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To my best friend Katie H <3

You are so damn strong and deserve all the love.


If he wanted to, he would.

Don’t settle for less.

You ARE worth it.


For the girlies who want to be chased.

Figuratively, not literally.

I’m into that, too, but this isn’t a dark romance.

Sorry, but sometimes you just need a

green flag in your life.
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CHAPTER ONE



VERITY

Dating in the city sucks.

Don’t let anyone say otherwise.

I tap my phone screen for what feels like the hundredth time, lighting it up in the hope that maybe I missed a message. But…nope. There are no new notifications. Zero. Zip. Zilch.

My fingers itch to swipe the phone open, but I flip the screen facedown, so I’m not tempted.

I tell myself I can’t keep staring at the text thread, hoping that it will cause a response to magically appear from him when I haven’t heard from him in hours. That’s right. Hours.

I am self-aware enough to know that I am a sucker when it comes to men and dating. I put total faith in guys after just one date, envisioning what our future could possibly look like and falling under their spell. It’s something I really need to change.

I swear, if he doesn’t show up tonight, I’m never dating again.

Okay, maybe that’s a smidge excessive. But I sure as heck will promise myself not to get swept away after just a few dates. I will hold myself back. I will make the next guy chase me like I actually mean something. I will make him prove to me that he is serious before I go all in. I’m sick of cradling my heart after it gets tossed on the ground by men who don’t give a crap.

My phone vibrates and my eyes dart to the device, hand flicking out to turn it over.

Well, that resolve lasted about five minutes.

The screen shows nothing other than a notification for thirty percent off shoes from a brand that I like. The silent message thread below it glares back at me, and I swallow what little pride I have left and click on it, my fingers tapping out one last message.

Which is definitely a bad decision.

I slide the texts to the side, noting each of the timestamps. My upper lip curls with a slight wince at how utterly pathetic the messages look.

10:21 am Me: Morning :) Can’t wait to see you tonight!

1:05 pm Me: The restaurant is going to be to dieeee for

1:06 pm Me: i just looked up their drink menu *drool emoji*

2:49 pm Mike: I’m going to be late. I have a showing

2:53 pm Me: All good!! I can push the res by 15

2:54 pm Me: I’ll see u then <3

7:40 pm Me: On my way

8:01 pm Me: Just got here :) lmk when ur on the way

8:39 pm Me: ETA?

8:50 pm Me: Mikeee??

9:06 pm *missed call from Verity*

9:13 pm Me: Are u all good?

9:41 pm Me: ???

Sourness swirls through my gut, and I force myself to shut my phone and toss it into my purse so I don’t get tempted again.

This is getting beyond pathetic.

Why am I even doing this to myself?

I chew on my straw and return to people watching, determined not to let my mind stray to what the clear, bone-dry silence from my date means.

The group of loud women who have been ordering round upon round of espresso martinis have finally stood up to leave. They’re dressed to the nines, and I have no doubt they’ll be moving on to some exclusive bar or club to continue the rest of their night. The two men seated at the table next to them look relieved, clinking their wine glasses together as if to say, “thank God.”

A small gasp breaks through the buzz of the restaurant, and I glance at a couple two tables across from me. The woman has her dainty hand raised to her lips as she smiles at the man—fiancé or husband based on the rock she is sporting—who hands her a small red box. Her grin widens further as she opens the gift and pulls out a Cartier LOVE bracelet.

Bitterness blooms in my chest with a small ache.

The only gifts I’ve ever gotten from boyfriends were a giant teddy bear for Valentine’s Day in eighth grade and a perfume my sophomore year of college that smelled kind of like my nana. Sweet ideas, but nothing that was ever a declaration of love.

Mike hasn’t even gotten me flowers, and I’ve been seeing him for two months.

I flick my attention to the bar, watching the bartender pour some bright green concoction into three coupe glasses before topping them each with a cucumber ribbon. My lips purse as I contemplate once again whether or not I should just order a drink.

They’re pricey here, almost twenty-seven dollars each, and I didn’t really want to drop that much cash unnecessarily. I’d be pissed at myself if I spent that money and Mike didn’t show up.

The thought forms a ball in the back of my throat.

I rip my gaze away from the tempting cocktails I’d been dreaming about all day and land on a man I hadn’t seen before. It would have to be pitch black in here for me not to notice how attractive he is.

Even from this far, I can see the clean cut of his jawline. His hair is a dark mocha color, styled in a classic Ivy League cut with the sides cut a smidge shorter and the top longer. He looks like one of those stereotypical finance men with his crisp suit that hugs his body in all the right places and a glass of what looks to be whiskey. He’s sitting alone, one elbow on the bar as he takes a swig of his drink.

I wonder if he is waiting for someone as well.

Our eyes meet, and my breathing halts for a second too long as I lose myself to his piercing gaze.

My brain catches up, and I duck my head to focus on my sad glass of sparkling water.

Shit.

Shit shit shit.

My cheeks heat, some weird embarrassment working its way through my body. He so caught me checking him out. I’m supposed to be waiting for my date, and instead I’m ogling a tall drink of one hundred percent man.

“I’m so sorry, miss, but I really need this table.”

“Huh?” I startle, blinking up at the server like a deer in headlights.

“You’re welcome to keep waiting. I can move you to the bar if you would like? But I need the table for another reservation.”

The embarrassment I feel now is for an entirely different reason.

I twirl the straw in my glass—which is just an inch of half-melted ice at this point—and let out a sigh. The awkward pity in the server’s eyes does nothing but make me feel more like crap about the fact that I’ve been sitting at this two-top for almost two hours alone, clearly waiting for someone who hasn’t bothered to show.

Honestly, I’m surprised she let me sit here this long. It’s a Friday night, and The Brass Stop is one of the hottest restaurants right now. I’ve been dying to try it, which is why I was so freaking excited for our dinner plans tonight. Dinner plans that don’t seem to be happening…again.

My chest squeezes, but I plaster on a tight smile and try not to let the hurt show.

“Sure, I understand.”

Gathering my coat and purse, I slip off the seat and make the short walk over to the bar. There are only two empty stools available, one nearby, sandwiched between two couples, and one at the corner by the man.

It’s an easy choice.

Silently, I hop onto the farther stool, careful to keep my dress from riding up.

The bartender sidles up to me almost immediately.

“What can I get for you?”

The shelf of liquor behind him glistens under the light with temptation.

Screw it.

“Tequila. Double. The cheapest you have.”

I would probably regret the cost in the morning, but right now, I need something to take the edge off the shame and disappointment piercing my body. It had been a rough work week with my hellish boss, and now my date has flaked on me.

To say I am feeling like crap would be an understatement.

The tall shot glass clinks down on the counter, and I fish my ID and credit card out of my purse as he fills it with the promising clear liquid. The bartender checks my ID but just taps my credit card before sliding it back to me.

“It’s on the house.”

I frown but follow his gaze behind me to see the server girl from earlier tossing me a small smile.

Great. Does the entire restaurant know I was stood up?

Probably. Servers gossip like no other.

“Thanks.”

I down the shot in one go, nose wrinkling slightly from the taste as it burns my throat.

What am I still doing here?

How long am I going to wait for a man who isn’t going to turn up?

The icy truth settles in my stomach.

This is the third date in three weeks that Mike has canceled on. A clear pattern. A clear message.

At least the other two times he had the decency to cancel before I left the apartment. This time, he couldn’t even be bothered to do that. He hadn’t responded to my texts all day, but I’d still shown up here like the hopeful, hopeless romantic that I am, thinking that maybe this time would be different.

This is why Hannah, my roommate, told me not to put all my eggs in one basket. She instructed me with a wag of her finger to not close myself off, that I shouldn’t delete my dating apps until Mike explicitly made things official. That committing too quickly in a city like this was a fool’s errand.

And here I am…the fool.

I’d gone all in on the guy after the first date. He’d been so charming that I figured, why waste my time when I could just focus my energy on him? And at first, I’d been pretty proud of my decision. We had five amazing dates over the month, and I’d even met some of his friends at a house party. Everything seemed like it was going perfectly. But now, he is flaking every chance he gets, sending me “sorry I went AWOL” texts before making new plans that he never sticks to. Plans that I’ve been so excited about and cleared my schedule for, passing up nights out with Hannah and her friends. All wasted time.

I hate that.

There is a level of disrespect that comes from the way he has treated me, and it makes me feel used. Why was it hard to get a little bit of common decency?

I swear on my beating heart that I won’t let this happen again. I won’t let some guy sweep me away with one date, just so he can seal the deal and then use me until he gets bored. The next man I meet, I’m going to make him work for it. I’ll steel my resolve, and I won’t cave to that first kiss and start imagining our future together. I’ll get the respect I deserve.

Despite the fury coursing through my veins at being ghosted, I still feel bone-deep rejection cracking my chest. I hate feeling like I am just someone people can toss away, like I am nothing special.

“Are you okay?”

The deep voice slithers over my skin as a tentative hand taps my bicep. I realize that, in the midst of my mental spiral, I had dropped my head into my hands and am propped on the bar like some woman in mourning. Which, I guess, I am.

I drop my hands onto the cool counter and lift my face to the voice.

“I hate shitty men.”

The declaration leaves my lips before I can think better of it.

He blinks at me. Once. Twice. A single eyebrow rises, a mischievous glint crossing over his stunning hazel eyes. Then he raises his hand and curls two fingers in a motion that shouldn’t be as suggestive as I find it before asking the bartender for two shots of tequila.

He slides one of the small glasses over to me and then raises his own with a nod of his head.

Tentatively, I lift the shot glass.

He clinks his shot with mine, giving me a wry smile as he says, “Fuck shitty men.”

A chuckle slips past my lips—the first true laugh I’ve had all night—before I mimic the words back to him.

“Fuck shitty men.”

The tequila doesn’t taste as bad the second time around. It’s smoother. Probably not bottom shelf. Which would make sense if he was some finance bro.

I give Mr. Tequila another look.

I’d been right earlier. The city is full of hot guys, but this man is truly a specimen of his own. The amber lights of the restaurant glint off perfectly structured cheekbones, making him look like he was ripped right from a Calvin Klein ad. There is a smattering of stubble around his jaw giving him an older, rugged edge. I can’t guess his exact age—you never can in the city—but something tells me he has to have a few years on me at least.

He looks like a proper man, the kind who would take charge in the bedroom but not before making sure you got your pleasure. He probably wouldn’t be selfish like the boys I’ve been dating, and he definitely doesn’t give the vibe of someone who would flake on a date with no text. I’d bet the ten dollars in my purse that would probably pay for your rideshare home if he couldn’t make it, he wouldn’t just leave you at the restaurant to lament your life before drowning yourself in tequila.

Fuck. I’m doing it again, and I’ve only spoken three words to the guy.

He gives me a slight dip of his head.

“I’m Cullen.”

“Like the vampires?”

Wonderful.

Just freaking wonderful, Verity.

Apparently, I have no filter tonight. The part of my brain that is supposed to stop my mouth from announcing my every thought must be broken.

Who the hell says something as cringe as that?

Like the vampires?

What am I? Twelve?

God. He must be wishing he never started this conversation.

Except he smiles.

He smiles and—dammit—it just makes him hotter.

Why do I keep putting my foot in my mouth around this guy?

“Yeah, Cullen like the vampires. Although, my sister was Team Jacob.”

“Your sister has questionable taste.” I raise my hand to my chest. “I’m Verity.”

“Pretty name. Suits you.”

His compliment washes over me, warming me up (that and the three tequila shots). I try to temper my growing smile.

“Thank you.”

“So, Verity—” God, there is something sinful about the way his tongue curls over my name “—why are men so shitty?”

I snort, resting one of my elbows on the counter so I can twist my stool to face him better.

“Well, Cullen, how much time do you have?”

He makes a jest of pushing up his shirt sleeve to check his watch and lets out a disappointing cluck.

“Just ten hours, I have a meeting at nine.”

“On a Saturday?”

He shrugs. “I’m only in the city till Monday, so I have a lot to squeeze in.”

“Oh.” Disappointment settles over me. “You’re not from here?”

“I am. I just don’t live here right now.” A shadow crosses over his features briefly. “I’m moving back in a few weeks, though.”

“That’s cool.”

Relief washes over me that I can possibly see him again, and I curse myself for already falling back into my old patterns that I swore to stay away from not even ten minutes ago.

“Yeah, I missed it too much.” He rests his own elbow on the counter and mimics my position. “Now, what’s the story?”

I bite my lower lip, that kernel of shame sprouting once again.

“I was stood up.”

“Seriously?”

“Yup.”

“That guy must be an idiot.”

I let out a groan. “I’m the one who feels like an idiot. There were so many warning signs. Like, so many, it’s embarrassing.”

“Hey, don’t put the blame on yourself.” He rests his hand over mine, and I try to suppress my blush as a strange connection zaps between our skin. “I don’t know you well, but I can tell that whoever he is, he can’t be worth shit because only a shitty person would make a girl as gorgeous as you upset.”

“Where were you three weeks ago, Mr. Ego Booster?”

“Miami.” He gives me one of those wry smiles again, and I can’t help but giggle. I freaking giggle like a schoolgirl with a crush. “Can I get you another drink? A proper one this time.”

I want to say yes to the temptation. There is just one slight issue.

“I’d love to, but I probably shouldn’t. I haven’t had anything to eat since noon. I’ll end up stumbling home if I drink anymore on an empty stomach”

Thanks to Mike, my stomach is practically eating itself at this point.

“Well, let me fix that.”

He waves over the bartender and asks for a menu, but the guy gives us an apologetic smile.

“I’m sorry, guys, the kitchen closed at ten.”

Of course, it did.

I came all the way to The Brass Stop and all I got were three shots of tequila. What a bust. It’s like the universe is telling me to just call it quits and accept defeat. That my love life is a joke and I should join a nunnery to save myself from further humiliation.

I give Cullen a soft smile. “It’s fine. I should just head home anyway.”

I am no longer delusional enough to believe Mike will suddenly appear after almost three hours. Hell, I don’t even want him to. I am done with him. I will just delete his number from my phone and crawl into bed with a tub of ice cream and watch reruns of my favorite medical drama until I pass out.

I start to slide off the barstool, but Cullen tightens his hold on my hand.

“Wait. How do you feel about wings?”

“Wings?”

“Yeah, like fried chicken wings.”

“I mean, I have nothing against them, and I’m a sucker for some hot honey”

“Perfect.” He turns back to the bartender and asks to close his tab before slipping off his stool and holding his palm out to me. “Let’s go.”

“Where?”

“A secret speakeasy.”

My curiosity is peaked.

Maybe the universe isn’t telling me to head home and cry into a pool of ice cream. Maybe it is just pointing me in a different direction, saying that I don’t need to give up and end my night here.

Maybe I could say screw it and take this hot guy’s offer? That’s what my roommate would tell me to do. She’d tell me that the best way to get over one guy would be to distract myself with another. I could distract myself without falling head over heels–right? I could resist that and just live for the moment.

I place my hand in his offered palm. The contact sends another shock of electricity up my arm and into my chest. Our eyes lock, and my heartbeat stutters. I lean into the feeling, lean into the uncertainty and excitement.

“All right. Lead the way.”


CHAPTER TWO



CULLEN

“You promise you’re not leading me down an alley to murder me?”

I let out a chuckle. “I’m not.”

“Okay, because I only have ten dollars on me, so I’m really not a good murder candidate.”

“Not all murder is monetarily justified.”

“Oh. I guess that’s true.”

Her brows tug together, and I bite back a smile. She is seriously cute, and the things she says are completely unfiltered. I am drawn to her without her even trying.

“Here we are.”

I come to a stop outside a small, neon yellow-lit restaurant and open the door for her. The bell jingles, snagging the attention of the worker behind the register and the lone customer sitting at one of the four small, square dining tables.

Verity gives me a glance before taking a hesitant step inside.

“It’s in here?”

“You haven’t been to a speakeasy before?”

“I have, but most of them are random, nondescript doors on the street or behind photo booths in ice cream parlors. This is a fully functioning Korean fried chicken restaurant.”

“Come on.”

I rest my hand on the small of her back, and it creates that same buzzing connection from earlier. It’s that feeling that stopped me from letting her just go home, dragging her here instead.

I lead her through a yellow curtain into the kitchen where two cooks are busy frying up food. The crackle of hot oil filters around us, and I can feel her curiosity heighten as she presses closer to me.

There’s a bored-looking girl sitting on a stool next to the freight elevator, and I greet her with a grin.

“Jenny, do you have room for two?”

Her expression morphs with recognition.

“Cullen! I didn’t know you were back in town.”

“Just for a few days.”

“Seon-jae will be happy to see you.” She grabs the tablet resting on her knees and scrolls through it. “We’re preeeetty packed tonight, but I’ll pop you to the top of the waitlist because, duh. Means it shouldn’t be too—” the elevator doors open and a couple steps out “—long. Well, look at that. You can head on down.”

