faces as the others all start cheering and laughing.  He doesn’t stop kissing me till he is good and ready.  I laugh as I pull back.   
 
    Brooke is walking out the door. 
 
    “Is she alright?” I ask in shock. 
 
    “She got a call,” Jenna taps her nose.  Everyone looks around at each other.  Ah, I get it.  Ciro.  The girls all know the deal.  It’s just like Brooke to up and leave.   
 
    “What?” Archer asks looking around at everyone. 
 
    “This guy hooked up with Madison Mackenzie,” Nick slaps Archer’s shoulder. 
 
    “I told you not to fucking say anything,” Archer glares at him.  Adam and Jordan start yelling about it, the girls have no idea what they’re all going nuts about, neither do I.  Nick has successfully diverted attention away from Brooke’s illicit and secret affair with Ciro.  I feel bad because it looks like Archer is the only one who doesn’t know, but he’s too busy defending himself to care about Brooke, or where she is now.   
 
    “You guys are all fucking shit stirrers,” Joey says from where he has been sitting quietly with Meg, taking a long sip on his beer.   
 
    “You have no fucking idea,” Adam mutters.   
 
    “Welcome to the crew, Slayer!” Jordan slaps Joey’s shoulder with a grin.   
 
    It’s four AM when we get back to Nick and Archer’s apartment.  Poor Lou left the keys with us at two AM so he could get home to his wife.  He swore he would kill us all if we did anything stupid to his bar.  He was glaring at Jordan at the time.  Rightly so, he was behind the bar pouring out shots at the time. 
 
    Archer is singing on his way to his room as Nick leads me to his.  At least they’re on opposite ends of the apartment because Nick grabs me and sets me on his dresser, strips off my jeans and underwear and spreads my legs apart, going in without any warning.  I grab his head and push my hips up to his face.  He doesn’t stop till I’m practically begging him to get away, because I can’t take any more.  I’m a breathless, boneless mess.  He just looks smug about it as he carries me to bed.   
 
    The last time I look at the clock just before we fall asleep wrapped around each other, it’s six in the morning.   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Six 
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     It’s the day before Christmas Eve.  We still have no clue what Jordan and Sandy have planned, but Alessa came back from Vegas to be here with him.  Jordan hasn’t invited anyone from Red Alert except his girlfriend.  Even he doesn’t want to open that can of worms with Brooke and Ciro.   
 
      I’m currently standing in the middle of a stock room in the Warwick warehouse with Alessa.  I had a meeting with them to discuss some more promotion for them, which involves getting another guitar, which I’m not going to complain about.  Alessa came along, because this is her idea of heaven, and Jordan asked me to take her, for his own reasons.  She’s sat on a huge wooden drum, an electric blue five string thumb bass in her arms.  I don’t think I’ve ever seen her as happy as she is right now.   
 
    Jordan wants to get her a new guitar for Christmas and seen as how I had a meeting with the Warwick people, I suggested she come with me, and I can see what she likes at the same time.  This particular model is close to eight grand, not one of their most expensive models but it’s a fucking awesome bass. Even though we’ve looked at a few different ones, her eye keeps coming back to this one.  She thinks she is here to help me pick one and to enjoy being around and playing some cool guitars.   
 
    I snap a photograph of her and send it to Jordan.  Her eyes are closed, she’s lost in the music she’s making.  He replies straight away telling me to work my magic with the Warwick people and get that guitar as a surprise for her.  I’d ask if he is sure, but I already know myself, that is the one she would want if she thought she could get herself a Warwick.  While she is chatting with one of the reps, I go over to another and quietly tell him to get that one gift wrapped after we’ve left and send it to Jordan.   
 
    Alessa is the perfect person to spend the day with, because she doesn’t do personal feelings.  She isn’t the type to want to talk if she thinks there is something wrong.  She doesn’t want to know a single thing about what is going on in my life, all she wanted to do was look at guitars and use my skills and knowledge of my friend, the same way Jordan is.  As in, find out what to get him as a secret gift for Christmas.  I’m pretty sure Alessa knows what I’m up to inviting her to Warwick, but she keeps it to herself.  
 
    After we leave Warwick, we head to the place of an artist friend of mine, where we are collecting the bespoke four-foot piece of art Alessa has commissioned.  It is a soundwave print of the music to Sweet Child O Mine by Guns n Roses.  She chose for it to be purple and black like her hair. It’s a sweet ass gift, one I know Jordan will love.  It’s a good job we brought Stone and his huge truck to fit it in.   
 
    Once we’ve dropped her at her place and carried the huge thing up the stairs to her third-floor apartment, she neglected to mention there was no elevator, Stone drives me back to my place.  I’m still totally stuck for ideas on what to get Elsa.  I hadn’t been planning on having a girlfriend in time for Christmas, so it threw me.  Everything people are suggesting just seems too trite, or not… Elsa.  I’m panicking pretty good now.   
 
    I’m stunned by how easily she has slotted into my life.  All those years I’ve feared relationships, shying away from letting feelings get involved with any woman I’m with, whether it’s brief or casually dating, always making people believe they would never get anything meaningful from me.  It took days for Elsa to get under my skin.  We’ve barely been apart.  Archer is threatening to kick me out.   
 
    I know why she is sticking so close, after the first outpouring when I got back to New York, I’ve clammed up completely about Derrick Atwater.  I wish I’d never found that photograph or heard his name.  The man means less than shit to me.   
 
    The only thing I thought about in relation to him is finding out who he hired to spy on me and have them sued.  I talked myself out of it.  That was giving him space in my head, and he doesn’t deserve that.  I’ve chosen to move on.  And decided I won’t tell Doris. I don’t want to upset her, and knowing what I do now, it will hurt her that I went behind her back to find him.  I’ll have to live with that knowledge, but I’d rather that than upset her or have her look at me differently.  Doris has always meant the world to me, but knowing what I do now, the love I feel for that woman is insurmountable.   
 
    As Stone pulls up at my building, my cell rings.  I grin at the display.  It’s a photograph of Elsa sitting on my bed, wrapped up in a sheet with her hands out in front of her, hiding her face from the camera.  I can see her smile through her fingers though, her hair a tangled mess from my fingers gripping it before I grabbed my camera to take that picture.   
 
    “Jesus, get the fuck out of my car,” Stone grunts, seeing the look on my face.   
 
    I laugh. 
 
    “It’s bad enough Adam and Jordan… Now you.  See you tomorrow.” 
 
    “Sorry man, thanks for today.” 
 
    Sandy invited Stone and DiMarco to the party too.  They might work for us, but they’re part of the BreakNeck family, not just employees.  I say goodbye and get out of the truck. 
 
    “Hey gorgeous,” I greet Elsa.   
 
    “Hi yourself.  What are you doing?” 
 
    “Just got home after the meeting with Warwick and helping Alessa.” 
 
    “Did you get something for her?” 
 
    “A sweet five string.  She’s gonna love it.” 
 
    “Great.  Do you want to grab dinner later?” she asks.   
 
    “Sure, where and when?” 
 
    We agree on a restaurant in Greenwich, and I tell her I’ll see her there in a couple of hours.  I like that we talk like this.  Short and sweet but always worthwhile.  Elsa never was a big texter, preferring to talk instead.  She’s a social creature by nature.  I love that about her.   
 
    I make my way to the building and go inside while we are talking.  As I hang up and pocket my phone, I glance at the doorman.  Odd he wasn’t outside to let me in.  Not that I need someone to open doors for me, but Christopher takes his job seriously and usually he’s five paces ahead of you at the door.  He is standing talking to someone and turns when he hears me enter. 
 
    “Sorry, Mr Chambers,” he holds up his hand.  “I didn’t hear you.” 
 
    “Relax, man, it’s no biggie.” 
 
    He doesn’t look happy despite me telling him I’m fine.  That’s when I notice two men standing in the lobby by the concierge’s desk.  I tell Christopher to have a good one and head towards the elevator.  I’m almost there when I glance over at the two men.  One is tall, fit and built.  He looks like a bodyguard and from the bulge in his jacket, I realise he may actually be armed.   
 
    My heart jolts.  What the fuck?  Why the hell is there a guy with a gun in my building.  And is this why Christopher seems so off?   
 
    “Nick?” 
 
    My eyes move from the guy with the gun and lower to the shorter, older man beside him.  Everything freezes.  My movements, my mind, my heart.  Sounds fade out around me as I stare at him.   
 
    Derrick Atwater.   
 
    It’s like a slow-motion button flips and everything speeds up, sounds fill my ears, my heart whooshes back to life making my stomach flip.  My eyes narrow as I stare at him.  And I get pissed.  
 
    “What the fuck are you doing here?” I snarl.   
 
    “Easy,” his guard says. 
 
    “Back the fuck off,” I turn my glare on him.  He isn’t backing off.  Until Atwater says a word, I can only assume is his name.  It sounds foreign.  Virtanen?  The guy stares back at me for a moment before stepping away as he’s told. 
 
    “Do you need me to call the police Mr Chambers?” Christopher asks from behind me. 
 
    “No, these people are just leaving.” 
 
    “I’d like to speak to you,” Atwater says. 
 
    “And I’d like you to fuck off, guess who is getting their wish this Christmas?  You have ten seconds to walk away, or I will let him call the police.” 
 
    “You have no reason to call law enforcement,” Virtanen says. 
 
    “Try me,” I take a step towards him. He doesn’t scare me.  We’re the same height, I’m a bit more built than him to be honest.  So, what if he has a gun.  He isn’t going to shoot me.  I hope.   
 
    Fuck, why am I squaring up to a guy with a gun?  
 
    “Please, I don’t want any fights.  That isn’t what I came here for.” 
 
    “Yeah, what did you come here for then?” I tilt my head in Atwater’s direction.  Virtanen doesn’t back off, so I keep one eye on him too.   
 
    “You came looking for me,” he says. 
 
    “Yeah, and then I found out what a limp dicked, pathetic excuse for an asshole you are and decided I want nothing to do with you.”   
 
    I don’t know how he found out.  Probably that investigator guy Alexis told me about.  If she found out about him, he must have found out about her.  It’s taken him over a week to bother his ass to come out here though, so it either took him that long to figure it out, or Atwater was busy with something else before he headed to New York.  
 
    “I know approaching you like this isn’t the best way to do this.” 
 
    “You think?” 
 
    “But I wanted to make sure you would speak to me.” 
 
    He looks older than he did in the photographs I saw on the internet.  He looks fucking exhausted.  I hope I had something to do with that.  I hope once he found out I showed up asking about him, he’s barely slept.  Like I have barely slept.   
 
    “I’m going to have to disappoint you then, because I want nothing to do with you.” 
 
    His face falls and for a second I feel bad, then I remember who this is, what he did to my mom and my fists clench.   
 
    “I’ve wanted this for so long, Nick, you don’t know how much.” 
 
    “Don’t call me Nick,” I shake my head at him.  “You don’t get to call me anything.” 
 
    Atwater holds his hands up in a gesture that says he is trying to placate me.  Or Virtanen, who still looks like he wants to lunge for me.   
 
    “There must have been a reason for you to try and find me.  There must have been something you wanted to say.” 
 
    “Yeah, there was.  But that was when I thought you didn’t know anything about me, when I thought you couldn’t have known what me and my mother were going through.  Or that she got sick, really sick.  That it almost broke my grandma to pay her medical bills.  And maybe you had no idea how she died.  In pain.  Terrified about what would happen to her fifteen-year-old kid.” I don’t realise I am shouting until I hear the cold voice behind me break the stunned silence.   
 
    “Get the fuck out of here now, old man,” I turn to see Archer behind me.   
 
    He’s just stepped out of the elevator.  At the same time the door opens behind Christopher and Stone steps in.  He’s twice the size of Virtanen.  He doesn’t have a gun, but I’d still put my money on Stone.  Christopher must have called up to Arch, who in turn called Stone.   
 
    “You are both trespassing.  I will ask you once, politely, to step out of the building,” Stone speaks quietly but his tone is kinda terrifying.   
 
    Archer steps up beside me, he doesn’t ask if I’m okay, he doesn’t touch me or placate me, just stands firmly at my side.   
 
    “I just want to talk to my son.” 
 
    “I’m not your son,” I shout.  “You mean nothing to me, do you hear me?” I tell him, my voice lower.  I don’t want to make a scene, but I need him to understand, this isn’t happening.  Ever.   
 
    I take one step closer to him.  Virtanen moves, but so do Archer and Stone.  It’s like everyone is closing in around me.  Everyone poised, but no one knowing what is going to happen.  I speak in a low voice, but I know everyone hears me. 
 
    “I’m going to do to you, exactly what you did to her.  Forget you fucking exist.” 
 
    I turn and head to the elevator, luckily the carriage is still there.  I step in and look at Arch.  He’s made no move to follow, in fact, he’s blocking them from getting to me, his arms folded over his chest.  I glance at Stone as the doors start to slide.  He nods at me.  I turn away so I don’t look at Atwater.  I don’t want to see the sadness on his face, the resignation in his eyes.  I don’t want to know how he feels after I threw those words in his face.   
 
    “Fuck,” I lean back against the wall and run both hands up my face, holding them over my eyes.  The elevator dings and I lean over quickly and press the button for our floor. The last thing I need is the doors opening in the lobby again.  I stand with my hands on my head, staring at nothing.   
 
    I can’t believe he showed up here, wanting to talk to me. 
 
    I spin around and kick the wall, then kick it twice more.  The metal dents in and I step back into the centre of the elevator, panting heavily.  Fuck I’m gonna puke.  I manage to make it out to the hallway, through the front door and into the guest bathroom before my guts spill out of me.  I heave up everything I ate earlier with Alessa, and then some more, until my stomach is clenching painfully, and my eyes are watering as I purge everything.   
 
    I stand up, my hands on the wall behind the toilet and spit a few times, the taste and smell of vomit making me want to hurl again.  I flush and go to the sink, turning on the tap and cupping some water in my hands.  I swill my mouth, then swallow some water.  Putting my hands on either side of the sink I lean forward, my head dropping down.   
 
    I can’t figure out the emotions swirling around inside me at seeing him.  He seemed small, frail.  Is he sick?  That thought enters and leaves my head quickly, what do I care if he is?  I’ll forever be grateful to Arch and Stone for what they just did but right now, I don’t want to see or speak to anybody.  I head to my room, quickly use some mouthwash to clean out my mouth, then grab a cap and scarf, check I have my keys, wallet and phone and leave the apartment again.  Archer isn’t back yet so presumably he’s talking with Stone, or making sure Atwater gets the hell away. 
 
    Not wanting to meet anyone on the way out, I take the service elevator by the emergency staircase exit.  It brings me out into the parking garage in the basement.  Passing Archer’s car, I realised I should have grabbed the keys, he wouldn’t mind but I don’t stop to worry about that, just head out onto the street at the rear of my building.   
 
    Everyone will go ballistic at me for doing this, walking out into the streets of New York without security, a car, or any idea where I’m even going.  I pull the cap down over my hair and wrap the scarf around me.  The streets are busy with last minute Christmas shoppers and tourists but they’re all so busy going about their own business, no one pays any attention to me.  It’ll only be a matter of time before someone does recognise me though.  I’m taking a stupid risk.   
 
    Still, I don’t go back.  I hail a cab.  The driver doesn’t notice or care who I am, just where I want to go.  Which is where?  I stare at my phone.  There are so many people I could call or turn to, but I don’t want to burden anyone with this, not until I’ve figured myself out. 
 
    “Where to, buddy?  I don’t got all day.” 
 
    It’s a dick move because I know everyone will be worried, but I still turn off my phone and tell him where I want to go. 
 
    “That’s a least an hours round trip man and there are tolls,” the driver turns.  I can see he is about to ask me to get out. 
 
    I pull out my wallet and check inside.  Fortunately, there is plenty of money in there from being out shopping.  I take out four, hundred-dollar bills and hand them to him.  He stares at me, then the cash in my hand.  He’s an older guy, probably been a NY cabbie most of his life, if he knows off the top of his head how far it is.  He’s really thinking about this though, the money hasn’t convinced him. 
 
    His eyes come back up to me.  The recognition I see is not that he realises he just picked up a world famous rockstar, and more that he recognises the pain on my face.  He nods and turns back around.  Then he sets off, driving me away from this life and back to my old one. 
 
    The cabbie asks if I want him to wait when he sees where I’m going but I thank him and send him on his way.  He wishes me all the best and drives away from the cemetery.  It takes a while to find the plot, it’s been a few years since I came here but once I do, I stand in front of my grandfather’s grave, careful not to step where I know his coffin is laying beneath the ground.   
 
    He was an amazing man, and a great role model to me.  He taught me how to play the bass. I used to spend hours over at their house while mom was at work, playing and learning music.  It wasn’t just about playing the chords, he taught me how to read music, how to compose it and turn what we put on those pages into the music flowing through our fingers. The revered Warwick the fans hold so dearly, belonged to my grandfather.  Losing that bass the way I had last year, nearly sent me into a tailspin of depression.  It held so many memories, not just for me, but for Doris and my mom too.  It was stupid to think it, but it was like my grandfather’s essence lived on in that guitar.   
 