“Thanks.”

I keep my hand on Verity’s back, guiding us into the elevator. The doors shut, and she lifts her head to peek up at me. In the fluorescent lights, I can finally see how ocean blue her eyes are. They’re just as arresting as the first time I saw her, across the restaurant.

I’d noticed her the moment I sat down at the bar. She is stunning in that girl-next-door type of way that I am completely hopeless for, with a sweetheart face, large doe-eyes, and a cute button nose. She stood out like an angel with that creamy satin dress and shiny blonde hair. It would have been hard to miss her, a beautiful woman in a sea of couples.

Whoever her date was, I can’t help but feel a little grateful that he was such a dickhead and ghosted her. It gave me the perfect opportunity to sweep her up.

I don’t have a habit of picking up random chicks at bars, let alone restaurants. I gave up on finding love years ago, my hopeless-romantic soul shattered to pieces thanks to a vindictive woman. But I’ve been taking risks lately, making changes in my life, and something about Verity has me curious.

The elevator doors open into a dimly lit underground speakeasy with exposed brick walls and rustic leather seats. One of the servers crosses over and leads us to the only available table before handing us leather-bound menus. The seats are angled next to each other, leaving only a few inches between our knees as we sit.

“Okay, this place is cool.” Verity flips through the pages with unbridled excitement. Her energy is infectious and draws me to her even more. “God, everything looks so good.”

“What’re you most drawn to?”

“Hmm, either the hot honey or the yang…the yang…I have no idea how to pronounce that.” She looks up at me with an innocent smile.

“The yangnyeom. Let’s get both.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, of course. What about drinks?”

I remove my suit jacket and fold it over the back of my seat. I’d forgotten how warm it gets down here. I reach up and undo the first few buttons of my shirt, letting the day wash away from me. The process of moving back to the city, trying to broker these new apartment complex deals, and dealing with updates from my lawyer has been more stressful than I care to admit.

Verity’s gaze is still stuck on me, and I find myself addicted to the way her eyes darken a few shades as they trace my body. I can’t help but want to tease her.

“See something you like?”

That blush returns, and she quickly throws her attention back to her menu.

“The chili mango cocktail seems yummy.”

I smirk at her quick deflection.

The server returns, and I place our order, including a drink for myself.

“So, you come to this place often?” She crosses her legs, and it causes her silky dress to ride up a few inches.

“Whenever I’m in town. A buddy I went to school with owns it.”

“Oh, wow.” She swivels her head around, taking in the whole place. “How long has it been since you’ve lived in the city?”

“Almost ten years.”

Her head snaps back.

“What? Damn. That’s a while.”

“Yeah.” I reach up and scratch the back of my neck, trying to keep my tone light. There’s no way I’m getting into the reason why I’ve been away for so long, not if I want any shot at seeing her a second time. You don’t lug your past relationship baggage to a first date; trauma dumping is not my style.

“And you’re living in Miami?”

“Right now, but I’ve also lived in SF and Nashville.”

“That’s a lot of moving. What do you do for work?”

“I work in real estate.”

“Oh.” Her tone sours slightly.

“Wow. That’s a great response.”

“Oh my God. I’m sorry, I—” She presses two fingers between her brows and closes her eyes. “I have no filter tonight. That was so rude.”

I can’t help but laugh.

Despite how stuffy it is down here, Verity is like a breath of fresh air. Just being around her lighthearted personality has me feeling at ease. It is a refreshing change of pace, one that I could get addicted to.

The server comes back and drops our drinks on the barrel table between us. I lift my cocktail and wait as she does the same before clinking them together.

“So, what’s your deal with brokers?”

“The guy who stood me up is one. Well, he is an agent.” She lets out a tsk before taking a long sip from her drink.

“Ah. The shitty man.”

“Yes, him.” She gives me a once over. “That explains why you have a Saturday meeting.”

“Comes with the territory.” I shrug.

Honestly, I am successful enough at this point that I don’t need to bend over backward to please clients anymore. My name is known in the business, and companies know that if they put their trust in me, I’ll get the job done. Tomorrow’s meeting is different though. Rumor has it that the Clifton Bank is going up for sale, and I want in on that. The commission would be one of the highest I’ve ever dealt with, and adding a bank to my portfolio wouldn’t hurt either.

“What about you? What do you do for work?”

“I’m in graphic design.”

Now, it’s my turn to make sure I don’t pull a face. What are the odds we both work the same jobs as each other’s exes?

“Nice, have you worked on anything I’d know?”

“Everyone asks that.”

“Does that mean you don’t want to tell me?”

Excitement peeks through her attempt at nonchalance. I wonder if she knows how much of an open book she is?

“Do you know Health Potion?”

“The energy drink company?”

“Yeah, HP Energy.”

“I know of them. Don’t drink the stuff though.”

“I worked on this really cool campaign with them a few months ago.” She picks up her phone and scrolls a bit before flipping it around. “It was a 360 campaign, where I not only got to design the ads but also the product label and select merch for PR boxes.”

She swipes through a few more images, showing me the portfolio of work she did for the brand. I remember seeing some of these cans at the airport yesterday. They stood out among the monotony of every other beverage in the fridge section, even causing me to pause for a second. Her talent is undeniable.

“Those are amazing, Verity.”

“Thanks. It was really fun to be able to create something like that. I love being able to have something tangible, you know?”

“I get that. It’s like when I’m part of a real estate project and am working with architects to create a new building. There’s something special about seeing the final creation and knowing you had a hand in it.”

“Exactly! It’s leaving your mark on society.” She grins, and it lights up her whole face. Her passion bleeds through her features, and it just makes her all the more attractive.

“You’re stunning when you smile.” The compliment leaves me before I can think otherwise.

Her eyes widen and her lips press together in a smaller, more reserved smile as she reaches up and tucks a piece of hair behind her ear. The motion draws my attention to her neck, and I get this urge to lean forward and plant a kiss right there.

“Thank you. You know, I used to hate my smile. I had messed-up teeth as a kid and people made fun of me for it. I wasn’t able to afford braces until basically the end of high school, which meant I stuck out like a sore thumb having braces in college, which is so not ideal when your Spanish partner is a hot football player who—oh my God, I’m rambling when I should’ve just left it at ‘thank you.’ I am so sorry.”

“I think it’s cute.”

She lets out a small huff. “I swear I’m not normally like this. I just tend to word vomit when I’m nervous.”

“Now, why would I make you nervous?” I tease, giving her a playful smirk.

Her flustered state returns as she attempts to walk back her remark. “I didn’t—I mean—It was the tequila. Three shots, you know. I—”

Her response is cut off as two plates of fried chicken are plopped onto the table between us, and a royal pain in my ass completely shatters the mood by sliding onto the arm of my chair and nudging his shoulder into me.

“You come here on a date but don’t even bother to tell me you’re in town? I’m hurt, dude.” Sonny grins down at me before turning his attention to Verity and reaching over me to hold his hand out to her. “Seon-jae, but people call me Sonny.”


CHAPTER THREE



CULLEN

“Oh, the owner!”

Verity’s eyes light up as she leans forward and grasps his hand with her own. My jaw ticks slightly at their contact, and I find myself analyzing the way she looks at him.

“The one and only.”

“Verity. This place is amazing.”

“Why, thank you. We just had our one-year anniversary.” He slides his gaze down to me. “Someone didn’t show up to celebrate. Claimed he was too busy.”

“I was busy, and in Naples.”

“Naples, Florida. You could’ve made the trip up.”

“On what? My nonexistent private jet?”

“Rafe showed up.”

“Rafe lives in the city, and he has a private helicopter and a private jet. He’s not like us.”

“Excuses, excuses.” He points a finger at Verity. “If he ever misses a date, come tell me.”

“Oh. Oh, we’re not dating.” Verity curls her hand against her chest awkwardly. “This isn’t a date.”

“Really? Didn’t look that way from the bar.”

“Please leave,” I grind out, glaring up at him.

“Are you saying my company is unwanted?”

“Yes.”

“Okay, okay. I wouldn’t want your food to get cold, anyway.” He stands up and shoots me a wink. “They’re on the house. Just remember to make me the best man at your wedding this time, old man.”

“I’m only a few years older than you.”

He just sticks out his tongue as he walks away, and I drop my head in my hands.

“I’m going to kill him.”

A glittering laugh bounces around me, and I look up to see Verity doubled over in her seat, one hand clutching her stomach while the other covers her mouth.

“I’m so sorry,” she wheezes in between breaths. “I just wasn’t expecting that.”

“I should’ve expected it,” I sigh.

Bringing her here was an oversight on my behalf. Sonny’s always been more like a younger brother than a friend, and he’s the definition of ‘work hard, party harder.’

I nudge one of the plates closer to her, hoping to steer her attention away from him. The last thing I need is for her to tempt him to come back and start spewing stories of the crazy things we used to get up to.

“Here, try one of the wings.”

She swipes at a tear under her eye before reaching forward to pick one up.

I realize my mistake three seconds later when she lets out a deep moan of approval, even going so far as to shut her eyes momentarily.

My cock stirs in my pants as my mind pictures her making that same face but with her lips wrapped around my dick. I subtly attempt to adjust myself before grabbing a wing of my own, trying to get my head out of the gutter without her noticing.

“You were right. These are great. I can’t believe I’ve never heard of this place before.” She polishes off the wing and quickly picks up another. “This makes up for missing the food at The Brass Stop.”

“Glad you approve.”

“Mhm,” she hums in agreement. “Any other speakeasies you recommend?”

“Is that your way of asking me on a second date?”

“I–No–This–This isn’t a date.”

“Sure, sure. It’s just two strangers eating wings, sipping cocktails, and secretly pining.”

“I am not pining.”

“No? Just me, then?”

She narrows her eyes. “Are you making fun of me?”

“Why would I do that?”

She shrugs. “I don’t know. I guess I’m still a little sensitive about the whole failed-date situation. I have a bad habit of trusting men too easily. Of letting them lead me on. I open up and pour myself out, not really hiding much. My roommate says it’s both a strength and a weakness. Given my track record, I’m starting to doubt that it’s a strength at all. Ugh, I’m doing it again. Running my mouth for no good reason. I’m sure the last thing you want to hear is me complaining.”

“I don’t mind.”

“Really?” Her tone is doubtful. “You want to hear me lament about my failed love life?”

“No one has a perfect love life.”

Least of all me.

“My parents do. They’re college sweethearts.”

“No way. Mine are high school sweethearts.”

“Seriously?”

“Yup.” I take a swig of my cocktail. “They’re the epitome of love. To have a relationship like theirs is the gold standard.”

It’s the truth. I’ve always looked up to my parents and their relationship. How they met in high school, fell in love, and lasted throughout the years–even with all the crap my sister and I pulled growing up. They stayed together through thick and thin, an anchor for one another as the storms tried to pull them apart.

Watching them as a kid made me believe that’s how all love was supposed to be. That you would find the person whom you were meant to be with on the first try, that they would be your soulmate and you would experience all of life’s firsts together. It had turned me into a hopeless romantic, blindly devoting my everything to the first girl I ever dated. And that had been my downfall.

“I think of my parents in the same way. They are such goals. I want to find a partner who is my best friend like they did. Which is why it’s so frustrating that it never works out. I’m not old or anything, but I thought my love life would’ve gone differently by now. That I’d have found my high school or college sweetheart. Instead, I’m just another single in the city.”

“I get that. I expected to follow my parent’s path as well.”

I’d tried, but where they succeeded…I failed. Epically.

“This might be getting too deep for two strangers at a speakeasy, but we’re already this far, so screw it.” She finishes off her drink and then angles herself toward me. “Top three things you look for in a partner.”

I open my mouth to respond but she quickly raises a finger and cuts me off.

“Nonphysical traits. You can’t weasel your way out by saying big boobs and a nice butt.”

She does have a stunning rack.

I rest my elbow on the arm of my chair, leaning into her space. “Why, are you interested?”

She purses her lips. “Don’t deflect. Come on, Cullen. Play the game. Please.”

Well, when she asks like that, how can I say no?

“Top three things that aren’t physical.” I give it a second to think it over. “Okay, this might seem basic but someone who is genuinely kind. There’s nothing worse than surrounding yourself with malicious people. Second, they have to be passionate–and don’t give me that look, I don’t mean sex. I mean a hobby or their career, something they love. Although, passionate sex is a bonus.” I wiggle my brows, and she playfully rolls her eyes. “Lastly, someone who won’t stop me from achieving my goals or be upset at my achievements. I can’t be with someone who is afraid that my success means their own is negated.”

Everything I said has a deeper meaning, but that last one is a little too specific, and I see the way Verity ponders it.

“I’ve never thought about something like that before, but it makes sense. If I had a boyfriend who got upset at my career growing, especially at a faster rate than his, it would make me feel like crap. I’d probably worry all the time or sabotage myself.”

“Exactly. It’s the kind of thing that would eat you up inside.” It is reassuring to hear her view, and it calms something inside me that I hadn’t been aware had been brewing. “What about you? What are your three things?”

“Easy. One, words of affirmation are a big thing for me. I’m a bit of a talker, if you haven’t noticed, so I need the verbal reassurance. Second is quality time–I love going out on dates, but even just hanging out and cuddling or walking to work would be cute. And third, they have to make me feel special. I’m not saying I need to be a saint they worship at the altar of, but I want to know that I’m important to them. That they think about me when it comes to the little things.” She snaps her fingers. “Oh! I know we said three, but they also have to like sweets. I think I would be depressed if I dated someone who hated ice cream.”

“You’ve clearly thought about this.”

“Once or twice. I’m sort of a hopeless romantic.”

“That makes two of us.”

“Really?”

“What? You think I’m not?”

“I don’t know. I’m a little jaded at the moment. You could just be all talk.”

“Guess you’ll have to get to know me more. Nothing a few dates wouldn’t fix.”

“I didn’t peg you as such a softie. You seemed like one of those flirty finance bros.”

My upper lip curls slightly. “God, don’t loop me in with them.”

“So, are you saying you believe in finding your soulmate and not just the next best bang?”

“Next best bang?”

“Yeah. My roommate lives by the mantra that men in the city are always on the hunt for the next best bang.”

“Your roommate sounds like an interesting person.”

“She’s a riot, unlike anyone you’ll ever meet. But you didn’t answer my question.”

Do I believe in that? Soulmates?

I thought I did, once. I’d become enamored and obsessed, making that person my entire life. That’s the way I love–completely and without hesitation. I pour my entire soul into loving the person I am with, but I’d poured myself into a person who bled me dry until there was nothing but a husk left of me.

I look at the way Verity’s eyes seem to sparkle in the amber lights, how her cheeks have this pink flush that’s gotten deeper as the night has worn on. Despite being stood up by her date, she has this pure belief in love that reminds me of myself before my ex stomped on my heart.

She’s like a kindred soul, and when I look at her, I want to open myself again. I want the chase and capture of an obsessive love. I want that again, and I want it to work this time.

The person I’d thought was my soulmate turned out not to be, but that doesn’t mean that person isn’t still out there…or right in front of me. I am making so many changes in my life right now; I’m moving forward and finally putting the past behind me. Why not give love a second shot while I’m at it?

“Yes. I do believe in soulmates.”

I say it with such finality that Verity sucks in a stuttering breath. There is a moment of complete silence between us as the air buzzes, with my words humming at the center.

“This might be the alcohol talking, but this was a way better night than I would’ve had if Mike had shown up.” Verity leans back in her chair and smiles wistfully at the bar.

I’m going to venture that Mike is the dickhead who stood her up. Part of me wonders what company he works for, if we’ve ever crossed paths before, but he doesn’t sound like he’d be a memorable person anyway.

“I mean, look at me.” She tosses out a crooked smile. “I got to go to an underground speakeasy with a mysterious, hot guy and eat what are probably the best wings in the city while rambling about my love life.”

“You think I’m hot?”

Her smile cracks. “I think I need to sew my mouth shut.”

“I can think of other ways to keep your mouth busy.”

A flush crawls over her cheeks as her lips part slightly. There’s no mistaking the way her eyes dart to my mouth and then my crotch and then back up to my mouth. The very same mouth that now curves into a wolfish smirk as I reach forward and pick up one of the complimentary hard melon candies that sit in a small ceramic bowl on the table and hold it out to her.

“I was talking about the candies. Why? What were you thinking of that got you blushing?”

“Nothing.” She snatches the sweet from my hand, focusing all her attention on unwrapping it and popping it into her mouth. “Absolutely nothing.”

Fuck, she’s adorable.

I want her.

The thought comes out of left field, hitting me in the jaw like a curveball.

“Hi, can I get you anything else?” Our server is back and she picks up the two empty plates from our table. “Last call for the kitchen is in thirty.”

“Last call?” Verity swipes her purse and digs out her phone. Her temporary frown morphs into shock. “It’s one a.m.?”

“Yes, but the bar will still be open until four. So no rush.”

“That’s not—” She blinks over at me and then her phone, repeating the game a few times until she sticks on me. “How did it get so late?”

“I’m a riveting conversationalist.”

“Ha ha,” she deadpans.

I’ll admit, even I didn’t realize it had gotten that late. My plan had been to just grab an after-work drink and head back to the hotel and get a good night’s rest before the meeting in the morning. I didn’t expect to find myself swept up with the stunning blonde, discussing soulmates and whatnot. Our conversation was deep, but it didn’t feel like there was any pressure to it–it was almost natural.

Verity pulls her bottom lip between her teeth, worrying her jaw slightly.

“What’s wrong?”

She lets out a huff through her button nose. “I should head back.”

“Are you sure?” I rest my elbows on my knees and lean forward. “The night’s still young.”

“Don’t you have a meeting in the morning?”

“I do. I should head back as well. Doesn’t mean I want to. What about you, Verity? Do you want to head home?”

“I…”

Her gaze gets lost in mine, those swirling blue oceans turning a shade darker as her chest rises.

My fingers twitch, and before I can stop myself, I’m reaching forward. My finger traces the edge of her jaw before stopping at her chin. Using the slightest amount of pressure, I tilt her head up.

“What will it be, angel?”

Her features melt as she leans into my touch, lips parting slightly with an open invitation.

A tray clatters to the ground, the clanking metal ripping through our bubble. The spell breaks, and Verity pulls back with a sharp inhale. Within seconds, she has gathered her phone, coat, and purse and shot to her feet.

“I should go before…” Her attention falls to my lips again, and that hunger passes over her features for a millisecond before she shuts it down. “Just before. Thank you, for the drinks, and the food, and the everything.” She rummages around in her purse and pulls out a credit card.

I stand up and place my hand on hers.

“Sonny was serious when he said it’s on the house. He won’t take the money.”

“Okay, well, still. Thank you, Cullen. I had a great night.” She gives me an awkward bow of her head and then twists to snake her way back through the speakeasy.

The whiplash muddles my brain, but I take the time to slip a fifty out of my wallet and leave it on the table. Sonny might not let me pay, but I’ll still leave a tip.

By the time I catch up to Verity, the elevator doors are opening and she’s stepping inside. She stands stiffly as I come to rest next to her, and a nervous energy fills the metal box as we ascend.

When we make it up to ground level, she barely takes two steps out before swaying slightly to the side. My hand shoots out to grip her elbow, helping her stay upright.

“You good?”

She pauses, raising a hand to her temple with a frown. “I think those drinks are all starting to hit me at once.”

“Come on.”

I readjust my grip, and she doesn’t shrug me off, letting me lead her back through the restaurant and out to the street. The sky is pitch black, but the neon lights from the restaurant and the typical city lights chase away the darkness that should be present at this time of night.

“Here, let me grab us a cab.”

I let her go and step forward, raising my hand to hail the taxi rounding the corner.

“Oh, no, it’s all good. I got it.”

I look back over my shoulder to see her face illuminated by her phone.

“There’s a train coming in like five.”

“The subway?”

“Yeah.” She throws a thumb over her shoulder. “The ACE is a block away.”

“You’re not taking the subway.”

“Yes. I am.”

“I’m not letting you take the train alone in the middle of the night half-drunk.”

“Half-drunk is a stretch.”

“Verity.”

“Really. A little tipsy but perfectly functioning.”

“Is there a difference?”

“Yes. Tipsy is only one-third drunk. Maybe even one-quarter.”

“Seriously, we can share a car.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“Why?”

Verity purses her lips and slides her gaze to the side, a slight pinkish hue to her cheeks as she quietly mutters, “I don’t sleep with men on the first date.”

Oh.

I tilt my head to the side. It’s not like the thought hadn’t crossed my mind while we’d been chatting earlier. She’s fucking gorgeous, and I would give anything to see what she looks like under that dress, what her skin would feel like on my skin. I wonder how different her moans of pleasure are and if she would get that same blush from a little dirty talk? But that’s not my intention—not tonight, anyway.

“So, you admit it was a date.”

Her lips part as she realizes her mistake. I use her momentary freeze to close the distance between us.

“What about a kiss? Do you kiss on the first date, Verity?”

I lean forward, shortening the space inch by inch until mere centimeters separate our lips. The air becomes thick and heavy as we both stay in this tempting state.

Verity breaks, taking a hasty step back.

“I need to go home.”

I reach out and lightly grab her shoulder. “Not on the subway. Please.”

She stares at my hand for a second before giving me a resigned sigh. “Fine. I’ll take a car. Alone.”

“Here.” I hand her my phone so she can use the rideshare app on my account.

She’s quick to get her address in, and the car she calls is less than a minute away.

Of all the times, of course tonight there has to be a driver readily available. I don’t want this night to end. I want more time with her, more conversations and hidden smiles. I want to hold onto this feeling that she’s reignited within me. But I’m not brutish; I was raised better than that. So, I’ll let her go for now and use whatever means necessary to see her again.

The white SUV pulls up next to us. I open the door and hold my other hand out to help her into the car. She slips inside, but before she has a chance to pull out of my grip, I tug her slightly toward me.

She blinks as I raise her hand to my lips and drop a kiss to her knuckles.

“Until next time, angel.”


CHAPTER FOUR



VERITY

“Honey, I’m home.”

The voice crashes my dream, but I refuse to open my eyes. I squeeze them shut even tighter as the heels clacking on the floorboards mimic the pounding in my head.

“Why are you on the couch?” A sharp nail pokes my shoulder. “And in last night’s dress.”

The nail pokes me three more times, each one more insistent.

I force my eyes open and give my roommate the attention she’s demanding.

Hannah Hayes is a beast like no other. She leaves the apartment at 9:00 p.m. looking like a total knockout and then returns the next morning still just as gorgeous—even with the slight mascara smudges and clearly tangled sex hair.

“You have raccoon eyes,” I point out.

She snorts, reaching forward and swiping a finger at the corner of my eye. “So do you. The difference is I didn’t sleep here. What’s your excuse?”

“I was tired.”

“Uh-huh.” Her amber eyes slowly trail down to my toes and then back up to my face.

She sits on the ground, her purse and phone clattering to the floor as she shucks off her cropped leather jacket and discards that as well.

“What happened?”

Well, turns out all the alcohol I drank while pissed off at my no-show date hit me like a truck in the rideshare that was paid for by a hot stranger, who I was seriously tempted to make out with but didn’t because I told myself that I would not get caught up in the first date again. When I finally got back here, my body decided that, after climbing the stairs of our four-story walk-up, it couldn’t be bothered making my legs move anymore and left me on the couch to pass the hell out–clothes, makeup, and all.

But, instead of saying that, I just groan.

Hannah chuckles, working on unbuckling her stilettos.

“What? Was the date a bust? Did he get whiskey dick, so you came home early and drowned your sorrows in vodka and passed out on the couch? You know, this is why I told you to keep fishing in the ocean and not reel in the sparkly bass, because you never know if it’ll turn out to be an ugly trout.”

“There was no date.”

Her hands freeze, gaze cutting to me. “What do you mean?”

I purse my lips and roll onto my back.

“Vee. What. Do. You. Mean?”

“He didn’t show up.”

“Are you serious?”

“Yes.”

“Dude. What the fuck? Why didn’t you text me?”

“You had your own date.”

“A text is not going to ruin my date.” She perches on the edge of the couch, hovering over me. “Seriously. Are you okay?”

“I’m fine.”

“Really? Even though this is the third date he’s canceled in a row.”

Of course she remembers that. Hannah remembers everything.

“Technically, he didn’t cancel. He just…never showed.”

Silence spreads as she blinks three times before measuring her voice. “Are you really telling me he didn’t even have the basic human decency to cancel? He just ghosted you?”

“Technically.”

“That cocksucker. I’m going to murder him.”

“Hannah.”

“Verity,” she whines my name, looking at me like I’m some abandoned kitten.

“It’s fine.”

“It’s not. Why aren’t you more pissed off?”

“Because.” I sit up, flashing her a grin. “The night wasn’t a total bust.”

Her pity quickly morphs into curiosity, an impish glint skating across her vision.

“Oh? Do tell.”

“There was this guy at the bar.”

“Uh-huh.”

“And he invited me to this speakeasy under a Korean fried chicken place—”

“Wait, you mean Anju Boy?”

“Yup.”

“Stop. Ugh. I’ve been trying to get someone to take me there. The drinks are expensive, so I don’t want to pay for them myself.” She nudges her knee against mine. “Nice going.”

“Thanks. Anyway, we got a round of drinks and some food and ended up chatting until like one in the morning. And not just surface level stuff but an actual in-depth conversation.”

“I love this for you. A+ for spontaneity.”

“I knew you’d be proud. I embraced my inner Hannah.”

She rolls her eyes at me lovingly. “Important question: was he hot?”

“Yes, he was hot. You think I’d run off with a stranger if he was ugly?”

“You were freshly ghosted; your judgement could’ve been questionable.”

“He was hot.”

“But like, hot hot or office-bro hot?”

I’m not even sure what office-bro hot means.

“Hot hot.”

“Ooh.” She cups her palms under either side of her jaw, grinning. “I wanna see a pic.”

“I don’t have one.”

“You didn’t exchange socials?”

“No.”

She frowns. “Did you get his number?”

“No…”

“Verity.”

I give her an awkward, stretched smile, and she lets out an unimpressed huff.

I’m trying not to let it show, but my chest squeezes with disappointment. It didn’t occur to me until I was in the car, five blocks away, that I had no way to reach out to him. I couldn’t even tell him I got home safely or anything.

It leaves a sour swirl in my stomach that he might think I’m just some girl who used him for free drinks and a free ride. I know a few girls in the city who go on dates four or five times a week because they can get a free meal out of it. Even Hannah will admit that she loves dating because of all the swanky cocktail lounges she gets to drink at and barely pay a penny.

But that’s not me.

Which is why I suck at dating in the city.

I’m too soft.

The people who live here are a different breed—they eat and breathe the hustle culture, moving from one thing to the next, always chasing a high. The grind never stops, and they run themselves into the ground trying to stay one step ahead.

I just get steamrolled, time and time again.

I am barely able to keep myself afloat at work, always playing the political games of favoritism and trying not to drop a rung on the ladder. I love what I do and am damn great at my job, but it is exhausting having to compete for attention with my colleagues, having to prove that my ambition and dedication are just as strong, if not stronger, than theirs. We are always pitted against each other. I don’t have the mental energy to spare in my dating life—I just want that one aspect of my existence to be simple. But the world doesn’t work that way. 

“Oh well, who knows, maybe you’ll run into him.”

“In a city this big? Sure.”

“Hey, it can happen. Remember that time we grabbed those hangover bagels with the cheesy eggs and chili crisp that made your tongue all numb and bumped into that guy on the way out?”

“Oh, your five-foot-eight guy.”

“Yup.” She waggles a finger at me. “Never say never. People can pop up when you least expect it.”

I don’t want to burst her bubble, but I really doubt I will see him again. He isn’t even living in the city currently, which brings my odds way down.

Maybe I was just a blip on his lifeline.

Sure, I forgot to ask for his number, but he also never asked for mine. That means something, doesn’t it? Then again, I tried to run away from our kinda date, so I didn’t really leave him much of an opportunity to ask for my number, did I?

I let out a groan.

I’d been so focused on standing my ground and not kissing him—even though I literally dreamt about his lips—that now I am never going to see him ever again. What if the universe really did send him my way, and I just ignored it?

Ugh, this is a nightmare, and my hangover is doing nothing to make me feel better about it.

“All right. We both need to shower and get our shit together.” Hannah claps her hands together and slides off the couch, shattering my spiral. “I’m going first. Pop the coffee on, ‘kay?”

“Yes, your royal highness,” I drawl.

She sticks out her tongue but quickly disappears into our shared bathroom.

I slowly detach myself from the couch and slog my way over to the kitchenette. My tongue tastes like cotton, and I dig around for some pain killers before downing them with a healthy glass of water. Our coffee machine—the only thing in our place worth some money other than Hannah’s handbag collection—bubbles away, filling the apartment with the scent of freshly roasted beans.

I spend a few minutes searching for my phone, which had managed to fall between the couch cushions, before pouring myself a fresh cup of coffee. I dump in a healthy glug of cinnamon roll creamer and let the caffeine spark my will to live as I scroll through my notifications…none of which are from Mike.

What an asshat.

My jaw clenches as I swipe out of my messages, refusing to spend another second thinking about him. Instead, I try to look up Cullen. I type in things like “Cullen Real Estate Broker” followed by “Miami” and “Nashville,” but—shocker—it’s pointless.

A bead of sadness lodges itself in the middle of my chest. It mourns the lost potential of what could’ve been between us. I am getting ahead of myself again, but it really did feel like we had a connection last night. It’s not every day you meet a guy who so easily chats with you about the meaning of love and relationships on a first date without hightailing it for the nearest exit. We seemed to have a lot in common, too. Take all of that and add to it how hot he is, it almost seems too good to be true.

And I’d run away from him in a tequila-addled fit of panic.

If only I’d gotten something more from him, a last name or the company he works for.

Maybe if I go back to The Brass Stop? Sure, it is far as hell from the apartment, but my work is a bit closer. I could go a couple of times, see if he shows up at the bar again.

Is that stalkery?

God, I always do this—always become delusionally invested in a man after he shows a sliver of kindness. Why does my heart have to be so open?

“Okay, your turn.”

Hannah leaves a trail of wet footprints as she skirts around me and goes straight for the coffee pot. She hasn’t even bothered to put clothes on and is just in her fluffy towel, which isn’t a surprise.

I enter the steamy bathroom and crank on the water, taking my time standing under the spray to wash off the night and all my makeup.

My thoughts continue to wander, floating back to Cullen. I close my eyes, replaying that moment when he stood chest to chest with me, lips inches apart, and it sends my stomach flipping.

I’d been so tempted by his offer. Tempted to kiss him.

I raise my hands to my lips, ghosting over them as water continues to sluice down my body. My hands follow the water’s path, down my neck and over my chest. I pause when I get to my breast, cupping it and imagining Cullen’s hand has replaced my own, squeezing and kneading it with his strong fingers.

“Vee.”

My eyes pop open, the spell broken as my roommate screeches my name.

“Vee!”

“What?”

“VEE!”

“Oh my fucking—” I huff, shutting off the water and snatching my towel from where it hangs behind the door.

I quickly wrap it around my body before trudging out of the bathroom, puddles of water staining the floorboards in my wake.

“Hannah, there better be a rat or something, or I…”

My words die off as I find her standing at the entrance to our apartment, the door wide open, with a strange man who is holding a large bouquet of roses in a sparkling vase and what looks to be a take-out delivery bag.

“What’s this?”

She shrugs her shoulders. “I dunno. It’s for you.”

“What do you mean?”

Hannah gestures a hand at the man. “Tell her.”

The guy tears his gaze away from ogling Hannah’s body and switches his attention to me—which isn’t any better and maybe even more lecherous. My discomfort level is quickly rising.

“I have a delivery for Verity.” He holds out the bouquet and delivery bag.

“Okay.” I slowly pad across the room to him. “Who’s this from?”

“I don’t know, ma’am. I just make the deliveries.”

“Fabulous.” I reach out and take the bouquet with one hand and the paper bag with the other, careful not to lose my towel in the process.

“I need you to sign here.”

He holds out a device with a digital pen, and I drop the paper bag on the ground before scribbling my signature. I try to be as quick as possible because the dude’s stare is only getting more and more pervy. I don’t get why Hannah couldn’t just handle this herself.

“Done.” I readjust the flowers and then bend down to pick the bag back up.

The movement jostles the roses, and there’s a light thwack sound as a small white envelope tumbles free from somewhere and lands on the ground–a gold heart scrawled on the front.

“What about a tip?” the guy nudges.

“The free show was your tip. Buh-bye.” Hannah pushes the door shut and then swoops down to grab the note. She waves it in the air. “Who do you think it’s from?”

“I literally could not tell you.”

I trail after her, dropping the bag on our small two-person dining table before placing the vase on the kitchen counter and removing the little nutrition packet that’s stuck to it.

Hannah perches on the arm of our couch, running a finger along the seam of the envelope.

“What if it’s from your mystery man?”

“As if.”

“Well, it won’t be from Mike.”

“If it’s from Mike, I’ll run butt-ass naked down the street until the NYPD captures me.”

“Want me to open it?”

I abandon my roses and pluck the note away from her. “Let me have my moment.”

She pouts, but I ignore her as I try to calm the champagne bubbles that are popping in my chest.

I open the envelope and wiggle out the creamy white card from within. It feels like time has stopped as I trace over the loopy handwriting.

I had an amazing time last night.

Give me a call so I can kiss you properly next time.

Cullen

P.S. Aroldi’s has the best hangover food. Enjoy.

My jaw drops as I read it over and over, practically memorizing his phone number in the process.