    For the first time in ages, I long to play it.  Since I got it back, it’s been stored in its special case in my bedroom closet.  I’ve been so afraid of losing it again, I locked it away.  My grandfather would hate knowing it hasn’t been played.   
 
    “Music is a gift, Nicky,” he used to tell me.  “If you have the gift to make music, you have to do it.  Whether it’s to an audience of none or an audience of thousands.  Bringing music into people’s lives can change everything, the emotions it evokes.  Sadness, joy, anger, love.  You should never shut off your emotions and never shut off your gift.” 
 
    That advice is something that should have stayed with me.  Something I never should have allowed to sink too deep inside of me that I forgot about it.  He died right after we moved to White Plains when I was ten.  He was such a huge presence in our lives, he left a huge hole.  He was the only male role model I had. 
 
    Thinking of losing him only makes me madder at Atwater.  I try not to let that continue, he doesn’t deserve any of my thoughts or feelings.  I’m putting off the inevitable.  A slight tilt of my head and my eyes fall on mom’s headstone.  I take a shuddery breath as I step over to her side of the plot.  Cora Leanne Chambers was only thirty-four years old when she lost her battle with cancer.  Right up until the end, she fought that disease. And she only ever thought about protecting me.   
 
    I spent a lot of time at the hospital between school and band practice.  Mom always made sure I met up with the guys every night and got at least a couple of hours in before I came to the hospital.  Watching her fading away was the single hardest thing I’ve ever done in my life.  And for a long time I was furious with her for what she did that last night.  She was in and out a lot, but she always made the effort to be at her best when I visited.  I know now it was her way of preventing me seeing the bad times. She’d have a nurse make sure she was dressed, that she was wearing her best head scarf to cover her hair loss and that she didn’t have any tubes or needles in her arms.  She never let me see when she was barely coherent, or throwing up everything they put in her, but I knew it happened.  I was fifteen, old enough to know she was hiding it from me.   
 
    The last time I saw her was one of her good days.  I’d wanted to stay longer but she told me to go home and do my homework, that Doris told her I was slacking, and she wasn’t going to let that stand.  She wanted me to graduate, go to college and follow my dreams.  So I left.  I did that homework, and I went to sleep exhausted.   
 
    I woke up to find out she died through the night.  She’d given everything she had so the last time I saw her she was awake, able to talk to me and smile at me.  She’d cupped my cheek, told me she loved me and to do that homework or Doris would ground me.  Basically, she sent me away. Because she knew it was the end. 
 
    Was it possible to love someone and hate them at the same time?  It felt like that for a while.  I felt as if she’d betrayed me by not allowing me to stay but she was sparing me that grief of watching her take her last breath.  That was the amazing person she was.  Her love for us overruled her own suffering.   
 
    She left me a letter.  I didn’t read it until we got signed as a band and moved to L.A. three years later.  Doris packed it for me.  She’d held on to it when I threw it away, saying I didn’t ever want to read it.   
 
    As I think about the things she said to me in that letter, I don’t realise I’ve sat down beside her grave, and silent tears are falling down my face.  She talked about forgiveness a lot in that letter, to always be the bigger person and keep my heart open.  I have to wonder if she was referring to this moment.  When I came face to face with the man who fathered me.  Did she want me to give him a chance?  I don’t know, but we can’t always respect the wishes of someone long gone, when forgiving someone feels so foreign and wrong.  I don’t think I will ever forgive him for what he did to her.  Of course mom saw it different.  She saw me as a gift, no matter what happened to bring me into her life.   
 
    And I’m okay with that.   
 
    I don’t need him.  He walked away and made his own life.  And I made mine.   
 
    With the family I chose.  With people who will move heaven and earth to be there for me.  
 
    “I can’t do it mom.  I know you’d want me to try but I can’t.  Maybe if he’d been in my life and there was something to rebuild…  But he was never there.  I don’t know him.  I don’t want to know him.” 
 
    She doesn’t answer, obviously.  Like she hasn’t been able to answer for the last seventeen years.  She’d had a fifteen-year-old when she died.  Pregnant and abandoned at Nineteen.  But she lived life to its fullest.  I remember laughing a lot growing up.  She was stern when she needed to be.  I got grounded a lot, but she was always there for me.  That is what I remember from my childhood.   
 
    It suddenly dawns on me that I’m only two years younger than the age she was when she died.  I can’t imagine dying now, there is so much life left in me.  There are so many things that I’ve still yet to do with my life. I’ve been incredibly lucky, I’m successful, have millions of adoring fans, and more money than I can spend in this lifetime. All these years I’ve been keeping people who were open to caring about me, maybe even loving me, at arm’s length.  I’ve missed out on a lot.  Mom would have hated that for me. 
 
    It’s starting to get dark.  I’ve lost track of time sitting here.  I take out my silent, dark phone, knowing what is going to happen as soon as I turn it on.   
 
    Leaning back against the side of mom’s headstone I listen to the eighteen voicemail messages from the band. Jenna and Elsa. Stone too. His make me laugh, he’s furious I’ve run off without security, like I knew he would be.  I don’t bother reading the twenty-six texts.  Maybe it’s wrong but I text Stone first to let him know I’m alive, safe and he doesn’t need to worry.  He texts me straight back saying he’s going to kick my ass.  But he understands.  Stone has a son who lives in Florida with his ex.  I don’t know how often Stone speaks to him, but I know every vacation he takes is to go to Florida and see his son.   
 
    Then I call Archer. 
 
    “Where the fucking hell are you?” he screams.   
 
    “White Plains.” 
 
    A moment of silence follows that.  “Okay.  You need me to come get you?” 
 
    “I think I’m gonna stay at the house tonight.  I have the key.”  I always keep it in my wallet.   
 
    “Are you good, man?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I sigh.  “Just needed space.” 
 
    “Stone chased that asshole out.  I told him not to come back.  If you want to get in touch with him, then that’s up to you but I said if he comes by again without you inviting him, then we’ll call the cops.” 
 
    “Dramatic.” 
 
    “It kinda was,” he laughs. 
 
    “You went full on protector, Arch.  You’re my hero.” 
 
    “Fuck off,” he laughs.  Then he sobers.  “Everyone is losing their shit, Nick.” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “No need for that,” Arch says.  “We understand, but don’t stay away too long, okay?  If you’re not back in the morning we’re coming to get you.” 
 
    “Yeah, alright.”   
 
    “Plus, if you don’t show up for Jordan’s party, we’ll never hear the end of that.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t miss it,” I say, tilting my head upwards.  There are stars coming out now.   
 
    “I know you’re not used to this relationship shit,” Arch breaks me from those thoughts. “But maybe you should-” 
 
    “She’s my next call,” I cut him off.  “Let the others know I’m okay.  I don’t want them worrying.  I’m good.  I had to come see mom.  I’m fine now.  Promise.” 
 
    “Okay.  You call if you need anything.” 
 
    I promise again, then hang up. Getting up, I touch my hand to my mom and grandfather’s headstones, tell them both I love them, then head out. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Twenty-Seven 
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     Nick’s childhood home is a typical suburban Craftsman house on a quiet street, they all look like single family homes, all well-kept.  I glance at the garage as I pull up in Remi’s car.  I took one of the ones he usually drives, rather than ask Thomas to bring me out here.  I got the address from Jenna, after she got it off Adam.  He’d been hesitant at first, but Jenna convinced him.  Adam came on speakerphone, asking me to let them know Nick is okay.  He trusts me with one of his best friends, which means a lot.  
 
    I get out and walk up the paved pathway leading to the steps to the front door. Glancing at the garage, I realise that is where BreakNeck became who they are today. 
 
    The door opens before I get to it.  Nick is there, wearing sweatpants that look way too tight on him.  I can’t help it, I laugh.  He looks down at himself and grins at me.   
 
    “What? I haven’t grown that much since I was eighteen.” 
 
    “Hmm, you think not?  Inside before you get arrested for indecent exposure,” I pointedly stare at his groin and the very obvious outline of his dick, resting against his inner thigh.  I grab his shoulders and spin him around, marching him into the house.   
 
    “Happy now?” he asks, as he closes the door over behind me.  “Although Gladys and Pearl across the street did have their binoculars out earlier when I was mowing the lawn.” 
 
    “You did not,” my eyes widen. 
 
    “It needed a trim,” he winks. 
 
    “Giving old ladies heart attacks?” I cross my arms. 
 
    “It’s part of my charm,” I get another panty melting grin.  “And who says they’re old.” 
 
    “That is all mine,” I huff, even though I suspect he is making that whole thing up.  
 
    “That so?” 
 