“What. Whaaat. Who’s it from?”

Hannah kneels on the couch behind me and drops her chin on my collarbone to read the note.

She lets out a short gasp and pushes my shoulder.

“Stop. Stop! See, I told you.”

She quickly slides over to the dining table and rips open the brown bag, her eyes lighting up. She hums to herself as she pulls out an ungodly number of bagels and schmear. All the while, I’m still frozen, staring at this damn note.

“Ooh. Look at that, he even got the lox.” She cracks open one of the plastic containers, the scent of smoked salmon wafting out, and it forces me to stop drooling over the message.

“Hey, don’t eat my food.”

“You can’t finish this all yourself.”

“Oh yeah? Wanna bet?”

I leap up and grab one of the bagels, peeling off the paper wrap to reveal a stunning bacon, egg, and cheese bagel with some sort of creamy rose-colored sauce. Damn, that looks good.

“Aren’t you going to call him?”

I pause, inches away from taking a bite, and purse my lips. Nerves prickle their way through my veins.

“Can’t I just text him?”

“No.”

Ugh. The thought of calling has my palms getting all sweaty. There’s something so much more personal about that. If I call him, I can’t plan my responses. I can’t take the time to mull over what he says and analyze what it means. I’ll probably just end up speaking total nonsense and oversharing way too much.

Hannah grabs my phone from the couch and holds it out to me.

When I do nothing, she unlocks it and begins typing in the phone number.

“Wait—” But before I have a chance to stop her, she’s hit dial.

The ringing noise echoes around our apartment like a warning signal.

“Hello?”

My breathing stops.

“Hello?”

I stare at the screen, mesmerized by the gravelly voice that just came out of it.

Hannah kicks me in the shin, eyes widening as she shoves the phone in my face.

“Ow. Um, hi.”

Oh my God, why do I sound like that?

“Verity?”

“Yeah, it’s me.”

He lets out a deep chuckle, and my heart does a flip in my chest.

“Well, hey.”

“Hey back at you. Um. Thank you for the flowers and the food, and for the ride home last night. I mean, thank you for everything last night, not just the car, but, you know, the food and the drinks and the whole taking care of me so I didn’t get kidnapped on the subway even though there was like a three percent chance of that happening and I’ve done it plenty of times before without any potential murderers claiming me as a victim.”

I’m rambling. Again.

“I’m glad you got home safely.”

“Yep.” I swallow, trying to think of what else to say.

I seriously hate phone calls.

“Are you busy tomorrow?”

I look at Hannah. I have no idea what we have planned.

She frowns, giving me an are-you-serious glare before mouthing “no.”

“Uh, I don’t have any concrete plans.”

“Perfect. Do you want to meet at twelve for coffee?”

“Sure.”

“Great, it’s a date. I’ll text you the details. See you then.”

“Okay. Bye?”

“Bye, Verity.”

The call disconnects, but the sound of his smoky voice curling around my name remains.

I stare at the dark screen and wonder just how I got into this situation. It all seems too good to be true, like some kind of lovestruck fever dream, but damn, if it’s a dream, I don’t want to wake up.


CHAPTER FIVE



CULLEN

“She knows you’ve purchased the apartment,” my lawyer drawls.

“Does she?”

“Yes.”

“Well, she knew I’d move back by now.”

“Her reaction says otherwise.”

“She probably wishes she could keep me away for eternity.”

“For lack of a better word, according to her lawyer’s voicemail.”

“Now I’m curious, Hughes. What colorful words did she have for me this time?”

“Do you really—”

“Hang on, hold that thought. I have to jump. Fill me in later.”

I hang up without waiting for him to finish—which he will chew me out for later—and slip my phone in my pants pocket. I smooth out my shirt and readjust my posture on the wall I’m resting against, making sure I come off relaxed and not like I’ve been here for the past thirty minutes.

Verity breezes into the coffee shop, looking just as stunning as I remember. Her cheeks are a little flushed as she smooths down her hair and tucks a stray flyaway behind her ear. She ping pongs her gaze across the coffee shop until she spots me, and then raises a hand to her chest with an apologetic smile.

“Hi, sorry I’m late. The A train isn’t running and I didn’t know, so I had to take the F, and that didn’t bring me nearly as close to the shop, so I had to walk a couple of blocks. And there was like an entire horde of tourists clogging the path because of those damn bus tours that–between you and me–are a total rip-off, and fighting through them was a complete nightmare. This one guy nearly took out my eye with his elbow and he didn’t even apologize. I swear, I’m normally on time.”

I smile at her signature rambling.

“You’re fine. I just got here myself.”

“Really?”

No.

“Yes.”

“Okay, that makes me feel a little better.” Her shoulders relax a fraction, and she finally takes in the coffee shop, neck craning to observe the small space. “I don’t know how I’ve never seen this place before. My office isn’t that far from here.”

“Our office is near here, too. They have some of the best coffee in the city.”

She raises a brow. “First, it’s the best wings in the city, then the best hangover food, and now the best coffee? You sure are pretty confident in yourself.”

“Have I been wrong yet?”

“No.” She smiles. “Those bagels were pretty killer. What do you recommend here?”

I hold out my elbow to her, and she takes a second before looping her dainty fingers around the crook. Just like the other night, the feel of her against me is like a puzzle piece slotting into place.

We join the back of the short line, and I use my free hand to point at the menu printed on the wall.

“I tend to just get their house drip brew. You really can’t go wrong with anything here, but they are known for their specialty lattes.”

“Hmm.” She tilts her head to the side, almost resting on my shoulder. “Well, I do love trying new coffees wherever I can. It’s kind of like a fun game I play with myself.” She purses her lips briefly. “I think I’ll try the Spanish latte.”

“Perfect.”

I place our orders, and we wait off to the side until they’re ready.

She peers up at me through her long lashes. “So, what’s the plan?”

“I thought we could just walk and talk. It’s pretty nice out.”

“Okay. Works for me.”

We grab our drinks and head onto the busy street. It takes a few blocks until the crowds start to thin out and the bustle of the city quiets a fraction. I make sure to keep my strides steady so she isn’t rushing to keep up with the pace of my longer legs.

I do technically have a rough destination in mind, but I don’t want to spoil that for her just yet. Verity said the other night that one of the things she cares about is quality time, and I want to take the time to get to know her more. I haven’t been able to stop thinking about her since I closed the door to her rideshare.

Even while I was meeting with Clifton Bank, I found my mind straying to her when I’m normally locked in during deals.

For years, I’d closed myself off to any new potential partners and stuck to just the occasional one-night stand. I’d believed that my shot at love had passed me by and was hesitant to let myself become caught up in another whirlwind romance that would just leave me bruised. I’d let the fear of my ex rule my life for too long. I’d lost so many years to her, and I’ve finally gotten to a place where I can see myself trying again. Verity sparks the small ember in my chest to a flame. It’s been a while since I’ve been in a committed relationship, but I know myself enough to acknowledge that once I become invested in a woman, I am all in.

My friends used to give me shit for it when I was younger, saying I was easily pussy-whipped. It was my nature to turn my girl into my whole world, so much so that it blinded me to everything else. I’ve spent the last decade growing from the terrible mistakes I made in the past because of that. Verity has offered me a clean slate for the first time.

I tilt my head toward her.

“All right, Verity, tell me three things.”

“Oh, this game again?” She smiles. “Okay, what three things?”

“Anything. No category.” I take a sip of coffee.

“That vagueness is a lot of pressure. Okay. I’m a Cancer, this is my third coffee of the day, and I’m pretty sure that man is peeing in that bush.”

“Wait. What?”

“Over there.”

She gestures with her coffee cup at a man in a large coat who is—yup—he’s peeing into a bush.

“Yeah, I didn’t miss that about the city.”

She laughs. “It really is a special place, isn’t it?”

“There was this one time I was waiting for the train out in Bushwick at like six a.m., and there was this dude buck naked in nothing but an adult diaper.”

“Seriously? Was he old or young?”

“Old, but not old enough. It just made it creepier, especially with all the chest hair.” I give her a fake shiver.

“Yikes. I once saw a lady pull out a whole seafood boil in a plastic bag and start slurping it down. It was the middle of summer, and the humidity did no one any favors.”

“That’s rough.”

“You have no idea.”

“I think my favorite, though, is during the holidays when there is that massive Santa bar crawl and the trains are just full of drunk Santas. They still do that, right?”

“Yeah, they do. Although, I try to avoid riding late that night. Drunk Santas can get real creepy real quick.” She turns to face me. “I’m surprised you take the subway.”

“Why?”

“You seemed pretty against it the other night.”

“That was a safety thing, not an anti-subway thing.”

She rolls her eyes. “It’s not that bad at night.”

“Verity.”

“Cullen,” she mocks back.

She’s so damn cute when she gets all playful. It makes me want to hold her closer, makes me want to kiss those plush, smirking lips.

She notices me staring, a pinkish hue tinting the apples of her cheeks. I don’t look away, though; I keep her trapped in my gaze. Her tongue pokes out briefly, licking her bottom lip, and I know her mind is in step with my own.

A car speeds past us, honking, which causes a chain reaction of beeping around us.

Verity whips her head forward and takes a desperate chug of coffee.

I stare at the taxi and silently curse its entire existence.

It seems like every single time I have her nibbling the bait on the end of my hook, something crashes into the water and scares her away.

Verity’s steps slow as we pass a boutique flower shop on the corner, and she stares at the different arrangements in the window.

“Snapdragons are my favorite flowers, closely followed by roses and lilies.”

“In other words, I picked well, but I could’ve picked better.”

She laughs. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen someone give out bouquets of snapdragons.”

“There’s always a first.” I make a mental note to look into it.

“Fair. But the roses you got me were gorgeous.”

“Can’t go wrong with a classic.”

“Did you know red’s my favorite color? Blue is a close second, but I’m starting to get a little PTSD from looking at a million shades of it for this project I’m working on.”

“Actually, yes. I planned that accordingly. I know you love the color red and are going through an anti-blue phase. It was absolutely not a complete fluke.”

“Oh, really? And how’d you know that?” she teases.

“Obviously, it’s because I stalked you.”

She lets out a mock gasp. “Is that how you know where I live? You stalked me? I can’t believe I got it wrong. I was worried about you murdering me in the alley when I should’ve asked if you were a stalker. Classic misstep.”

“Or, and this is me just thinking out loud, it’s because you gave me your address to call the rideshare.”

She stops walking, her lips pulling into a thin, awkward smile as she glances at me from the corner of her eyes.

“Oh. Right. That. That makes a lot more sense.”

Although I’d had no idea which apartment was hers—I’d only known the building. Paying the delivery driver extra to knock on the door of each apartment until he found the right one is something I don’t need to divulge at this point.

I am just lucky she lives in a small walk-up; if she’d lived in some fancy high-rise, I would’ve been screwed. Going through eight apartments is a lot easier than eighty.

“What about you, Cullen? Tell me three things?”

“Three things, hmm.” I toss my empty coffee cup in a nearby trash can and then use her grip on my elbow to steer her around the corner and down one of the main streets.

“Come on,” she nudges me. “I was quicker than this.”

“All right, all right. One, I got no sleep last night because my friend was bothering me at four in the morning.”

“Ouch. Was he drunk or something?”

“No. He’s in London and has no respect for time zone differences.”

She laughs. “Okay, what else?”

This game was a lot more fun when I was the one asking the questions.

“Two, that was my second coffee of the day.”

“So, we’re both caffeine addicts.”

“Who isn’t?”

“My boss. She refuses to drink coffee and instead has her assistant buy her a ridiculous number of matcha lattes every day from the place next door.”

“She sounds like fun.”

“An absolute riot. Okay, last one.”

I groan, trying to think of something simple.

“I have a sister. I don’t know if I’ve mentioned that yet.”

“Vaguely. Is she younger or older?” She stops walking and holds out her hand. “Wait. Let me guess. Younger.”

“Correct. What gave it away?”

“The anti-subway vibes.”

“I told you, I’m not against the subway system. I’m just against gorgeous women taking the subway at one a.m. while drunk.”

“Tipsy,” she corrects. “But your argument only supports my observation. Older brothers are more protective.”

“Speaking from experience?”

“Nope. Only child. Always wanted a sibling. My high school bestie had an older brother, though, and he once punched the daylights out of this guy who was shit-talking behind her back.”

“I respect that. I suckered my best friend into helping me remove all the tires from my sister’s ex-boyfriend’s new car when he dumped her after the fall dance.”

“That’s less violent but almost more concerning because it’s premeditated.”

“I didn’t get caught. I’m guessing your friend’s brother did?”

“Touché.” She raises a brow. “It’s interesting. One moment you’re waxing poetic, the next you’re revealing misdeeds. You’re a hard man to pin down.”

“You only have to ask, Verity. I’m yours to pin down anytime, anywhere.”

“That–that’s not what I meant.”

“But it’s what you were thinking.”

“Was not.”

“Fine, then what were you thinking about?”

She puckers her lips, slightly puffing her cheeks as she refuses to respond.

It draws my attention to her mouth, to those plush pillows I’ve been dying to kiss. “Actually, why don’t you ask me what I’m thinking about?”

She releases the puff of air she was holding, glancing up at me.

“What’re you thinking about?”

“You.” I give her a sly grin. “Well, more specifically, kissing you.”

“You—wait–” Her steps falter, but I keep her upright, pulling her to face me.

“I have a new question for you.”

She blinks.

“Do you kiss on the second date, Verity?”


CHAPTER SIX



VERITY

His hazel eyes trap me with a mischievous glint. This close in the daylight, I can see flecks of green peppered throughout the light brown color. His breath ghosts over my lips as he leans in even closer, and I stop breathing for a second as I try to get my head on straight.

“Nope,” I choke out, my voice wobbly.

“Really?”

“Yup. I have a four-date minimum rule.”

I absolutely do not have this rule. Hell, I’ve kissed on the first date plenty of times. But I’m pretty sure if he kisses me right now, I will implode on the spot and cease to exist.

“Four dates?”

“Four dates. It’s my lucky number.”

More lies.

My lucky number is eight.

“Are you sure I can’t change your mind? Halve that into two?”

He hypnotizes me with his smirk, drawing my attention completely to his lips and tempting me even further. This is why I ran away from him the other night. The pull from being in his orbit is too strong—it totally messes with my alignment and causes my brain to melt.

I want to give in and kiss him, but I also promised myself that I’d go slow with the next guy I like. Which unfortunately just happens to be Cullen. After wasting three pointless weeks canceling plans because of No-Show Mike, I refuse to fall into the same trap.

Cullen is hot, but how can I trust that he won’t flake on me as well? He is another real estate guy, who is probably always on the grind chasing his next big deal. I need a breather to make sure he isn’t just love-bombing me with sweet words and flowers only to stop texting me once he leaves the state.

Ugh, another reason why I shouldn’t kiss him. He isn’t even living here and I am way too naive for a long-distance relationship. Knowing my luck, I’d end up on one of those dating documentaries about women who got totally fleeced in a virtual relationship.

I swallow thickly, taking a short step back and putting some much-needed space between our lips.

“Nope. You’ll just have to wait till the fourth date.” I try to sound confident, try to give off an assured air, but I’m really not good at faking it.

“So that means you’ve already agreed to another two dates? Okay, fine by me, angel.”

My lips part as I try to comprehend how I walked myself right into that trap. Cullen gives me a wolfish grin as though he knows he’s the lion who has just cornered the gazelle. He is a smooth-talker, and I constantly find myself slipping under his spell.

Cullen doesn’t wait for my response. He just readjusts my hold on his elbow and stands back at my side, continuing our walk down the street.

I will my heartbeat to slow down—I can feel it pounding against my chest with the remnants of adrenaline coursing through my veins. I am barely surviving our second date; how the hell am I going to get through two more of these?

Cullen is like a tornado, whirling into my life and turning it upside down, but hell if I’m not a storm chaser, addicted to the rush.

Loud chatter draws my attention, and I glance around until I land on a storefront with a decent line of people waiting to get inside. I nudge Cullen to the edge of the sidewalk so I can crane my neck to get a better look.

Something about the logo on the awning looks familiar, and it takes a couple of seconds before it clicks.

“Oh! I’ve heard of this place before.” I point to the store. “They make these crème brûlée donuts that are all over social media.”

I remember Hannah sending me videos of them recently. The store had just gone viral a month or so back, and everyone said they were worth the hype. She’d tried to get in line to grab a few for us but said that the store had sold out after she’d been in line for almost an hour. She was in a mood for the rest of the day.

“Do you want to try them?”

“I don’t know. The line’s pretty nuts.” I don’t want to drag him along and make him wait for what could be forever. I highly doubt he would want those other two dates if I bore him with that.

He checks his watch. “What if we don’t have to wait?”

“I’d say there are about thirty people who would disagree with that.”

“Come on, trust me.”

He pulls me along, and my curiosity heightens as he skirts around all the queuing customers and slips us into the store. I try to ignore everyone’s stares and absorb some of Cullen’s nonchalant confidence. Some people grumble as he squeezes us inside, but it doesn’t seem to bother him at all.

The store has a rich vanilla scent to it that mingles with various undertones of all the different flavored donuts that sit in a giant display case. Two workers buzz behind the case, pulling out various donuts and placing them in boxes or paper bags. My mouth waters as I take it in.

Cullen bypasses it all and heads straight to the end of the counter, where a petite, older woman with graying hair is checking people out at the register.

“Doris, how are we?”

Her wrinkly gaze shifts briefly to stare at Cullen, and recognition melts her stern features.

“Cullen, what’re you doing here?”

“Stealing some donuts.”

She lets out a disapproving cluck. “You know she hates it when you do that.”

“She loves me. Can you call her over?”

I’m not sure who she is, but I really hope it’s his mother or aunt and not some female friend who turns out to be a long-lost crush. Although, I’m not sure I could handle meeting Cullen’s mother right now. That’s not exactly second-date material.

Doris finishes handing a box of donuts to the family she was checking out before opening a set of swinging double doors and shouting for someone named Chloe. She shuffles back to the register and gives Cullen a nod.

“Stand to the side while you wait, boy. I’ve got paying customers to serve.”

Cullen gives her a grin and goes to lean against the wall, bringing me along with him. He tucks me close to his side, hand still plastered to my waist. His thumb draws lazy circles on my skin through the soft material of my top, and it causes my brain to short-circuit.

When he does things like this, it’s hard to remember the reason why I’m trying to keep some distance between him and my heart. I’d told him the other night that I prioritize dating guys who would spend quality time with me and who affirm their affection through words, but I’d left out how physical contact also makes me melt.

Who am I kidding? I am a poster child for every single love language under the sun. There isn’t one better than another. I am greedy for them all, and maybe that’s why I always end up with men who are completely devoid of them.

Except Cullen seems to be steadily checking all the boxes, and that makes me worry for my sanity. As the odds keep stacking in his favor, I can’t help but wonder what fault he is secretly hiding.

“Is everything all right?”

A gorgeous brunette in a soft peach-colored apron pushes through the double doors, her brows pulled together with concern. Tendrils of hair have escaped her bun and are sticking to her forehead, and a light dusting of what is probably flour and jam sticks to her forearms.

Doris inclines her head toward Cullen, and the brunette’s frazzled expression morphs into one of pleasant surprise.

“Cullen!” She gives him a stunning smile, and my stomach immediately sours. But her warm greeting is short-lived as that frown reappears. “Seriously. Do you have any idea how busy I am? It’s peak rush hour, and I have a fresh batch of maple bacon donuts waiting to be glazed. This better be important.” She swats him with the back of her hand, leaving a smattering of flour on his shirt sleeve.

“Ah, yes, I missed you, too. I’m doing well, thanks for asking. Work is nuts, and I’m getting ready to move into the new apartment at the end of the month, not that you’ve offered to help, but I still wanted to come see you.”

“You’re acting like you don’t have a fancy moving company helping you.” She purses her lips and crosses her arms like an upset child. It’s then that her hazel stare lands on me, and her right eyebrow rises slightly. Her attention dips to where Cullen’s hand squeezes my waist, causing her lips to part slightly.

“Chloe, this is Verity. Verity, this is my sweet sister.”

Oh.

Oh, duh.

Now that I’m not viewing her as a potential unrequited lover, the family resemblance is glaringly obvious.

“Hi.” I stick my hand out awkwardly.

Chloe wipes her palm on her apron before placing her hand against mine. “Hi, it’s lovely to meet you. I didn’t know Cullen was dating someone.”

“Oh, we’re not—I mean, we—” Well, we’re on a date, our second date, which means that technically we are dating. But there are so many different interpretations of what dating means. I wouldn’t consider Cullen and me to be dating dating, not yet. And that’s also totally not something I would say to his sister that I just met. “We’re not dating.”

“You look awfully cozy for people who aren’t dating.”

It’s the same thing Sonny said, and I start to wonder exactly what people see when we’re together. It’s kind of nice to know that people look at us and assume we’re a couple—it means the connection I feel isn’t totally in my head, that other people see it as well.

“We’re not dating yet,” Cullen corrects. “I’m trying to convince her. Which is why I wanted to show off with your donuts.”

“Oooh.” Chloe draws out the word with a conspiratorial grin. “I see.” She claps her hands together. “Okay, wait a second.” She disappears back through the double doors.

I give Cullen a nudge with my elbow.

“Yet?”

He leans his head down, so there are just a few inches between us and whispers, “Yet.” The single word holds a deep, carnal promise in it that skates over my skin and causes me to shiver.

Chloe pops back out and hands us a large white paper bag.

“Here, I got you a fresh batch of everything. I would love to chat a bit more, but I really do need to get back to the kitchen. I hope to see you again, Verity.” She gives me a wink and a wiggle of her fingers before slipping back into the kitchen.

“It was great seeing you, too,” Cullen shouts at the swinging doors.

“Come on, let’s not bother her more.” I drag Cullen back through the throng of people, keeping my focus on our escape instead of the rapid beating of my heart.

There’s a small park on the opposite side of the street, and we make our way over to one of the spare green metal benches.

We take the box out of the bag, and I have to tamp down my squeal when Cullen opens the lid to reveal the glistening goodies inside. Chloe went all out, giving us three of her signature crème brûlée donuts plus three additional ones of differing flavors. One has a white frosting top with crumbled Oreos, another has a pink glaze with freeze-dried strawberries and a chocolate drizzle, and the last looks like it’s a peanut butter and jelly concoction. I’m in heaven.

I also totally have to save one of these for Hannah, or else she might murder me in my sleep.

I carefully take out a crème brûlée one and admire the hard sugar exterior that shines on top of the warm donut. There are little gold flecks pressed into it, making it seem even more luxurious. Without waiting another second, I dive in. The glaze gives a satisfying crack as I bite into it, before giving way to the creamy yellow filling. The rich flavors explode in my mouth, with touches of vanilla and sweet cream.

“This is even better than I imagined,” I groan, turning to Cullen, who is watching me through heated eyes. “What?”

“Those little noises you make are so fucking sexy.”

Butterflies take flight in my chest at his guttural tone. I’ve been complimented by men before, but somehow the way Cullen says the word ‘sexy’ has my body temperature soaring.

I’m not sure how to respond. I’m not even sure how to keep eating.

This man keeps tipping me off course.

He throws an arm over the back of the bench, angling his body toward me, capturing me completely. It’s a simple move but so attractive at the same time. His fingers trace my shoulder, and any intelligent thought disappears from my mind.

“I was serious before Verity. Won’t you give me a chance?”

I have no idea what he’s referring to, but I’m tempted to agree with him regardless.

“What chance?”

It seems like some part of my brain is still functioning.

“To date you properly.”

“You barely know me.”

“That’s the point of dating, to get to know someone.”

Okay, he has me there. Point to Cullen.

I just can’t understand why this hunk of a guy is so dead set on me. My heart is a fragile thing, and it falls so easily. I know if I say yes that it will be game over for me. I can’t do anything half-assed; if I agree to date Cullen, I’ll date the hell out of him.

I need to keep the barrier up a little longer, need to make sure I have a clear head and am not getting lost in the idea of him instead of what it actually means to be with him. If he is serious enough, he won’t mind. If he really wants to date me, the challenge won’t stop him.

“Four dates. We have to go on four dates, and then I’ll decide.”

I’d already made up the bullshit excuse of needing four dates before we could kiss; adding another stipulation onto it is nothing.

“All right, it’s a deal. Two more dates.” He smirks, playing with a piece of my hair in his fingers and bringing it to his lips in a kiss. “Two more dates, and then you’ll be mine.”


CHAPTER SEVEN



VERITY

“She’s in a mood this morning.”

I flop down onto my seat and turn to Imani.

“Isn’t she always in some sort of mood?”

She rolls her chair from her cubicle to mine, bringing her voice to a low whisper.

“Yeah, but this seems worse than the usual Monday moodiness.”

“Great.”

That’s just what I need this morning. I spent all last week toiling away on my big presentation, and it could all be for naught because Celine is in one of her moods. Everyone knows you have to be careful around her. If you catch her during a bad moment, it could be the end of your career. But, if you are lucky enough to land in her path on one of her good days, your career could be jetted up to the stars. It is a rough environment, but the potential payoff is worth it…or at least that’s what I tell myself.

I’ve been working at Delute Designs for three years now, the first as an intern and the second as an assistant before finally being promoted to a junior designer. I’d gotten my big break when my design concepts had caught the attention of HP Energy, landing me the lead for the project—much to the annoyance of some of the more senior employees. I’ve been on Celine’s good side the last six months since then.

But being in Celine’s favor changes every day, and if my presentation bombs, I’ll be back on the bench until another opportunity comes up. I’ve already spent the last two months working on the Kelton project, under our team lead, Jenna, and finishing out a couple of company brandings for various clients. I am itching to work on something of my own again.

If I lose out on this client, I’ll be assigned to work under whoever brings in the next major one, and the only other person on the team with a project in the wings is Anne.

Anne, who hates me because I’d won the HP Energy contract from her. Anne, who tries to cut me down in front of Celine any chance she gets.

For a woman-founded, women-led company that prides itself on being made up of one hundred percent female and nonbinary employees and creating a family environment, there is a lot of cattiness behind the scenes.

I sigh, taking a large chug of my hazelnut coffee.

I will just have to hope for the best.

I spend the morning checking my emails and tweaking some files for an upcoming advertisement, all the while watching the clock tick away until our afternoon meeting. I’m barely able to even break for lunch, my nerves getting the better of me as I hear the occasional barking shout come from Celine’s office.

She is totally in a mood. It’s all over some client, from the way she keeps cussing “him” out. Whoever he is, I am pissed at him as well. I didn’t need some asshole aggravating her.

By the time two o’clock comes around, I’ve started to get all in my head. I feel like I’m walking into this meeting with my hands tied behind my back.

I trek into the large meeting room, scoring a chair next to Sally, one of the other designers on my team. She’s a lot more soft-spoken, waiting in the wings as Anne and I compete for favor.

Imani sits opposite me with her team. Delute Designs is a small company, a little over fifty employees, and there are four main design teams, each with their own lead and specialties. I am part of Jenna’s team, which specializes in branding.

Celine founded Delute Designs while she was still in college and has quickly risen in the ranks over the last decade as one of the most sought-after graphic design companies in the city, even hitting the Forbes 30 Under 30 list. From custom brand marketing to full-scale advertising campaigns, she is a name that is known, a name everyone respects.

That’s why, even though the workplace could be a little toxic at times, pitting employees against one another for the next big break, I’ve stuck it out. Working at Delute Designs makes me someone when, all my life, I’d been scraping the bottom of the barrel. If I could attain even a fraction of the sparkle that makes Celine shine, it’d prove that I am worth something.

I have no desire to be Celine, though. She is cutthroat and has no issue stepping on people to rise to the top, and I have too much of a conscience for that. The company’s reputation–her reputation–is all that ever matters, and she refuses to let any of her employees ruin that perfect image she’s crafted. I’ve seen more people fired in three years than I’d thought humanly possible.

Celine is hard to please on a good day, and that is frustrating, but that doesn’t undermine her talent. I respect the way she founded Delute so young, how she had this rock-hard ambition and didn’t let anyone walk all over her. She has a backbone that never bends, and I admire that she stands her ground–even when it is questionable.

A hush falls over the room as Celine enters, her assistant trailing behind like a scared squirrel.

“How’s everyone doing today?”

It feels like a loaded question, but if no one answers, we’re screwed.

“Good,” Davina, our Senior Director of Marketing, takes one for the team.

“Glad to hear someone’s enjoying their week.”

Everyone’s eyes bounce around the table at the clear bitterness in her voice.

“I want a status update on the Kelton project.”

Davina clears her throat. “Everything’s in place. We should have all the items in hand by end of week for the event.”

“The event’s in two weeks.”

“Correct.”

“Receiving the items seven days prior to the event seems to be cutting it awfully close, Davina.”

“The step and repeats that arrived for the photo op area were off.”

Celine cocks her head. “Off?”

“The PMS color wasn’t correct.”

“And how did that happen?”

Davina’s eyes slip to Jenna, who looks a touch green. Celine doesn’t miss it.

“Jenna?”

“We accidentally submitted one of the earlier PSD files to the printer, and the CMYK values were off.” Her voice has a slightly higher pitch to it than normal.

Celine’s eyes narrow. “And I’m just now hearing of this?”

“We were able to contact the printer and get replacements within the timeframe. There won’t be any delays for the event, and everything will match the branding kit Mr. Kelton and you approved. It will all be cohesive, I promise.” Jenna is trying to smooth everything over, but the vein popping in her neck is giving her away.

Jenna all but had a heart attack the other week when she opened the box. It had taken an hour to get her to calm down. I’d never seen her like that before. The PMS was barely different, more a cerulean than a cobalt, and not something we would’ve normally freaked out over. Except, Celine is putting a lot—and I mean a lot—of pressure on the Kelton contract.

We’ve never taken on a client like this before, one that goes beyond the scope of design and plays into event marketing. Celine is looking to expand her repertoire and boost her reputation, and tapping into the event space seems to be where she is headed. There will be a lot of eyes on the event, especially with the who’s who of Manhattan elite in attendance. Celebrities, athletes, CEOs—honestly anyone of top status from around the world is flying in for it. Celine refuses for even a hair to be out of place. We have to be perfect. Delute has to be perfect. Incorrect color swatches are not perfect.

“And how much did that cost?”

“Four thousand.”

Celine cuts back to Davina. “And you approved this?”

“We had money in the budget.”

“Mhm.” The judgement is clear in her tone. “I want all hands on the Kelton project until it’s over. No new projects.”

“But—” The word leaves my lips before I can stop myself.

Shit.

“But what, Verity?”

Celine’s scrutiny shifts to me, and I can see Anne smirking out of the corner of my eye.

“But I have a client proposal.”

“Your team has already been leading the Kelton project. I will not have any of you shifting that energy elsewhere. Your proposal can wait.”

It can’t. Not really. The client is looking for a company to help with their new product launch but needs initial concepts by the twentieth—which is in ten days. If we don’t take this on, someone else will, and I really freaking want this.

Celine seems to clock my lingering hesitance and she raises a thin brow.

“Is this client larger than Kelton Hotels, Ms. Moore?”

“They’re—”

“Yes or no.”

“Technically, no, but—”

“But nothing. The Kelton project is our most visible client right now. The crème de la crème will be attending the grand reveal for their special little honors club, a branding that we are responsible for. Nothing can go wrong, do you understand?”

“Yes.”

“Good. Then we are done here.” Celine shuts her laptop, and her assistant jumps up to collect the rest of her belongings before they file out of the meeting room.

The entire agenda for the meeting has been thrown out the window, but no one dares question it. If Celine is done, we all are.

The rest of my coworkers trickle out, but I remain rooted to my seat, staring at my screen and the presentation I’d put my whole heart into.

Dammit. I spent hours on this.

Hours that Celine would’ve preferred me quadruple-checking things for the Kelton project instead. I am really starting to hate the whole thing.

Our team went through countless revisions for the logo and brand kit of Kelton Hotels’ new North American flagship concept, the Kelton Honors Lounge, a luxurious member’s only lounge that will be integrated into their key hotels across the world.

It sounds more like a rich-boy club.

We ate, slept, and breathed concept upon concept until we found the perfect shade of gold and blue for a logo that Mr. Kelton kept pushing back the smallest revisions on. I’d gone cross-eyed tweaking the L in the logo until it was the perfect swoop. There was never a concept we sent where he didn’t have some sort of edit to make. Granted, the final branding is stunning, but that doesn’t mean I like the guy.

I’ve yet to meet Mr. Kelton, but apparently, he is hot enough that every time Jenna had an appointment with him, she came back smiling, despite the miniscule adjustments he’d asked for to a design we’d already been twenty-three revisions deep on.

I love Jenna, but she isn’t the best team leader. She’s been working at Delute for eight years, though, so the odds of me ever getting promoted into a higher position like hers are slim. It is more likely that Mike would pop out of the ether and ask me on another date. That is one of the issues of being such a small company; promotions are hard to come by. I’ve made it to junior designer, but that doesn’t mean much here—half of us are at that level and stuck there for the foreseeable future.

I’d kill for a promotion. Not only would I finally be able to head my own projects, but the extra money would help out astronomically. As it is, Hannah foots a majority of our rent. She says it is fine because she has the larger bedroom and her job pays better, but it still makes me feel bad whenever we get the payment reminder in our rental portal.

I let out a groan and sink farther down in the chair, causing it to roll backward a couple of inches.

“Hey, it’s okay.” Imani squeezes my shoulder.

“Is it?”

“Yes. Your team will knock the Kelton project out of the park, and then Celine will let you guys do whatever you want. That contract is basically a golden ticket.”