    “Yes,” I state with complete conviction and a ring of authority, letting him know exactly where I stand.  We stare at each other, his smile slips slightly.  I step closer and put my arms around his neck.  He wraps his huge hands around my waist, and I feel completely enclosed in him.  He smells clean and fresh, like he’s showered, his skin is warm, I can feel him through the fabric of my jacket. 
 
    I have no intention of asking about Derrick, or his mom.  If he wants to talk, he will.  I get the feeling he’s done with thinking about it all right now.  That’s fine by me.  I step back and take some DVD’s from my bag.   
 
    “I have Netflix and Apple TV,” he says, frowning at them. 
 
    “Ah but do they have these movies?” I ask, knowing they probably don’t. 
 
    He takes the boxes.  “The Die-Hard Trilogy?” 
 
    “It’s Christmas.” 
 
    “They are not Christmas movies.” 
 
    “Are too,” I step around him and walk into the living room.   
 
    It’s small, perfectly decorated and I love it.  I can see him growing up here.  It’s the kind of house I would have loved to grow up in, instead of the huge mansion in Beverley Hills, where my parents had their own wing away from us kids.  There are family photographs all around.  The place almost feels as if it’s still lived in, even though I know from Jenna it has remained empty since Doris moved to Brooklyn.  He must pay someone to keep up the place.  I don’t mention the picture of him and his mom on the mantlepiece, though he sees me noticing it. 
 
    I’m glad he still has this place and I’m happy he came here, wanting to be close to her.   
 
    “Even Bruce Willis agrees with me,” Nick follows me over to the TV.  “He starred in it and said it isn’t a Christmas movie.” 
 
    “Not hearing you.  I brought snacks.”   
 
    He hands me the disks after showing me where the DVD player is then roots around in my bag for the chips, chocolate and Dr Pepper I brought.  All his favourites.  I set up the first movie, kick off my sneakers and coat, and make myself comfortable.  Nick drops down next to me and puts his arm around my neck.  We get halfway through the first one before he starts kissing me.   
 
    All I want to do is take his mind off his problems, and I think I’ve achieved that. He crawls over me, pulling at the zipper on my jeans.   
 
    “You gonna let me get to third base?” he asks with a grin. 
 
    “You’re about to get lucky and go all the way, pretty boy,” I say, pushing my hand into those sinful sweatpants and grabbing his dick.  He’s already halfway hard as I run my hand up and down it a few times, squeezing near the tip.  He groans then sits back, my hand pulling out of his pants.  I pout. 
 
    “Patience,” he laughs.  “Need you naked.” 
 
    “Okay,” I can get on board with that.   
 
    I help out, to make things quicker.  The couch isn’t that long, and his ankles are hanging over the edge when he lays on me, so he adapts.  Sitting up and lifting me onto his lap, my back to his chest.  He cups my breasts, squeezing and pinching the nipples as he bites my neck.   
 
    “Get on my dick,” he whispers against my ear, and I about melt into him.   
 
    Heat pools between my legs, the throb almost unbearable and my breathing hitches.  Nick’s hands go around my waist and lift me up.  I balance there as he lines up then I sit back down, lowering slowly, drawing tortured groans out of him as I pull him inside of me, until I’m fully seated in his lap. He leans back on the couch, and I look over my shoulder at him.  He puts his hands behind his head and smirks at me.   
 
    “The curtains are open,” he says.   
 
    I gasp and look at the window.  The house is not close to the street, but you can see right into the living room if you happen to pass by.  It’s dark out but the light is on in here.   
 
    “Ride me hard.  Let me see those tits bouncing,” he indicates our reflection in the window.   
 
    “Oh fuck,” I moan as I start to move.  He grips my hips as I do as he asked, keeping my eyes on his in the reflection.  One of his hands rubs up my ribcage, across my breast and over my throat.  He holds it there, sitting up, pressing his chest into me as he starts to thrust up.   
 
    “Look at us,” he says against my ear.  “Look at how good you fuck me,” he thrusts up harder, his words getting himself all worked up too.  “You want someone to walk past, don’t you.  You want someone to stop and watch me fuck you.” 
 
    “God, Nick,” I let out a long moan.  
 
    “Imagine him standing there, looking in, his eyes roaming over this amazing body, these beautiful tits,” he squeezes them, and my head drops back on his shoulder.  He nips at my earlobe, grunting as I squeeze him.  He takes hold of my chin and turns my face so he can kiss me.  He robs me off my breath.  I grasp at his thighs, his arm where its banded around me, anywhere I can get a hold of his skin.  “No one else gets to touch you,” he growls.  “You’re mine.  This dick is the only one you ride,” he kisses me again.   
 
    “Yes, oh fucking God,” I cry out, barely able to form a coherent thought.  He’s right, the role play is fun and all, but I don’t think I could ever carry out the fantasy and I don’t want to.  I only want him.   
 
    “Say it, Elsa.  Say this pussy is mine and only mine.” 
 
    “Yours,” I agree mindless as the pressure inside me builds.   
 
    “That’s it. Oh fuck, yes, you’re mine sweet girl.  You own me.  This cock belongs to you.  Only you.” 
 
    I open my eyes and look at him.  He stares into me, like he’s seeing right inside of me, slowing only for a moment before a wildness enters his eyes.  He leans forward and I tumble slightly but he doesn’t let me go.  I’m on my knees now and he straightens up as he pounds into me.  He lifts my chin so I can see what he is doing to me, and it pushes me over the edge.  I scream.  The neighbours more than likely hear it, but I don’t care.  I try to keep my eyes open to watch him as his head tips back, as he comes hard inside of me.  His chest is heaving, he’s staring at the ceiling, his hands gripping my hips so tight it hurts, but I love it.   
 
    When he finally straightens up, his eyes go to the window and something possessive comes over him.  He gets up, helps me up first, shielding me. I don’t see anyone out there, but he goes over and draws the curtains.  I look at him questioningly. 
 
    “No one there, I just don’t want to take the chance of any fucker looking at you.” 
 
    “Including Pearl and Gladys?” I laugh as he stalks back over, he grips the back of my head and kisses me.  His other hand snakes between my legs, swirling around the mess we both made.  I gasp as he pushes his finger inside.   
 
    “Especially Pearl and Gladys,” he bites my lip.  “Come on let’s go clean up.” 
 
    “What about John McClane?” I ask, looking at the screen as Bruce Willis’s character runs around Nakatomi Tower, trying to rescue the hostages. 
 
    “He’s busy.”  He flicks off the TV.   
 
    Nick leads me upstairs to the shower where his attempts at cleaning me don’t go according to plan, but I do my best at making sure he’s all clean when I drop to my knees, watching him as he watches me, gently holding my cheek as I make him lose his mind all over again. 
 
    I run back downstairs before we go to bed and grab the small gift I brought.  Nick is brushing his teeth when I come back in and stand in the doorway.  He looks at the box with the bright red bow and pauses.  
 
    “Wass tha?” 
 
    I laugh.  “A gift.” 
 
    He spits out and sets the brush down.  “For me?” 
 
    “No, for Gladys and Pearl.” 
 
    He lunges at me, and I squeal putting the present behind my back.  We tussle across to the bed and I drop back, holding the box above my head.  Nick kisses me, drawing me in, making me drop my defences, then snatches the box. 
 
    “I was going to give it to you, you know,” I hook my leg around the back of his knees so he can’t go anywhere.   
 
    He does a one-armed push up, hovering over me, holding the box up to examine it.  “It’s not Christmas yet.” 
 
    I shrug, then release him and shuffle back.  He’s given me one of his old t-shirts to wear.  It’s a BreakNeck one, with an image of their four faces.  He frowned initially, muttering something about his bandmates being too near to my boobs.  Nick sits cross legged.  He’s wearing boxers, not those pants that could easily get him arrested.   
 
    He unwraps the ribbon and opens the small box.  It is slightly bigger than a ring box.  But it’s not jewellery.  Nick takes out the carved wooden guitar pick and turns it over.  The writing is small to fit it all on, but the pick is bigger than normal size, it’s not actually usable as a pick.  I remember him telling me his grandfather’s favourite song of all time was The Man Who Sold The World by David Bowie. The first verse of the song is engraved on the back of the pick.   
 
    Nick looks up at me, his mouth open.  Surprise, shock, happiness, sadness.  All of those emotions cross his face, until a smile breaks through.  I’m about to ask if he likes it when he leans forward and takes my face in his hands, the pick is still between his fingers as he kisses me.  He leans back and lifts the pick again, reading the lyrics out softly.   
 
    “I don’t deserve you,” he shakes his head. 
 
    “Nick,” I take his hand and curl our fingers together.  “A few weeks ago, you said you were going to prove to me that you deserved a second chance.” 
 
    “That rings a bell,” he tries to laugh but he doesn’t pull it off.  His look is earnest, but cautious.   
 