“But the deal.” I flail a hand, gesturing at the presentation glaring on my laptop.

Imani shuts the lid and then grabs my hand, hauling me to my feet.

“Enough. You’re a boss bitch. Another contract will come along.”

Imani was in the same intern cohort as me, and we had soldiered our way through the last three years at Delute side by side. Every day I wish we were on the same team.

She loops her arm through mine and steers us back into the bullpen.

“Come on, let’s grind for another two hours, and then I’ll take us out for drinks.”


CHAPTER EIGHT



CULLEN

Itoss my suit jacket and tie onto the couch, dropping my leather backpack to the floor. A deep sigh leaves my lungs, with the weight of a thousand pounds.

What a long fucking day.

Between setting everything up for the move, the issues with my lawyer, and getting ghosted by Clifton Bank, it is a headache in the making.

I’d known this would be the case, that the second I decided to move back to the city, the peace from the last couple of years would come to an end. There are benefits to returning home—but I know the risks involved too.

What I hadn’t foreseen was Verity.

Something about that woman is different. She is like a refreshing breeze during a heatwave, blasting into the hectic hell of my life with a sunshiny dose of serotonin. I am already craving the next time I see her, counting down the days to our next date.

I haven’t wanted someone like this in years. Fuck, I’d honestly started to worry that I would never get this desperate urge for another person ever again. A dark part of my soul had been convinced that life had given me my one shot at romance only for it to blow up like a nuclear bomb and leave me scarred for eternity—the radiation warding off any potential love.

I fill a glass tumbler with a few fingers of whiskey and weave through the piles of boxes in my apartment to the balcony door. The spring breeze in Miami is a lot warmer than in the city, and the ocean view from my apartment is one I am going to miss.

At least I sold it for a nice chunk of cash. I’d considered renting it out, but I have two other rental properties I am managing right now, and I’m not exactly in the mood to deal with more people. I have enough crap on my plate as it is.

I take a sip of the spicy amber liquid, letting it coat my throat with a mild but welcome burn.

I’m enjoying the salty ocean air when my phone buzzes in rapid succession in my pocket.

I swear, if this is—

VERITY: Hey!!!

VERITY: Whatre you up to

VERITY: ☺️☺️

VERITY: busy??

I smile at her barrage of texts.

ME: hey, not much. Just got back from work

VERITY: oooof so late?

VERITY: I’m sorry that sucks

ME: it’s fine - i’ve got a cute girl texting me instead

VERITY: i really hope u mean me…

ME: yes, you

ME: what’re you up to?

VERITY: just out with a friend

VERITY: grabbing a drink after work

VERITY: or a couple :P

ME: a friend?

VERITY: this girl I work with

ME: ah I see

VERITY: yeah my boss was in a MOOD today

VERITY: hence the happy hour margaritas

ME: didn’t happy hour end hours ago?

VERITY: technicallyy

VERITY: im about to head home

ME: let me guess – the subway?

VERITY: omg stoppp

VERITY: the subway is FINE

ME: says the girl who had...how many margaritas?

VERITY: does the number rlly matter

ME: where did u go?

VERITY: casa de verano

VERITY: have u been?

VERITY: Cullen?

VERITY: :(

ME: a black 2025 Acura Integra license plate N10 SYE will be there in 3 min

VERITY: …

VERITY: wdym?

ME: I got u a car home

ME: No subways for drunk verity

VERITY: CULLEN?! U CANNOT KEEP ORDERING ME CARS

ME: you cant stop me

ME: he’s out front

ME: don’t make him wait. I dont want to decrease my 5 star rating

The texts disappear, quickly filled with an image of my own face as she tries to video call me. I swipe to answer, immediately greeted by an awkward angle of her shoulder as she gets inside what I assume is the Acura.

“Hey.”

There’s some loud shuffling before she rights the phone and stares at me with the cutest pout known to man. The car is dark, but the city lights shine with enough brightness to illuminate her features as she leans back against the leather seats.

“I can’t believe you called me a car. You’re not even here. How’d you even do that?” Her words are a little thick, confirming that she is most definitely tipsy.

“That’s the magic of technology.”

She pouts again, and I try to hide my smile as I take another sip of whiskey.

“Are you outside?”

“I’m on my balcony.”

“You have a balcony!” She presses her face close to the screen. “What’s the view?”

“The ocean.”

Her jaw drops dramatically. “Seriously?”

“Here.”

I flip the camera around to show her what I’m looking at. It’s a little hard to make out the beach because of how dark it is, but you can see the reflection of the moonlight glazing over the waves.

“Oh wow, that’s so pretty.”

“Yeah, I’m going to miss it.”

“But you’ll be closer to me.”

I flip the camera back around. “That is true. And you are a much prettier view.”

“That’s so cheesy, but I don’t hate it.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. I never know what you’re going to say. One moment you’re super sweet, the next you have me blushing like a tomato.”

“Like when I tell you that your boobs look amazing in that blouse?”

“Stop! The driver can hear you.”

“So?”

“No NSFW talk in the car.”

“Fine, fine. What do you want to talk about?”

“Hm, I don’t know.” She purses her lips and stares out the window for a second, the bright lights flashing over her face in a kaleidoscope of colors. I wasn’t kidding when I said she was a prettier view. I could stare at her all day. “I’ve never been to Miami before.”

“Really?”

“Nope. I actually haven’t traveled much, period.”

“Any particular reason?”

“Money.”

“That makes sense.”

“Yeah. At one point, I was hoping to save up for traveling, but student loans and stuff got in the way.”

I swirl the last inch of whiskey in my glass, the ice clinking around absently. “If you could travel anywhere, where would you go?”

“Probably Paris, London, or Moscow,” she answers immediately as though she’s thought about this a hundred times before.

“Why those three places?”

“They have the best ballet theaters.”

“You like ballet?”

“Love it, actually. I practiced it when I was a kid, for years.”

“Why’d you stop?”

“Money, again. My parents couldn’t really afford the lessons as I got older, and it became clear I wouldn’t become some prima ballerina anyway.”

“Why not?”

“I’m not exactly the right build.” She’s silent for a beat. “But I still love going to watch it. Although, it’s been a few years. I think the last ballet I saw was my freshman year of college. The department put on the Nutcracker for the winter semester, and they had discounted tickets for students. It was phenomenal. I think one of the girls even ended up getting scouted by the American Ballet Theatre. What about you? Have you ever seen the ballet before?”

She’s doing that adorable rambling thing again.

“I haven’t. But I wouldn’t be opposed if I were going with you.”

“Really?”

“Verity, there are very few things I wouldn’t do when it comes to you.”

“That’s a lot of power you’re giving me.”

“I don’t mind.”

She laughs. “What did you want to be when you were a kid?”

“What did I want to be?”

“Yeah. Like, I wanted to be a ballerina since I was five. That or a vet for a very, very brief stint in middle school until I realized that it wasn’t just looking after cute animals but also dealing with them dying, which is extremely depressing to think about. I can’t even watch movies where an animal dies, imagine having to tell a pet owner that their—ugh, I can’t even say it. Nope. Back to my question. What did you want to be? I kind of get astronaut-kid vibes.”

I chuckle. “Astronaut-kid vibes?”

“That’s not a bad thing! It’s a compliment. You seem like the sort of person who’s always reaching for the stars, always wanting to be more than what the world offers.”

That is strangely flattering and also oddly accurate. I’m not sure how she’d managed to notice that about me.

“Okay, I believe you. Thank you for the compliment.”

“You haven’t answered my question.”

“All right, all right. A kid, huh?” I try to think back. “Probably a firefighter.”

“Really?” She says it like it’s the most out of pocket thing she’s ever heard.

“What? You can’t see me as a firefighter?”

“Well, I guess I could see you on one of those hunky calendars. Just wearing the pants and suspenders, body slick with sweat and soot.”

“I knew it. You do think I’m hot.”

“I—Oh, look at that. It’s my apartment. Well, gotta go. Great talking to you. Byeeee.”

“Verity—”

She hangs up on me. She actually hangs up on me.

That’s the second time she’s avoided that statement.

I laugh to myself, draining the last of my whiskey and heading back inside.

One simple conversation with her and that headache from earlier has completely gone away. The stress that weighed on my shoulders all day, that I carried with me all the way home, had drifted off as she had me hanging on her every word.

I am more determined than ever to keep that girl in my life.


CHAPTER NINE



VERITY

“Does my left boob look weird?”

Hannah squints at my chest. “No, it looks normal.”

“Are you sure? I feel like the–”

“Vee. Trust me. Your tits look phenomenal. I wish I had giant melons like yours instead of these little apricots. Now stop overthinking your outfit and do me a favor by grabbing more seltzer from the fridge.”

I let out a huff through my nose, sparing one last glance at myself in the mirror before I turn on my heel and leave Hannah to finish her makeup.

“Fine. What flavor?”

“Lime. Thank you. Love you.”

I wrinkle my nose. That is her favorite flavor, and it makes me question our friendship. Lime seltzers taste like plain, fizzy water with a mildly alcoholic sting. At least the mango one has a sweet taste.

I pluck two chilled cans from the fridge and pop the tabs open. My phone lights up from where it’s charging on the kitchen counter, and I place the seltzers down to check the notification.

CULLEN: let me know if you change your mind

I bite my lower lip, trying to temper the grin that threatens to break free. Cullen is back in town last minute to close out a deal in Chelsea. He’d texted me this morning before he boarded his flight from Miami and asked if I was free for another date once his meetings were over.

I’d been three seconds away from texting him ‘yes’ before Hannah practically bodychecked the phone out of my hand. I’d promised her the other day that I’d go to her friend’s social club for a Friday night out. After bailing the last few times due to Shitty Mike, she’d even gone so far as to make me pinky promise.

I want to see Cullen, but I also know that sticking by my promise is the right move. I can’t keep being that girl who bails on her best friend because a guy suddenly wants my attention. That goes against the whole goal I’d set for myself. I’m not going to chase after Cullen; he could chase after me.

Even if this is the hardest thing in the entire world.

With a reluctant sigh, I flip my phone over and pick up the seltzers.

Hannah is humming along to a song on her phone, her face practically smooshed against the bathroom mirror as she threads a heart-shaped stud into her earlobe.

“For you.” I hold the lime flavor out to her like a gift.

“Thanks.” She takes a deep swig. “I swear I’m almost ready.”

I let out a snort. The only time Hannah is ever punctual is for work; otherwise, she is notoriously late.

“You said that twenty minutes ago when we were supposed to leave.”

“Yeah, well, that was just a buffer time. No one shows up until eleven, anyway.”

“Uh-huh. It’s quarter to.”

“Shit. Really?”

I take a dramatic sip of my mango seltzer before popping the word, “Yup.”

“Fuck. Okay. Okay. Ugh. The guys are going to murder me. Can you check when the next train is, and I swear I’ll be ready in five. I just need to find my shoes.”

I give her a loving eye roll before heading back into the kitchen to unplug my phone. Cullen’s text blinks back at me and I push past that tug in my chest, swiping free from the temptation and pulling up the train schedule, determined to resist him.
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Music thumps along my skin as I sway my hips to the beat, an empty plastic cup of tequila in my hand. Hannah smiles, completely lost to the song, the purple lights of the club shining off her metallic mesh crop top. One of the DJs briefly places a hand on the small of her bare back, drawing her attention to him.

She leans her head in as he whispers something, and I watch that signature feline smirk melt onto her face as she responds back. She gives his bicep a brief squeeze before stepping away and shuffling over to me. She plucks the empty cup from my hand.

“Come on, let’s head back to the table. I’ll get you a refill.” She has to shout to be heard over the music. It’s always a million times louder behind the DJ booth.

“I’m good.”

She links our elbows anyway, leading us off the raised platform. “Fine, but just pretend.”

“DJ guy giving you a hard time?”

“Huh? Oh, no. He is always touchy like that. We almost banged a few times, but the moment’s passed.”

“Of course. Then why are we rushing off?”

“I spotted this guy that I did bang heading over to the table. If I’m lucky, he may want a repeat performance.”

“Guessing it was a good lay?”

“Definitely one of the better ones.” She winks.

God, I love her.

We get to the table, which is packed with expensive bottles of tequila and vodka and has a ratio of seventy percent women to thirty percent men—and all the girls are clearly hotter. One of the girls pulls Hannah into a conversation, and while I know a few of the people here, I don’t know them that well. Hannah and I have been living in the city the same length of time, but it never ceases to amaze me how widespread her social circle runs.

I pull out my phone to check the time and see another text from Cullen from an hour ago.

CULLEN: get home safely tonight. Text me in the morning if you want to grab breakfast before I fly back.

My stomach fills with the fluttering of butterfly wings. It is a little past one right now, and he is surely asleep, but I can’t resist shooting him a text back.

ME: don’t worry, the subway is always open

I stifle a laugh, loving this inside joke we have going.

My eyes widen as my phone vibrates with a new text message.

He’s still up?

CULLEN: don’t play with me Verity

ME: idk what ur talking about

CULLEN: it’s 1:30am

ME: and?

CULLEN: Verity.

ME: What? are u going to call me a car again?

CULLEN: if i have to

CULLEN: seriously, just tell me when and I’ll get you a ride

ME: Hannah prob wont leave till 3…

CULLEN: that’s fine i can wait

I purse my lips, but the apples of my cheeks still puff up with the smile that pokes through. Is it bad that a part of me loves this?

At first, I felt a little guilty that he was calling me these rideshares, but it kind of makes me feel special. He is showing he cares, even though he is getting nothing out of it. It’s refreshing.

I glance back up to check on Hannah, spotting her with a cute guy. She has one arm resting lazily over his shoulder, and he has a hand on her hip. I can feel the sexual tension between them from over here. He has to be the guy she was telling me about.

I mean, if she is going to go home with him, then maybe I can dip without feeling bad?

The balls of my feet are hurting from standing in heels for so long, and most of the alcohol I’ve drunk over the last few hours is wearing off, leaving me more tired than tipsy.

ME: actually, i kinda do want to head home

CULLEN: i got you - where are you?

I send him my location, but when a few minutes pass without a response, I start to get a little worried.

Did he fall asleep?

I try not to let the disappointment curdle in my gut. It’s not like he has any obligation to send me home, but that doesn’t lessen the hurt from the anticipation I’ve built.

“You good, Vee?” Hannah taps the edge of my phone screen.

“Yeah, I–”

CULLEN: ok - come out front

“–I’m actually going to head back.”

Hannah’s brows furrow. “Are you sure?”

“I’m kinda tired.”

“Want me to come back with you? I can just grab my purse.”

I look over her shoulder where the guy she’d been flirting with is chatting with a few of the other men. I know Hannah would much rather go home with him than back to our place.

I shake my head. “I’ll be fine. I’ll text you when I get back, ok?”

She wraps her arms around me in a slightly sweaty hug. “KK, love you.”

Once she releases me from her embrace, I wave a quick goodbye and then begin weaving my way through the sea of dancing people. It is still totally packed in here, so by the time I finally make it to the second-floor landing, I practically sigh with relief from making it out without getting an elbow to the ribs.

I grip the railing of the spiral staircase and carefully make my way down. The glass walls are windows to the bustling night, a large crowd of people still lined up outside the venue, all hoping to get in and have a taste of the luxury.

The bouncer opens a second door for me to exit through, and I give him a smile as I step onto the breezy sidewalk. The temperature is a stark difference from the stuffiness inside the social club.

I wrap one arm around myself while I start to text Cullen back, realizing he never gave me the license plate I’m supposed to look for.

“Need a ride home, miss?”

I almost jump out of my skin as the deep voice rumbles close to my ear. I whip my head to the side, only to be met with a barrage of confusing emotions.

“Cullen?”

He smiles down at me, dressed totally differently than any other time I’ve seen him. He sports a black hoodie and dark blue jeans, nothing like the usual walking suit advertisement he typically is. But even in his casual clothes, he looks absolutely delicious.

I’m pretty sure he could wear a garbage bag and look hot.

I instinctively reach out to hug him, and he opens his arms for me. I snuggle against the soft fabric of his hoodie, my entire body getting all fuzzy from being wrapped up in him.

“What’re you doing here?” I mumble, cheek against his chest.

“My hotel is around the corner. I couldn’t resist seeing you when you were this close.”

“Weren’t we going to grab breakfast in the morning?”

“I had a feeling I’d have better luck seeing you now than getting you out of bed at eight.”

“Eight?!” I pull my head back and tilt it up at him. “I didn’t realize you meant that early.”

“Yeah, my flight’s at twelve.”

“You were barely even here for twenty-four hours.”

“I know.”

I squeeze him tighter, mourning the time that had been taken from us.

I don’t want to go home anymore. I want to spend what little time I can with him. Except it is almost two in the morning. What could I possibly do about that?

“What’s got you sighing, angel?”

I hadn’t even realized I’d done that.

“Nothing, it’s just…I don’t know.”