    God, this man is so afraid I’m going to pull away from him.  After everything he has been through these past few days, I don’t want him to ever think I will do that to him. I sit up on my knees and shuffle closer.  His fingers squeeze mine tighter, to the point of pain but I don’t say anything as I move over and sit myself in his lap, wrapping my legs around behind him.  He releases my hand and puts his arms loosely around my waist, our faces are so close now.   
 
    “You have it,” I tell him. 
 
    He swallows.  Clears his throat.  “Yeah?” 
 
    “Don’t fuck it up.” 
 
    He lets out a strangled laugh.  Then his face straightens.  “I don’t intend to.  Ever.  Believe me?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    He blows out a breath, like he was holding it in too long. “So, we’re in the Gang now.” 
 
    “The Couples,” I laugh against his shoulder, as I drop my forehead down.   
 
    “Archer is gonna lose his shit.” 
 
    “Right now, I couldn’t give two shits about Archer,” I sit back up.   
 
    “I’ve never done this before, Els,” he says quietly. 
 
    “Done what?” I ask, concerned.  Is he having second thoughts already?  I want to reassure him, tell him that he can do this, he is more than capable but he must come to that understanding, without me leading him.   
 
    “Told someone I love them.” 
 
    My mouth drops open. I wanted him to say those words, obviously.  I just never thought they would come now.  Tonight.  I definitely never thought he’d say it before me.   
 
    “Shocked the thoughts right out of your brain?” Nick asks, after a few prolonged moments of stunned silence.  “That was my dumb ass way of trying to tell you I love you, Elsa,” he stares at me.  “Shit, are you in there?” he taps my forehead.   
 
    “Uh… Yeah I’m…”   
 
    He starts to look panicked, and I realise I just totally left him hanging there.  He put himself out there for me.  No one should say it expecting it to be returned.  You feel the way you feel but it has taken a lot for him to say this.  I totally do feel the same way about him.   
 
    “I love you!” 
 
    He leans back slightly. I did shout that a little too close to his ear.   
 
    “Sorry,” I cringe.  “That was loud.” 
 
    “Never thought you’d be apologising for loving me,” he grins.  “And thank you, for the gift, it’s fucking perfect.  I can’t believe you got that for me.  Can’t believe I never realised how well you know me, how you can see inside my heart when even I didn’t know how to do that.” 
 
    “You’re going to make me cry,” I sniffle, completely overwhelmed by this man.   
 
    “So long as they’re happy tears?” he asks, with a brow raised.  “There have been enough sad tears around here.  Let’s not do that anymore, yeah?” 
 
    I nod.  He goes to kiss me again then stops and pulls back. 
 
    “Go brush your teeth,” he slaps my ass and bursts out laughing as he pushes me, so I fall back on the bed.   
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    We get up early the next day to head back to New York.  Nick didn’t ask too much about what happened when we found out he disappeared.  I didn’t want to bring it up last night, after what we talked about and how exhausted he seemed.  We didn’t go back downstairs to watch any more movies, Nick fell asleep with his head on my shoulder, his arm wrapped around me.  He’s like a furnace but I didn’t want to wake him.  He’d had a rough day.  Really rough. 
 
    He didn’t need to know how everyone more or less lost their shit.  Or that after going to Archer’s and finding out everything that happened, I’d done something stupid.  I couldn’t hide that from him for much longer.  We’re starting out fresh, our feelings for one another fully in the open.  He needs to know that I went to speak to his father. 
 
    Jordan believed he’d been kidnapped by his psycho millionaire secret father and wanted to call the police.  I explained that Derrick Atwater might be an asshole where his son is concerned, but he’s not a criminal psychotic lunatic.   
 
    Adam and Archer told us all not to panic, that he just needed time to think and will call us once he’s had some time.   But the longer it went on with no word, everyone started to panic more.  They hadn’t been able to track his cell phone because it was turned off and he didn’t take one of the band’s vehicles, which all have GPS trackers in too.   
 
    I went straight to Nick’s apartment and Archer told me everything that happened with Derrick, and I got mad.  Really mad, which was why I left Nick’s, found out from my dad where Derrick was and then went to the office demanding to see him.   
 
    I stormed into that building, marched right up to his desk, and asked him what the hell he was thinking going to Nick like that.  I never told him Nick was missing, he didn’t have the right to know about that, to worry about him the way we all were.  He’d been surprised to see me but not surprised that I was there on Nick’s behalf.  I got it then, how creeped out Nick felt.  This investigator of Derrick’s had been spying on me too.  Both the first time we dated and now.   
 
    “I never wanted to upset him, Elsa.” 
 
    I stood in front of the huge desk he was sitting behind, in his bespoke three-piece suit, his hair perfectly styled, but his hands were laying limply in his lap, the skin around his eyes was sagging and bruised with shadows that told of lack of sleep.  I couldn’t feel sorry for him.   
 
    “Why would you just show up at his apartment like that?” I ask, still not taking the offered seat.  I don’t intend to stay long.   
 
    “It was an impulse reaction to knowing he had been in LA, looking for me.  I didn’t think he would reject me after he came looking.” 
 
    “He might have had someone look into you, but he didn’t come to you, Derrick.  Did you not stop to consider it was a big deal for him finding out what he did about you?  That he needed a minute or two to work through all of that before he faced you?” 
 
    He had the good grace to look shamed.  “I’ve lost him, haven’t I?” 
 
    “You never had him,” I say quietly.  “That’s what you forgot.  But he didn’t.” 
 
    “I know,” his head dips.  “I did everything wrong.” 
 
    “I’m not the one you need to explain this to,” I interrupt him.   
 
    “Will he ever give me the chance to explain?” 
 
    I shrug.  Because I don’t know.  “And before you ask, I won’t help you.  I love Nick and I will do anything I can to protect him and if that means coming here and telling you to stay the hell away from him,” I hold my hands out.  I don’t like kicking him while he is down, but he needs to know he has no say in how this goes.  “If Nick wants to come to you in the future, then that is his choice, but you have to stay away.  You have to get that investigator to stop spying on him and reporting back to you.” 
 
    “It’s done,” he says.   
 
    “Good.”   
 
    I don’t really know what else to say to him.  He rises to his feet, gathering himself up so he looks more like the man he was when I was a kid.   
 
    “I doubt he will ever want to speak to me, he told me as much.  He wants to forget I exist.  I’ll follow his wishes.  If we never have… anything, I’ll live with that regret for the rest of my life.” 
 
    Its within my nature to want to soothe people when they’re hurting, and it takes a lot to keep quiet. My need to protect and love Nick, far outweighs any need to make this man feel better about what he has done.  I don’t say anything else, I just leave.  As I walk out, I see him grasp the edge of the desk with both hands and bow his head down.  It makes my heart ache knowing these two men are hurting so badly but there is no way they can ever mend or create any kind of bond.  
 
    As we pull out of a drive-thru with some coffee and a bacon roll each, Nick parks up near the back of the lot, away from the road, so we can eat before we leave. There wasn’t any food in the house because he hadn’t been planning on staying there.   
 
    “Nick,” I say, picking at the plastic lid on my cup. 
 
    “Yeah,” he wipes his mouth after finishing his sandwich in about three bites.   
 
    “Before we leave, I need to tell you something.” 
 
    “Okay,” he turns in the seat so he is facing me better.  He’d already made a joke about how big this car is, a very spacious rear seat too.  “What’s up?” 
 
    I take in a deep breath and concern creases his brow as he watches me.  I hope I’m not about to ruin everything.  I’m not sure I can take it if he walks away now because of something I did this time.  It’ll eat me alive if I don’t tell him though.   
 
    “I went to see Derrick.” 
 
    He doesn’t say anything, a deep line appears between his brows as he frowns even more.   
 
    “I was pissed at what he did, and I wanted to tell him to leave you alone,” I say, anger rising again at the nerve of the man.  At his total disregard for Nick’s feelings.  “I never told him anything about you because he doesn’t deserve or need to know anything about you, but I was so angry with him.  He doesn’t get to hurt you, to hurt someone I love.  And I told him he better stop having that investigator follow you and he should never have-” 
 
    Nick shuts me up with his mouth.  I’m so surprised I almost drop my coffee.  He kisses me for a few more seconds then pulls back.   
 
    “What was… I thought… You’re not angry?” 
 
    “Why would I be?” he asks, brushing my hair back behind my ear.  “Apart from the guys, I’m not sure anyone has ever stood up for me like that before.  Even if it is like a mouse standing up to a dragon,” he chuckles. 
 
    “Was not,” I say indignantly.  Momentarily forgetting my shock that he isn’t annoyed with me for going to see his father.  “I’ll have you know he listened.  And he agreed.  No more investigator and he’ll leave you alone…  Unless you go to him.” 
 
    Nick runs a hand through his hair, a soft look on his face.  “I may never want to do that.  Right now, I don’t even want to think about it.  But thank you,” he looks back at me.  “I’m not mad.  Not at you,” he strokes his thumb over my cheekbone and along my jaw.  “Can we just leave all of this here, go back to New York and forget about it.  It’s Christmas, we have Jordan and Sandy’s party tonight, and so much more stuff to look forward to.” 
 
    I nod, trying to hold back my tears.  Nick laughs and kisses my eyelids, then forehead.   
 
    “You’re perfect Elsa, you’re my own personal ray of sunshine on the dark days,” he grins.  “I’m so unpoetic, for a musician.” 
 
    “You’re doing okay,” I tell him. 
 
    “I want to make this work,” he says, turning serious.  “I’m going to make this work,” he amends with a slight frown.  “Are you sure you want to take the chance?” 
 
    I put my forefinger on my bottom lip and look upwards as if thinking.  Nick laughs again and takes my coffee, setting it in the cup holder then kisses me again.  Until I’m almost tempted to clamber into the backseat, but I know I’m not the only one who wants to see Nick is safe and sound.  The rest of the band and his friends are waiting in New York for him.  Nick pouts when I tell him so. 
 
    “Jordan was going to call the police and have Derrick arrested.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “Psychotic parental kidnapping.” 
 
    “Is that even a thing?” 
 
    “It is in his head.” 
 
    When we get back to Nick’s apartment the band are all there with Jenna.  And their manager Bianca.  Nick goes white when he sees her.  I’ve heard all about her from Jenna but never had anything to do with her.  Standing here watching her tear into Nick, I lose my shit. 
 
    “Hey,” I shout, stepping forward.   
 
    Bianca is in her late thirties I’d say, she’s got the whole Marilyn Monroe figure going but with dark hair and eyes.  I know she’s been with them their whole career and even though they tend to moan about her, she has never steered them wrong.  Still.  She doesn’t get to rip into Nick for taking time for himself when he’s suffered a trauma.  Which is what this is.   
 
    Everyone looks at me, but I don’t falter.   
 
    “He’s fine, nothing happened, and he got what he needed by taking the time away.  No one needs to give him any shit or make him feel bad.  No one needs to chastise him for looking after his own mental health.  Everyone in this room is here supporting him, except for you.  And if you continue giving out this negativity and nastiness, then I’ll kick you out of here myself.” 
 
    There is a prolonged silence, broken only by Jordan laughing behind his hand, which draws a sharp look from Bianca.  But she knows she is on her own here, everyone is backing me up, even without having to open their mouths.  Nick walks over and puts an arm around my neck.   
 
    “Sexy as fuck,” he whispers to me.  “Bianca.  What my beautiful woman is trying to say is, I needed a minute.  I might have fucked up given who I am to the public, but nothing happened.  I was safe.” 
 
    She crosses her arms as she looks at us.  Jenna is whispering to Adam, but he shakes his head and kisses her hand.  I’m sure she wants to step in and he’s telling her not to.   
 
    “Fine, I apologise for being a bitch,” she eventually says.  Adam’s brows shoot up and Jenna’s mouth drops open.   
 
    “Did B just say sorry,” Archer mock whispers. 
 
    “Shut it, Harris,” she doesn’t even need to turn to know who spoke.  “I did, and I meant it.  But at the same time,” she starts. 
 
    “Here we go,” Archer drawls. 
 
    “I’m your manager and your safety is my biggest priority.  We pay a security firm a massive amount of money to keep you safe.  I get that you needed space and in the moment you might not have been thinking straight, but Nick, you switched off your cell, you didn’t tell anyone where you went.  It’s a given to you that these guys will worry but I worry too.” 
 
    Everyone goes silent at that admission.  I glance at Jenna, we’re the odd ones out here but even we can see something huge is happening. 
 
    “Okay,” Bianca shakes herself and glances around, as if realising what she just said and didn’t very much like it.  “No more running off, no more crazy stunts, I don’t want to see anything bad happen to any of you.  So just… behave and have a merry fucking Christmas.” 
 
    We all watch her walk out.  She doesn’t slam the door like I expected.  It’s infuriating.  I like it.  I like her.  It’s got to be hard wrangling these four. I grin at Nick, he’s just staring at the front door.   
 
    “I told you she loves us,” Jordan says. 
 
    “Shit, that was surreal,” Adam adds. 
 
    “We’ve definitely tested her patience these last couple of years,” Archer says.   
 
    “Should we go after her?” Jenna asks.   
 
    “Nah, she’ll be mortified by what she just said,” Adam laughs.  “I wish I’d filmed it to show her.” 
 
    “Don’t be mean,” Jenna pushes him.  “Who wants pizza?  I’m starving.” 
 
    “You’re always starving, sis,” Jordan bounces onto the sofa and grabs the remote for the TV.  “Something you want to tell us?” 
 
    Everyone turns to stare at Jenna, who looks confused.  Then she gets the not-so-subtle suggestion he was making.  “I’m on the pill!” she shrieks. 
 
    “Not sure everyone needed to know that, Slugger,” Adam snorts.   
 
    And just like that, everything is back to normal. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   Epilogue 
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    “Make sure you don’t crush those,” Doris tells Nick after he’s helped her into the car and taken her bags for the trunk.  “They have Ida’s cookies in there.” 
 
    “I’ll be careful,” he promises as he helps Doris put on her seatbelt.  “Although I blame those cookies for this,” he nods at her broken arm. 
 
    “Hush that noise, Nicky.”   
 
    He rolls his eyes, Brooke and I laugh from the back seat.   
 
    “Hi Brooke,” Doris waves at our other passenger. 
 
    “What’s up, Doris,” she smiles.  “Looking beautiful as ever.” 
 
    “One of the nurses set my hair,” Doris smiles, fluffing her white curls.  “Elsa, so lovely to see you again. My, doesn’t your hair look pretty too.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I smile.  I’ve done a fishtail braid down one side of my head, mostly to keep it off my face.  “The nurse did an amazing job on you,” I say.   
 
    Doris reaches over and gives my hand a squeeze in thanks, she winks as Nick slams the trunk.  “He’s happy.  I’ve not seen that sparkle in his eyes for a while.  I think that’s your doing, dear.” 
 
    “She’s definitely doing something,” Brooke comments. 
 
    “Hah, good one,” Doris chuckles.  “So long as he’s doing it back.” 
 
    “Doris, I want to be you when I grow up,” Brooke smirks. 
 
    “Don’t wish your life away honey.  You’ve got a long ways to go to have me beat.” 
 
    Nick gets back in and looks around at us, my cheeks are slightly flushed.  I never expected Nick’s grandma to be happy he’s getting some action.  He narrows his eyes at Brooke but she just shrugs.  To be fair, it was Doris who started it.   
 
    She tells us story’s about the residents at the place where she is staying that have us all chuckling. It isn’t far from there to Sandy’s place in DUMBO.  We’ve been guessing what they have planned.  Not even using the sympathy card, could get Jordan to spill the beans.   
 
    Everyone stood by Nick’s decision not to speak to his father.  As far as we are all concerned, that topic is closed.  He does have to sit down with Bianca to figure out how to keep the whole thing confidential, but said it can wait till after the holidays.  They need to be prepared if anything comes from this.  I doubt it will, Derrick fully understood, both from what Nick and I said to him, that things may never go the way he wants. 
 
    With everyone doing their own thing tomorrow, gift giving is happening tonight.  Nick and I are going to Adam and Jenna’s place tomorrow.  I’ll see Archer in the morning because I’ll be at Nick’s, and Jordan is only across the hallway from Adam.  Even doing their own thing, they’ll still all see one another.  
 
    The car is fully loaded with gifts.  When we arrive at Sandy’s building, I offer to help get Doris upstairs while Brooke and Nick grab all the bags.   
 
    “Jeez, what a large elevator this is,” Doris says, stepping inside what could easily fit a car. Sandy lives in one of the huge industrial lofts in the arts district, under the Brooklyn Bridge.  They used to be warehouses years ago, so everything is like quadruple the size of normal apartments.  The original front door frames are wide enough to drive a truck through, right off the cobbled street.   
 
    It’s an old-fashioned loft elevator too, so I have to pull the sliding inner doors closed before the outer ones work.  When we arrive on Sandy’s floor, before we even get the doors open, we hear Christmas music.  I exchange a look with Doris, she lets out a little gasp of delight as we walk out into what can only be described as a winter wonderland scene.  For a second, I wonder if it is real snow piled up right across the hallway leading to Sandy’s door.  I quickly pull the doors to the elevator shut so Nick and Brooke can get it downstairs, before turning back to look. 
 