He pulls back, those hazel eyes boring into me with such tenderness. “Come on, tell me. What can I do to fix that frown?”

“I was just thinking that I wish I didn’t have to go home. I want to spend more time with you.” I nervously tuck a strand of hair behind my ear, a need to fidget rising as I try to tamp down the anxiousness I feel at speaking my truth. I hate seeming needy, but I trust Cullen not to judge that side of me.

“Hm,” he hums. “How do you feel about pizza?”


CHAPTER TEN



CULLEN

Now this is what I missed about the city. 

Even though it is a little past 2:00 a.m., this corner street pizza place is still up and running. The smell of melted cheese and baked dough mixes with a slight garlicky undertone. There are two guys working, but they pay us little attention. The sounds of a Formula 1 race rumble from the TV mounted on the wall. This isn’t one of the bustling ninety-nine-cent slice places that are always overrun with people; it is hidden a little out of the way, a few streets down from my hotel.

I sip on my soda, merely enjoying the opportunity to trace the smooth lines of Verity’s face with my eyes as she sways side to side on the balls of her feet, anxiously waiting for our slices to come out of the oven.

I’d hesitated for a moment when she sent me her location, torn between wanting to see her and not wanting to impede on her space. I wasn’t sure if it would be weird for me to just show up or if it would turn her off.

It’s hard to resist Verity. She pulls me in like the moon does the tide.

“Here you go.” One of the employees slides two paper plates with steaming hot square pizza slices across the glass counter to us. His fingers have barely left the plates before Verity scoops them up.

“Thank you!” she chimes as she rushes back to the dinky metal two-top I parked myself at. She doesn’t even spare me a glance, just pushes the margherita slice vaguely in my direction before picking up her vodka sauce slice and taking a huge bite. “Oh my God, this is perfect. Just what I needed after all that tequila.”

I stifle a laugh at how cute she is.

“I’m glad you like it.”

“How’s yours? Can I try some? I feel like you can always tell if a pizza place is good by their margherita pizza. Kind of like how you can tell if a bakery is good based on their chocolate chip cookie. The staples are sort of the benchmark.”

A deep chuckle escapes me. I haven’t even taken a bite yet, but I nudge the plate over to her. “Go for it.”

She happily swaps her slice for mine, humming as she gives it a taste. I wasn’t even hungry to start with. I’d just wanted some sort of an excuse to keep spending time with her, and this was the only thing I could think of other than inviting her back to my hotel room–which my dick wasn’t opposed to, but went against the four-date rule Verity had.

“Which is better?” I ask her.

“The vodka. I like how it has the penne pasta on it. You want to try it?”

“Sure.” I tug her paper plate closer and pick up the slice, taking a bite.

“I said try it, not devour it. God, just how big are your bites?”

“Come on, it wasn’t that bad.”

She lets out a tsk and pulls her plate back to her edge of the table. “No more for you.”

It’s funny. The more I get to know her, the more her walls come down. She is often nervous and rambling, but as each day passes, she relaxes more around me. As we get to know each other further, I find out little things that just click with who I am.

She is someone who enjoys going out but doesn’t need to always be around people. She has an easygoing, sweet personality, but that doesn’t mean she can’t throw a punch when it comes down to it. She’s tossed out more than a handful of snarky comebacks that have impressed me.

I don’t want to compare her to my ex, but they are both ambitious and creative, placing a lot of value and pride in their careers. The difference is, whereas my ex had ended up narcissistic and vindictive, Verity has this breezy softness and selfless intention. She hasn’t let the city harden her shell and I find comfort in that. There’s a sense of safety I feel when I’m around her, like I don’t have to be on guard.

She nudges my ankle with her foot.

“How many more days until you move here?”

“Two weeks, give or take. Why? You miss me when I’m not here?”

My teasing words have the exact effect I expected. Her cheeks turn a rosy color, not dissimilar to her pizza, and she lets out a mock scoff.

“No. I was just wondering. No hidden meaning.”

“Too bad. I miss seeing you.”

“Really? Even though it’s only been a week?”

“A week, a day, a month. I feel the distance all the same.”

She smiles and plays with the ends of her ponytail. “I like it when you say stuff like that.”

“I have plenty more sappy truths where that came from.”

“Yeah?”

“And a couple dirty ones.”

She reaches across the table and lightly whacks my hand with the back of her fingers. “Way to ruin the moment.”

I give her an unabashed grin.

She pulls back and starts tearing off pieces of her pizza crust. “Tell me three things.”

“Open category?”

“Sure, why not.”

“Okay.” I lean back in the uncomfortable chair, resting my elbow on the top. “One, I hate black olives. Two, I broke my collarbone in eighth grade. Three–”

“Wait, how’d you break your collarbone?”

“Lacrosse.” And it hurt like a fucking bitch. The rehab time on a broken collarbone is no joke.

“I never pictured lacrosse as that violent a sport, but go on.”

“Don’t diss lacrosse.” I reach out and snag one of her mutilated pieces of pizza crust and pop it in my mouth. “And three, I stole a street sign in college and never got caught.”

“Wait. You mean, like, the green part?”

“No, the whole pole.”

She stops mutilating her pizza crust and blinks at me for a few seconds. “What? How? Why?”

“There was a street near campus called Cullen Drive, and a buddy of mine drove a pickup truck, and there was a lot of beer involved–on my part, not the guy driving the truck.”

“Oh my God, you are such a guy. Stealing a street sign because it has your name. Seriously.”

“What, are you saying if you saw a sign that was for Verity Place, you wouldn’t think about taking it?”

“I mean, I’d think about it. I wouldn’t do it though.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, I’m sure. I’ve never done anything illegal in my entire life.”

“Really?” I drawl. “Nothing illegal ever?”

“Nope.”

“Have you crossed the street when it says no walking?”

“Okay, I’ve never done anything legit illegal.”

I want to doubt her, but I can also see Verity as the kind of person who tries to live life by the book as much as possible. She isn’t the type of person who naturally likes to rock the boat; she prefers to just cruise and sail on by when possible.

“Fine, what are your three things?”

She reaches out and grabs my soda, taking a gulp as she thinks for a second. “One, I’ve dislocated my toe three times. Two, I once watered a cactus for a month before realizing it was fake. Three, I love black olives.”

“I would like to say the most concerning part of that is you not knowing the difference between a real and fake plant, but it’s actually your love of black olives.”

“First, the cactus thing was not my fault. Second, black olives are delicious and you’re delusional.”

“How was the cactus thing not your fault?”

She folds her arms over her chest. “Because my friend told me to look after her plants, so I assumed all her plants were alive.”

“I don’t know, Verity. Are you sure you have twenty-twenty vision?” I scoot my chair to the side so I’m closer to her and hold up two fingers. “How many fingers do you see?”

“Very funny.”

“Are you not answering because you’re unsure?”

She reaches out and grasps my fingers. “Two, you ass.”

I lean forward, closing the distance between us. “That was cheating.”

“Not cheating when I have perfect vision.”

“You sure?”

She presses in even more, leaving only a few inches between our faces. “Does it look like I’m lying?”

“I don’t know.” My voice turns low. “You might need to get a little closer.”

She’s still holding my hand, but her grip loosens as her gaze dips briefly to my lips. We hang suspended in that moment, neither of us moving forward or backward, just mingling in that space of maybe.

“Hey, we need to close up. It’s past three.”

I glare at the employee from the corner of my eye. Why does someone or something always have to interrupt us?

Verity pulls back and starts to collect her things.

“Sorry! We’ll get out of your hair.”

She tugs on my hand, and I let her drag me behind her and out of the store. The streets have started to quiet down, and the temperature has dropped another couple of degrees. She tilts her head slightly as she peers up at me through her long lashes.

“Thank you for another fun night.”

“Anytime.”

“Guess I should probably go find the subway, right?”

“Mm, very funny, sweetheart.” I use our joined hands to tug her toward me, spinning her so her back lands against my chest. I tuck her in close, shielding her from the chilly breeze as I dig out my phone and order her a car.

Every time one of our nights comes to an end, I wish there were some way I could bring her back with me. The feel of her against me is a comfort I don’t want to relinquish. Verity is a craving I can’t ignore. But, too soon, the car arrives and I know I have to let her go once again.

“Is that the car?” She points to the black vehicle slowing at the corner, with its hazards on.

“Yeah.”

“You going to let go of me?”

“Probably not.”

Her twinkling laugh only makes this harder, and I can’t resist dropping a kiss on the crown of her head.

She spins out of my arms, gracing me with one of her sweet smiles.

“Thank you, again. This was the perfect way to end my night.”

“I wouldn’t call it perfect yet.”

“Why’s that?”

“Because it didn’t end with a goodnight kiss,” I tease with a smirk.

“Nuh-uh, you know the rule.” She gives me a cheeky grin before she opens the door and hops into the car.

“Verity.”

She stops just shy of shutting the door, wedging it back open.

“Yeah?”

“One more date, then those lips are mine.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN



VERITY

“Verity, did you double-check that the florist is still set to arrive at eleven tomorrow?”

“Yes.”

Even though it’s not my job, but Celine won’t hire any assistants except her own.

“Okay, good. Good.”

Jenna paces back and forth, nibbling on the corner of her thumb. I’m surprised she hasn’t turned the thing into a stump at this point.

The Kelton event is tomorrow night, and we’ve gotten no sleep all week. I’ve probably been home a grand total of twenty hours, all of which I’ve spent passed out in bed. It’s times like these that I miss being an hourly employee because the work I’m putting in and the pay I’m getting out do not add up.

“And all the goodie bags are packed?”

“Yup.”

“With the gold ribbon, not the one that came out a little bronze?”

“The gold one.”

“Perfect.” She twirls around and gives me a small smile. “I think it’s looking good.”

We’ve only set up the bare bones today, but it is coming along nicely. Seeing our logo gleaming in gold metal on the black stone does make me feel good about myself even though I’d looked at forty thousand fonts before saying screw it and just creating my own custom one for Mr. Kelton—which, I admit, ended up being the best.

This project has been a pain, but seeing it all starting to come together is melting my icy annoyance. I’m proud of what we have created, and I know it’s worth all the overtime I racked up perfecting every design element and making sure the files were correct for the production team.

Tomorrow, we’ll have to come in at the crack of dawn and continue overseeing the rest of the setup. Well, technically, I don’t have to be here first thing, but Anne volunteered to help out, which means I have to. Typical corporate politics. I’ve put way too many hours into this project just for her to swoop in at the end and act like she’s been toiling away. Sure, she’d had a part in the branding, but I’ve been Jenna’s right-hand woman, and I’ll make sure Celine knows that. I won’t let myself get knocked to the side like always.

My phone buzzes and I pull it out to check the notification.

CULLEN: Hey angel

A smile breaks out across my cheeks.

ME: Hey!!

CULLEN: Are you still working?

ME: Wrapping up right now

CULLEN: Want to grab a bite?

ME: Ur in town??? I thought u didn’t get in till Mon?

CULLEN: Surprise ;)

ME: 100% yes

CULLEN: Perfect. Meet me at the Scarmont Rooftop when youre done

ME: Ok <3

“Verity.”

“Huh?” I blink up to see Jenna staring at me.

“I was saying you could head home.” She tilts her head. “Although, looks like you might have other plans based on that smile. Boyfriend?”

“What? No. I—well, kind of.”

Cullen isn’t my boyfriend by any official means, but we are technically dating. We’ve been texting practically every single day, even video chatting sometimes—thanks to my own personal blunder after happy hour margaritas with Imani. Our impromptu pizza date the other week tipped my heart over the edge. I can’t deny that the crush I have on him is morphing out of my control. Things are moving along really well, and he is actually taking the time to get to know me, even with all the distance between us. I haven’t felt this special in a long time, and it makes me want to keep him close.

“Good. Our work tries to take too much away from us. You’re still young; enjoy what the city has to offer.” She gathers up her handbag and gives me a soft smile.

I’ve never really gotten that personal with Jenna before. We tend to keep work stuff at work and personal stuff personal. While I could tell you her exact coffee order and that she’s allergic to pine nuts, I barely even know that she’s married, aside from the fact she went on her honeymoon while I was interning.

“Thanks, Jenna. I’ll see you in the morning.”

I quickly gather up my work tote, shoving all my stuff inside, before making a jog for the elevator. I pull up the map on my phone and do some math to figure out the best train to take to get to the Scarmont.

My skin buzzes with excitement and I can’t stop grinning—not even when I get on the subway and see a questionable puddle of liquid in the corner. By the time I get to the Scarmont, my cheeks hurt, but I don’t care.

It’s only been a week since I last saw him, and I’ve been counting down the days until he was due to fly back. I can’t wait until he officially moves here and we can spend even more time together.

I might be getting ahead of myself again with that train of thought, but at this point, I don’t really care. We’ve been on three amazing dates so far, each one better than the last. The more time I spend with him, the more I realize we are two puzzle pieces that slot perfectly against one another.

It isn’t just that we share a lot of the same life values, or that he also appreciates Dijon mustard on his fries, or even that he agrees that pickleball is a weird sport. It is the little things, like how he sends me videos of coffee shops in the city we should check out and texts me pictures of the sunset from his balcony in Miami saying that he wishes I were there. Cullen puts in the effort to make sure that I feel special, that I feel wanted in a way that doesn’t make me feel like a burden. He goes out of his way to spend time with me even though I know he has a busy schedule.

For the first time ever, I can honestly say that I am dating a guy whom I could maybe see long term plans with.

Which might be a totally nuts thought because we aren’t even official yet, but I have a gut feeling. My parents always say that once they met each other, they just knew. I am getting the same vibes when I am around Cullen.

I enter the lobby of the boutique hotel, a rich bergamot scent hitting me square in the face, and pause for a second. The luxe air settles on my shoulders, and I’m taken aback by the contrast between the sensual vibe in here and the bustle outside. Two women in stunning little black dresses step around me in their towering stilettos, making their way to the elevator bank. I realize a small issue.

Big issue, actually.

“Shit.”

I shuffle to the side and study my reflection in the square mirror on the lobby wall. My hair is limp and oily after running a stressful hand through it a million times this past week. I was planning on washing it tomorrow before the event and hadn’t banked on going out tonight. My forehead is shiny as hell, and I have minimal makeup on because it’s not like I have to make an effort at work. Which is why my clothes are just simple black chiffon trousers held up with a thin red belt, a classic white tee tucked in, and sneakers. I’m wearing sneakers to the Scarmont Rooftop.

Oh my God, will they even let me up there in sneakers? I have no clue if they have a dress code.

I let out a groan as I tug my hair into a high ponytail, hoping it will conceal the worst of the damage, and then dig around my tote for a lip gloss that’s somewhere in its depths. The very same tote that I’ve had since college and is fraying at the seams. Every day is a guess about whether or not the strap will survive or snap. I need to replace it, but I just haven’t seen the need to budget for it when it still works. It’s yet another thing about me that doesn’t fit in with my surroundings.

I give my reflection one last look and just pray to the heavens that Cullen thinks I’m halfway decent.

The security guard manning the far elevator, sectioned off with a velvet rope, gives me an up-and-down look, which really doesn’t help with my self-esteem.

“Hi, I’m headed to the rooftop.”

“ID.”

“Right, right.”

I pull my wallet from my bag and hand him my license, which he checks briefly before handing it back. He doesn’t say anything else until the elevator opens and he removes the velvet rope for me to enter.

“Enjoy your night.”

“Thank you.”

My nerves start to needle under my skin as I make my ascent, and when the elevator opens to the top floor, I start to feel really out of place. The gorgeous girl manning the door gives me the same look as the security guard, her gaze sticking briefly on my sneakers before she plasters a thin smile on her face.

“Hi, do you have a reservation?”

“No, I’m meeting someone. They’re already here.”

“Mm. Okay.”  She doesn’t look like she believes me. “Who?”

Yup. Knew it.

“Cullen.”

“Last name?”

Shit.

“I don’t know.”

“You don’t—”

“Hey, is everything okay?” A deep voice cuts in, and my stomach does a flip, recognizing it.

Cullen stands in the doorway looking effortlessly sexy in a navy shirt and dark pants. The woman startles at his presence, but he just gives me one of his signature smiles before swooping down to plant a kiss on my cheek.

“I’m glad you could make it.”

“Me too.”

He snakes an arm around my waist and rests his hand on my hip, tugging me closer. “Come on.”

He pays the woman no attention, stealing me away and leading me through the doorway.

Two-thirds of the rooftop is enclosed but features tall floor-to-ceiling windows that overlook the city. The room is lit with ambient lighting from black wrought iron chandeliers that dress the dark décor with an amber glow and a musky patchouli scent is pumped into the air. Soft chatter comes from the packed tables, and I struggle to see a spare seat.

A large door leads to the actual rooftop, where I can spot a large number of people milling about, drinking cocktails and taking obligatory photos with the skyline behind them. A dull thumping noise hints of a DJ somewhere in the mix.