    Fortunately, Sandy’s is the only loft on this floor, so their insane decorating is not disturbing anyone.  A path has been carved from the elevator to the front door in the ‘snow’ and there is a snow shovel propped against a wall next to a huge Christmas tree and a mechanical reindeer, it’s head swivelling as its red nose flashes.  There are twinkling lights everywhere and the music is coming from a speaker up on the wall.   
 
    I prod the snow and realise its soft and fluffy, but it looks so real.  Once I know it’s safe for Doris we walk towards the door.  There are huge black boots and a red Santa sack by the door. 
 
    “Does Santa live here?” Doris asks with a big smile. 
 
    I have visions of Jordan dressed up and tell Doris it’s a possibility.  I ring the doorbell, and a bell chime version of Deck the Halls starts playing inside.   
 
    A little Elf greets us.  “Doris!” Sandy holds out her arms.   
 
    I stifle a laugh at Jenna’s mom, dressed entirely in green and red, with a pointy hat, curling toed slippers and her face painted with rosy cheeks and a red nose of her own.  “Come in, come in.  Merry Christmas.  Elsa, honey you look like a little Christmas treat, I could just eat you up,” Sandy grabs and hugs me, eyeing my shimmery red halter top and black leather pants.   
 
    Nick about combusted when he saw my outfit, but it’s a party, I’m making an effort.  
 
    The elevator doors open behind us and we hear Nick exclaim. 
 
    “What in the ever-loving fuck…” 
 
    “Language, Nicholas!” 
 
    “Sorry,” Nick ducks his head.  “But… Sandy what the hell?” 
 
    “Welcome to Winter Rock n Roll Wonderland,” she skips over and grabs hold of Brooke, who almost drops the bag she is carrying.  “Hi honey,” she kisses her cheek.     
 
    “Is that my favourite grandma I hear?”  Jordan appears in the doorway.  He isn’t dressed as Santa. He’s a gingerbread man cookie.  Nick bursts out laughing.   
 
    “Here, take these,” he thrusts Doris’s cookies at Jordan.  “You look like an idiot.” 
 
    “The Grinch is here!” Jordan shouts into the apartment.   
 
    Doris, Sandy and Brooke head inside, I turn back to help Nick with some of the bags as Jordan waits, holding the cookie tray.  He ushers us inside with a huge grin on his face.  Sandy is handing out glasses of eggnog or spiced mulled wine.  I take a wine then turn to look around.   
 
    “This is going to take some cleaning up,” Doris points out as Brooke helps her to the only sofa in the room.   
 
    Santa’s sleigh fills up a space where there used to be another one, it’s laden with gifts and there are more mechanical reindeers lined up in front of it.  There is a snow machine in the corner, gently blowing out flakes of white.  There are five snowmen lined up, and behind them a big sign saying Best Dressed Snow-Friend Wins a Prize.  There are six Christmas trees dotted around, all varying sizes, only two are decorated, the rest have huge boxes beside them.  If I had to guess, I’d say that is another competition.   
 
    “Gifts in the sleigh,” Jordan shouts, leading us into the room.  
 
     Jenna bops over in a cute red and black sweater that looks like a chimney, there are a pair of upside-down black Santa boots sticking up over her shoulder.  She gives me a hug and kiss then envelopes Nick in a tight squeeze.  He then goes and puts our bags in the sleigh and slaps hands with Adam as he grabs a beer from a cooler in a pile of snow.   
 
    I greet the others as Sandy comes around with a box full of Christmas hats and headbands.  I choose a green headband with glittery red reindeer antlers, Nick takes a turkey hat and plops it on his head.   
 
    “Oh, I need a photograph of that,” I say, taking out my phone.   
 
    “Hold on,” he pulls out a red and green bobble hat with Elf ears on the side and sets it on top of Doris’s head, then sits next to her and grins broadly.   
 
    I snap a few photos, then turn around and take pictures of everyone else.  And the decorations.  They really did go all out here.  Even Alessa has a hat on, hers is a replica crown from Frozen, the ice queen herself.   
 
    “This should be yours,” she points at me.  “Crown, name.” 
 
    “Heard that one before,” I laugh.   
 
    We swap hats anyway.  Surprisingly, Adam starts singing Let It Go to me and Jenna joins in.  Sandy offers around food and cookies and more spiced wine and beer. She has this whole night planned like a well-oiled machine and before anyone gets comfortable doing any one thing, we’re moving on to the next.   
 
    We’re put into teams of three and all take a Snow-Friend each.  Some of the accessories they’ve piled in the boxes have my eyes popping out of my head.  I hold up a glittery neon pink dildo and look at Sandy, who just so happens to have a camera ready as my mouth drops open.   
 
    I turn and stick it on top of Nick’s snowman, he isn’t on my team.   He starts to laugh then glances around at his grandma, but she is deep in conversation with DiMarco and hasn’t noticed.  
 
    “Jesus,” Joey says as he stares at it.  “That thing is huge.” 
 
    “Triple XL,” Jordan tells him.  “Like me,” he grabs his crotch.  Alessa slaps his ass making him yelp.  
 
    They look totally stupid when we’re all done but Doris judges them and she picks the one with the pink unicorn horn.  Most of us manage to stifle our laughter but Jordan cheers and hugs her.  Nick glares daggers at him.   Each member on the team wins a gift card for a different restaurant in the city.    
 
    I’m feeling a little tipsy by the time tree trimming comes around, but these at least are a little more traditional.  I’m on the winning team this time and am overjoyed at the miniature carved Christmas tree with a beautiful star at the top that we each win.   
 
    “Gift time!”  Jordan clambers into the sleigh and roots through the bags.  His Elf helper hands them out and I’m stunned to have a pile of gifts at my feet when they’re done dividing them out. 
 
    “Don’t look so surprised,” Nick kisses the side of my neck, then pulls me to the ground beside our piles.  “You’re family.” 
 
    I clear my throat, not wanting to be the one who starts crying.  People are already opening their gifts.  Stone opens a sweater, reads it, and holds it up with a shake of his head.  I read the words and laugh, ‘Security Guard, because badass motherfucker is not an official job title.’  
 
    There are a lot of joke gifts, mainly from Jordan but there are some really amazing ones too.  Jenna and Adam got me a beautiful rose gold charm bracelet, which they have started off with a mini makeup brush, a tiny bass guitar and a pair of panties.   
 
    “For the photoshoot that brought you back together,” Jenna giggles as she hugs me.   
 
    I was surprised when I opened a small box that held a little wallet with my initials on it.  Inside was a photograph of Nick when he was about five years old and a note from Doris that made my eyes fill.   
 
    Nick hasn’t told her about Derrick.  He’s chosen to keep it from her, for her own good and I agree with him.  Knowing what she did, and that Derrick turned his back on her, only cemented that further for Nick.  He won’t break her heart by telling her he went against her wishes, only to have her proved right.   
 
    I give her a careful hug too and she whispers at me to be patient with him.  I kiss her cheek, promising I will.   She never replaced his mother, but she has raised him since he was fifteen years old.  Their bond is beautiful.  She knows him better than anyone and I’m honoured she’s welcomed me. 
 
    Nick kisses her when he opens a personalised carved wooden jewellery case, it’s circular, also initialled, and big enough to fit his watch and any other items of jewellery on his bedside table. 
 
    We’ll be exchanging our gifts to each other tomorrow but not to be outdone by my surprise gift last night, Nick hands me a little box that has another charm to fit the bracelet Adam and Jenna got me.  It’s a small heart that has ‘second chances’ imprinted on it.  Okay, now I do cry as I wrap my arms around him and he falls backwards, both of us crashing to the floor, making everyone laugh. 
 
    The place looks like a tornado tore through it by the time everyone is done unwrapping all the presents.  Doris starts to flag around nine-ish.  Stone offers to take her back home.   
 
    We all settle down into the available seats, Jordan and Alessa take the sleigh.  I claim the corner of the sofa and Nick sits on the floor leaning back between my legs, his hand running up and down my calf as he listens to Archer telling everyone a story about his nephews in Disneyland.   
 
    Adam is at the record player choosing the next album. We switched from Christmas music about two hours ago, each of the boys taking a turn picking what goes on next.  Jenna got first choice though, no surprises she chose Whitesnake.  I watch them all laughing and enjoying each other’s company.  Although the rock music is now flowing and there is plenty of alcohol being consumed, this isn’t your typical rockstar party.  It’s a family gathering, and I love that I can call each and every person here a friend.  Including the scary MMA fighter, who presently has his girl on his lap and is feeding her cake. I smile at them.  I didn’t know Meg when her whole hellish nightmare unravelled, but I’ve come to know her well since, and she is a beautiful person who deserves everything Joey is lavishing on her.   
 
    I notice Jenna waving me over to the kitchen.  I tap Nick’s arm to let me out.  He shifts to let me go but tilts his head up, pulling me by my top so I have to duck down.  He kisses me before letting me go.   
 
    Jenna almost combusts when I finally make my way over to her.   
 
    “You guys are so cute.” 
 
    I roll my eyes and take the offered glass of champagne, then she jumps up to sit on the counter, I lean my hips back against it right beside her.  We look out at the assembled group.   
 
    “Did you ever imagine you would end up here, like this, loving these rockstars?” she asks. 
 
    “If you’d told me six months ago, I would be here, with him, I wouldn’t have believed you.” 
 
    “True love always wins.” 
 
    “For once, I’m going to choose to agree with you and your romantic musings.” 
 
    “It’s true,” she nudges my arm.  “I know your heart was broken but I’m so glad you guys have a second chance.  I thought you were perfect for each other back then too.  He’s your penguin.” 
 
    I roll my neck to look at her.  She’s grinning wide.  
 
    “I helped him with his charm,” she says, as if she’s been dying to tell me.  “I wanted him to get a penguin, but he went with the engraved heart instead.” 
 
    “Thank you, it’s beautiful, all of it,” I lift my wrist and the charms jangle together.  Nick added his to the bracelet for me.   
 
    “Everyone is so happy,” Jenna gushes. “I love it.  It’s the best Christmas gift.” 
 
    “Not everyone,” I say nodding my head towards Brooke.  She’s talking with Joey and Meg but has one eye on her phone.  I wonder if she is waiting for or talking to Ciro.   I’ve never met him so I can’t say anything about him.  Brooke deserves a lot more than just being someone’s booty call.  Sometimes, I see a longing in her eyes that she hates for anyone to actually notice, she’s always busy deflecting things like that, joking about not wanting to be tied down. 
 
     “Do you really think she is only interested in hooking up where and when she can?” 
 
    Jenna looks thoughtful for a moment.  “I think she thinks she is happy with that.” 
 
    “What’s this Ciro guy like?” I ask, after making sure no one is within earshot.  “Could that be more?” 
 
    “He’s really insular. One of those guys who stands in a room and everyone sees him, because he’s hard to miss, but no one wants to approach him.  He has this whole, ‘look at me and I’ll back hand you across the face’ thing going on.” 
 
    “Wow, okay,” I take a sip of the champagne.  “How’d he end up hooking up with Brooke?” 
 
    “Have you seen her,” she indicates her best friend, who is now, thankfully laughing at something Joey is saying, her phone isn’t in sight.  “It’s a sex thing.  I don’t think it will ever go anywhere,” Jenna sighs.  “Even if she wanted it to.” 
 
    “You think she likes him?” 
 
    “No, she likes someone in work. I think it’s the Assistant District Attorney.” 
 
    “Oh really?” 
 
    “Yeah, she’s made a few comments.  Makes out like she hates him.  You know that whole enemies to lovers thing.” 
 
    “I bet you have a romantic trope for every person in this room, don’t you.” 
 
    “Obviously.  We all know what yours is,” she grins.  “Brooke… I don’t know.  It could totally backfire if I try to step in.  She deflects whenever I start talking about relationships.” 
 
    “She should get some pointers from Nick.  Since Malibu we’ve only actually been apart those two days he was still in L.A.” I finish my drink and Jenna helpfully tops it back up.   
 
    “That’s a point.  What is going to happen on the living situation?” 
 
    “We haven’t talked about it,” I shrug, but know it is something we will need to discuss.  “Funny how we’ve ended up in the same situation you and Adam were in last year.” 
 
    “It all worked out for us.  Although…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    She looks troubled.  “Nothing, well, they all agreed to come here for the album, and it’s done so…” 
 
    “You don’t know whether they want to stay?” 
 
    “That’ll work out for you at least,” she says with a pout.   
 
    “I don’t think anyone is going to do anything without talking it through.  And, I don’t know Jen,” I look around.  “They all seem really settled here.” 
 
    “And we’re back to worrying about you,” Jenna’s eyes go big again. 
 
    “Well… I mean, Instinct is based here, and I took the job with them, so…” 
 
    Jenna squeals and hugs me.  Nothing is set in stone obviously and my studio is in L.A.  I can’t live in Remi’s house forever, though I’m sure he’d let me.  Things are still up in the air, but the most important thing is, we’re up in the air together. I’m not afraid of what is coming. 
 
    “So what do we do about Brooke? Do we meddle?” 
 
    “Well, it worked out when I stuck my butt all up in yours and Nick’s business,” she wraps an arm around me and gives me a squeeze before sitting back up. 
 
    “If you’re going to do it for Brooke, you need to brush up on your acting skills,” I advise gravely. 
 
    “God,” she covers her face with her spare hand and laughs.  “That was red wine you know, on white shorts.  Totally ruined.  I loved those shorts,” she adds wistfully.   
 
    “That’ll teach you.” 
 
    “I should ask Remi for acting lessons.” 
 
    “He’d love that.” 
 
    “What does he think about you and Nick?” she asks. 
 
    “Approval granted,” I roll my eyes.  “Apparently they talked that night we were all out, God knows when, Nick was practically glued to me all night. He says he’s happy for me.  He’s like you, apparently you all knew Nick and I were destined.” 
 
    “Well, we are right, aren’t we?” 
 
    “Whatever,” I stick my tongue out at her, but she knows I don’t mean it.  They were both right. 
 
    “So, I know he’s said he doesn’t want to get in touch with his dad, but what do you think about it?” 
 
    I’m momentarily confused at the sudden change in topic, then notice she is watching Nick who is deep in conversation with her mom.   
 
    “I can’t speak for him, Jen.  I’ve never been in that position so I wouldn’t know how I would deal with it. He’s happy with the choice he made, and I have to respect that.  Plus, his dad is an asshole, and his half siblings aren’t that much better.” 
 
    “Oh no, I forgot he has brothers and a sister.  Has he mentioned them?” 
 
    He hasn’t.  His anger is wholly focused on his father.  But to have a relationship with his siblings, he would need to acknowledge his relationship to their father, and he doesn’t want to do that.  Finding out about him would send their lives into tailspins too.   
 
    “Maybe, given time he’ll want to meet them, I don’t know.” 
 
    “It’s kind of sad,” Jenna sighs.  “I hate that for him.” 
 
    “He’s got a family here,” I pat her thigh. 
 
    “Yeah, he sure has.” 
 
    The man himself heads over to us then, he stops right next to me, and slips an arm around my waist.  “What are you two up to over here?” 
 
    “Talking about you, not to you,” Jenna tells him.   
 
    “Rude,” he says snatching her champagne glass and finishing it.   
 
    Adam comes over, he leans in and swoops Jenna off the counter, making her squeal.  He doesn’t even acknowledge us, his focus solely on the woman in his arms.  He carries her away, nibbling on her neck, and her giggling laughter trails away.   
 
    “Talking about me, huh,” Nick steps in front of me.  He spreads my legs and moves in between them.  He fingers the Queen Elsa crown on my head, then trails the back of his hand over my cheek and jaw. He guides it all the way down my front, not skipping my breast, to the pocket on the front of my pants.  I shiver all over and he gives me a filthy grin. 
 
    “Actually, we were talking about Brooke,” I say, resisting the urge to fan myself. 
 
    “Oh?”  he looks around at the woman who is on her phone now.  “Shit, she’s gonna leave, isn’t she?” 
 
    I glance over too.  “Give her some credit,” I say.  “She isn’t going to run out on this party just because a guy calls her.” 
 
    We watch as she ends the call.  Both of us wait with bated breath, but she sits back down and grabs her drink, picking up her conversation with Meg again.  I breathe a sigh of relief.   
 
    “Ah, I get it now, Jenna wants Brooke to find love.” 
 
    “Jenna wants everyone to find love,” I point out. 
 
    “That is true,” he nips my neck.  “Is it too early to get out of here?” 
 
    “I think we’ve done our social duties for the evening,” I run my fingers through his hair.   
 
    God, he is so fucking stunning to look at.  I can’t believe I get to be the one he is staring back at, the one he is holding on to, like I’m the only thing in his world right now.  It’s not just how he looks, it’s his heart, his protectiveness, the way he loves without realising how well he does it.   
 
    “Hey,” he takes my chin, giving me one of those smiles that makes my heart crash and burn.   
 
    I love this man so much.  He’s all I want, all I need. No matter what he says right now, no matter what he asks, I’m here for it. 
 
    “Wanna know a secret?” 
 
    “Is it juicy?” I try not to smirk.   
 
    “I hid the unicorn horn in your bag.” 
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