Cullen leads us to a two-top tucked away on the far side, flush with the windows. The stunning view of the city below us makes the experience feel even more lush.

He pulls out my chair, and I smile at the simple gesture. “Thanks.”

“You look gorgeous.” He takes his seat opposite me.

“Really? In my work clothes?” I give him a sarcastic brow raise.

“Especially in your work clothes.”

“Wow, I didn’t realize office attire was such a turn on.”

“Oh, yeah. Haven’t you heard? Professionalism is every man’s secret kink.”

I let out a snort at his ridiculousness, but he keeps a straight face.

“I’m serious, Verity. Those pants with that top, instant hard-on.”

It’s at that exact moment our server walks over, and I have no doubt he overheard us with the way he gives Cullen a questioning stare before not so subtly analyzing my outfit. Lovely.

“I’m Peter and I’ll be your server tonight. Have you had a chance to look at the menu, ma’am?”

“Oh, sorry, no.” I quickly pick up the menu and begin scanning it.

“No worries. Take your time. Can I get you something to drink?”

“Just water, please.”

He nods and then turns to Cullen. “Would you like another Negroni, sir?”

“I’m good, thanks.”

“All right, I’ll be back.”

My eyes widen as I take in the obscene prices of the food. My God. I knew the Scarmont Rooftop was fancy, but I didn’t realize it was this fancy. I sneak a peek at Cullen over the menu.

He must make good commissions—or at least that’s how the people in those reality shows make all their money, selling expensive homes to rich people and getting a cut of the cost. Hannah and I love watching those while wearing sheet masks and eating pizza from the place next door.

“Anything catch your eye?” Cullen’s gaze connects with mine, turning my subtle peek into a full-blown ogle.

“The lobster roll sounds good.”

“Oh, that’s delicious.”

“Have you eaten here before?”

“Yeah, I do lot of business meetings here.” He nods to the outdoor area. “I was here earlier for some drinks with a client, actually.”

“I was wondering how you managed to snag us a table on a Friday.”

I’ve never tried to get a reservation here before, but most places in the city require a reservation, especially Thursday through Sunday, so there is no way the Scarmont would be an exception. I would even bet it is one of those places that only opens reservations two weeks out right at midnight and books up within the first ten minutes.

I am feeling a little out of my element. I’d gathered during our conversations that Cullen makes decent money—the man has an apartment with a balcony right above Surfside Beach, for God’s sake—but as each day passes, I’ve started to wonder if maybe there is more than what he is letting on. I’m not used to this level of glamour and spend, and I’m a little worried that I will somehow mess it up.

“Are you good?”

Cullen reaches across the table to squeeze my hand, making me realize that I’ve just been staring at him in silence.

“Totally fine.”

The server comes back and saves me from potentially spiraling. We place our orders, with Cullen adding on some fancy, artisanal prosciutto plate for us to share as a starter. I shake off my worries and try to stay in the moment.

“Is that why you’re back in town? You had a meeting?”

“No, my big meeting is still on Monday. I flew in early because one of my buddies was in Miami and he had a spare seat on his jet.”

“Your friend has his own jet?”

Yup. I am totally out of my element.

“Yeah.”

“It’s not his family’s or something?”

“Nope, it’s his.”

“What on earth does your friend do?” I clamp my mouth shut as soon as the words leave my lips. “Sorry, that might be a bit personal.”

“Stop, you’re fine. He owns resorts.”

“Seriously? Wow, that’s impressive.”

“I mean, he’s not that impressive. He’s an asshole.”

The corner of my lip twitches up. “Are you jealous?”

“I’m not jealous about you mooning over my friend.”

I stifle a laugh. “I wouldn’t call it mooning. I was simply asking.”

“You got this whole sparkle in your eye.”

“That’s just the reflection from the city lights, Mr. Jealous.”

“I’m not jealous.”

“Sure, sure.” I try to hide my smile by taking a sip of water.

“Seriously. I’m just trying to tell you that, while Rafe might bleed money, he’s also a complete workaholic recluse. While I, on the other hand, have devilish good looks and the charming personality to match.”

I choke on the water, a laugh escaping me.

His reaction right now is priceless. It sounds silly, but seeing him get all worked up over it makes me happy, makes me feel important. He cares enough about me that something as small as this bothers him.

The server drops the prosciutto plate down, and Cullen gives him a grunted “thanks” before stabbing a slice of meat with his fork.

His jealousy makes him look more boyish and softens his usual polished exterior.

“You have nothing to be worried about; it’s you I’m on a date with,” I reassure him. “Not your friend whom I’ve never even met.”

“A fourth date. Don’t think I’ve forgotten our little deal.”

I shrug nonchalantly. “I have no clue what you’re talking about.”

“Really?”

“Really.” I try to hide my smile by shoving a slice of prosciutto in my mouth and staring out the window.

Cullen nudges my foot with his own before grazing his ankle up my calf. The contact is distracting, threatening to break my already fragile resolve.

“You’ll be mine by the end of the night, Verity. You’ll find I can be very convincing.”


CHAPTER TWELVE



VERITY

Iam already convinced. I’ve been convinced for the last two weeks. I am just delaying the inevitable.

Pushing Cullen away has been a form of torture upon myself. I am a leopard that can’t change its spots. Even though I’d told myself I needed the distance from him so I wouldn’t get invested too fast, my heart didn’t listen to my brain.

I want him. I’m not interested in meeting anyone else.

“I’m so sorry to interrupt.”

The British accent cuts into our moment, and I turn to look at the owner of the voice. A stunning specimen of a man grins as his mischievous stare bounces between Cullen and me.

“I just saw Cullen and wanted to extend my greetings.” He extends his hand toward me, an expensive watch shining on his wrist. “I’m Jace.”

“Verity.”

I place my hand in his to give it a shake but am shocked when he leans down to place a kiss on my knuckles. Jace’s gaze cuts to Cullen, a smirk on his lips as he pulls back and relinquishes my hand.

I clutch it close to my chest, trying to get a read on the situation.

“All right, you’ve greeted us. Get a move on.” Cullen glares at Jace, and I question how well they know each other.

“Fine, fine. I hope to see you again, darling.” Jace gives me a wink, his accent teasing around his words. “See you tomorrow, Cullen.” He gives a rap on the table before heading to the exterior doors and disappearing into the outdoor area, which has only gotten busier and louder.

“Friend of yours?”

“Business acquaintance. Remember the guy I said was from the UK and kept calling me at four in the morning? That’s him.”

“I thought you said that was your friend?”

“Friend was a loose term.” Cullen leans back in his chair, but tension still pulls at his shoulders.

“I think the green in your eyes is showing again.”

“Don’t let Jace fool you. He’s a shark under that playboy exterior.”

“Okay, sure.” I stifle a laugh, not wanting to rile him up again. “Is there anyone in the city you don’t know?”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, at first it was the secret speakeasy your friend owns and then the viral donut shop your sister owns. Now, you have your friend with a private jet who owns resorts, plus a mysterious British man.”

“I see your point, but it’s nothing that fancy.”

“That’s the sort of thing fancy people say.”

He chuckles, the low rumble causing my core to swirl. “I grew up here and went to college upstate.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. People rarely leave the city, so the ones you meet tend to stick around. Tack on working in real estate, and you never really stop meeting new people. Everyone knows someone, and networking is key for my career.”

“That makes sense.”

“What about you? Where did you grow up?”

“Just this small town in Montana. We have a population of barely three hundred people.”

“Sounds cute.”

“Yeah, that’s one way to look at it. I always wanted to live in the city, though.”

I love my roots and my family, but my hometown really is tiny. There were no opportunities there unless you wanted to work in ranch life, and I’d always wanted more than that. I’d wanted to be the girl in the big city, making waves and chasing her dreams. The one who comes home one Christmas in her fancy car and tells her parents she is able to help them pay off their mortgage. I want to be seen as the girl who made it.

“Does the city live up to your expectations?”

“One hundred percent. It might eat up my paycheck every month, but it’s worth it. There’s just something different about living here. It’s like the world is always moving.”

“I get that. What’s your favorite thing to do?”

“Oh, God. I mean, it’s going to sound pretty basic, but Hannah and I love trying new bakeries and bagel shops. It feels like there are new ones popping up every week. Otherwise, my life is kinda boring.”

“I doubt that.”

“Really, I’m not that riveting. I work, sleep, eat, and watch reality TV—nothing special.”

“Nope. Come on, tell me about a time you did something exciting. I refuse to believe you don’t have some crazy story tucked away in your past.”

I guess I do have a couple from college. Most of them involve Hannah because that girl is always the leader of the spontaneity train.

“Well, there was this one time sophomore year that Hannah and I got drunk after finals and decided it would be a fantastic idea to climb the statue in the fountain outside the university library.”

“What kind of statue?”

“Some dude riding a horse.”

“Always is.”

“It didn’t exactly go according to plan. It was super wet, which made the statue all slippery. I managed to get up on the horse and Hannah was right behind me, but then we saw a flashlight in the distance and I freaked out. We both fell into the water and Hannah dislocated her thumb.”

“Seriously?”

“Yup. And she refused to go to the hospital, so we went to the frat house this pre-med student guy she was kinda seeing lived at, and she had him set it.”

“Why would a college pre-med student be qualified to do that?”

“Oh, he absolutely wasn’t. He pulled up a video tutorial and everything. It was a total mess.”

Our server returns with our main courses, and Cullen and I continue to swap stories as we dig in. It’s easy talking with him. He gets me to let down my guard with the way he hangs on to my every word. He treats me like there’s nothing else in the world going on around us, and I feel special having his undivided attention.

“Could we get the check?” Cullen asks as our server comes back to clear our plates.

“Your bill has already been settled.”

“What do you mean?”

“That man paid.”

The server nods over to the bar, where Jace is leaning on the dark counter, chatting up a pretty redhead.

“That little—” Cullen grits his teeth, cutting off the rest of his complaint.

“I hope you have a nice rest of your evening.”

The server has no care for Cullen’s annoyance, and I let out a soft laugh.

“Always a show-off.” He shoots daggers at the Brit.

“It was a nice gesture.” I reach forward and link his hand with mine, looping our fingers together.

“Gesture, my ass. He wants something.”

I squeeze his hand, and he gives me an apologetic smile, squeezing back.

“Sorry.”

“I don’t mind. I like seeing these different sides of you.”

His gaze darkens at my words, and his thumb rubs in a crescent moon motion along my skin. It causes my breath to stutter in my chest, and it starts to feel a smidge too warm.

I pull my hand back using it to fan myself. A nervous giggle is all I can get out, and that just causes my cheeks to flush even more.

“You want to head out onto the rooftop and get some fresh air?”

“Yeah, sure.”

I’ll take anything.

He rests his hand on the small of my back as we head out onto the rooftop. The balmy night air swirls around us as the noises of the city filter in under the DJ’s music. Cullen keeps me close as we snake around the many bodies packing the space until he finds a small pocket by the glass railing to sneak us into.

I rest my hip against the glass, turning my head to the side to stare out at the sparkling skyline. The entire city is illuminated, whether from billboards, streetlights, or the sparse apartment lights. Cars continue to chug down the busy roads, and groups upon groups of people litter the sidewalks.

“I’ll never get tired of this view.”

Cullen leans down, his lips ghosting over the shell of my ear. “I could say the same thing.”

I freeze, my gaze locking on a random signpost as he trails a finger from my shoulder blade, down my back, and ends on the soft skin around my hip. He squeezes the flesh there, teasing my name to get me to look at him.

“Verity.”

My chest feels like a million bees are buzzing within it, the hum drowning out all sound in my ears.

I’m unable to resist the pull. I turn my head back to face him, feeling his nose graze along my cheekbone until we come tip to tip. His proximity is overwhelming, making me feel drunk even though I haven’t had a drop of liquor.

“Let me ask you again. Do you kiss on the fourth date?”

His breath skates over my lips, as if we are about to exchange souls.

“No.” There’s a challenge in my eyes and a smirk on my lips.

“Really?”

His gaze narrows as he presses even closer, leaving millimeters between our mouths so that it practically feels as though we are touching.

“Are you sure?”

As he forms the letters, that distance disappears. He speaks the words directly onto my lips, and my knees just about give out from under me.

I grip the railing with my hand, but I’m a complete mess. My pussy is pulsing, and we haven’t even done anything yet. The thread I’ve been holding onto snaps.

“No.” This time, I’m the one dancing my mouth across his. “I’m not sure.”

“Good.”

His lips swoop in, and I gasp against him as we finally kiss.

There’s nothing sweet about this. It’s raw and carnal. It’s our desires ripping out of us and merging. The pressure that’s been building bursts, and I taste it on his tongue.

The world empties of anything but him, and I distantly realize my hands have looped around his neck. We can’t seem to get enough of each other. His hand tightens on my waist as the other grips the back of my neck, tugging me into him.

He bites on my bottom lip, bringing a spark to my core. I almost whine at how good it feels to finally give in, to finally lose myself to him and this moment.

There’s no space left between us. We become a blur of want, feeding on nothing but our thirst for one another.

I can feel him getting hard, and it takes everything in me to not throw caution to the wind and give myself completely to him.

We finally break for air, chests heaving erratically.

I’m completely under his spell as he runs a thumb over my puffy lips.

“I said that you’d be mine, Verity, and I always keep my promises.”


CHAPTER THIRTEEN



CULLEN

“I’m not going.”

“If you’re not going, why are you bothering me with your presence?” Rafe glances at me through his reflection in the mirror before slipping on his cufflinks.

“Because I like to bother you.”

“Isn’t this the exact same thing you were bitching about Kelton doing?”

“No. I was bitching about Jace because he interrupted my date.” I make an exaggerated effort of looking around his brownstone. “I don’t see a woman anywhere here. Therefore, different scenarios.”

“I regret letting you on my jet.”

“No, you don’t, because then you would’ve had to go to this event alone.”

“So, you are going.”

“Yes, but only because you’ll owe me.”

“You act like a five-year-old.”

“And you act like a grumpy old man.”

Rafe’s right eye twitches. “I fucking hate socializing.”

“I know.”

Despite all his complaining, I am one of the few people Rafe Richmond tolerates, outside of his family. I’ve known him for almost twenty years and am able to put up with his constant grumbling and snide remarks. Rafe inherited Richmond Resorts from his father, becoming the youngest CEO the company has ever had, but he would rather drown himself in a vat of hot oil than deal with people.

Tonight’s event is one of the few exceptions.

While I’m dragging my ass to Jace’s launch event because I sold him the land for the new hotel, Rafe is attending as a rival. As fellow hoteliers, they run in the same circles and have a very competitive relationship. I’ve met Jace a handful of times outside of our business deals, but it always feels like he is putting on a show.

My phone buzzes and I pull it out to see a text from Verity.

VERITY: So far so good!!

There’s a selfie below the text of her smiling and giving a thumbs up. She looks stunning in a rich blue dress that makes her tits look out of this world. I’d rather be going wherever she is tonight.

She explained to me briefly that she had a work function her team had done the branding for and that she was nervous because her CEO would be in attendance.

ME: Youre going to crush it — and not just because you look so fucking sexy

VERITY: stoppp youre making me blush

ME: I’m serious

ME: I wish we were back on that rooftop, with my hands all over you

A text bubble appears and disappears a few times before her reply finally comes through.

VERITY: me too <3

“I forgot how insufferable you look when you’re dating.”

I glance up from my phone, catching my smile in the mirror.

“Jealous?”

“No.” His upper lip curls. “Come on, let’s get this over with.”

I follow him out of the brownstone and into the car waiting for us on the street.

Rafe has never been big on the dating scene. Anything that takes away from his precious alone time or disturbs his work is seen as a red flag. I think his longest relationship was one month during our freshman year of high school, and that was because he didn’t even realize he’d agreed to date the girl.

With the way he avoids relationships, you’d think he is the one with the jaded past, not me.

When we arrive at the Kelton, there are already hordes of people milling about out front. We are an hour later than the event’s official start time because Rafe refused to be one of the first people here.

A stunning woman exits the car in front of us, and the cameras immediately start flashing as she’s quickly surrounded. It doesn’t seem to bother her much as she smiles and poses for them briefly.

“Get out while they’re distracted by the actress.”

I don’t recognize the woman myself, but Rafe doesn’t give me much time to process as he exits the car and stalks for the entrance. I beeline after him, noting that not one of the paparazzi takes notice of us.

He slows down once he’s inside, taking his time to observe the lobby. He snaps a few photos and jots down some notes on his phone. I try to imagine what he sees, if there’s some checklist in his mind he is going through as he analyzes every square inch.

Kelton Hotels have always had an element of grandeur to them—that’s what has made them stand out. The lobby of their newest addition is no different, boasting a giant, fifteen-foot metal sculpture of a pigeon. Intricately carved metal leaves are individually hung from the ceiling on invisible wires at differing lengths above it.

I never said their idea of grandeur made sense.

I heard their hotel in Colorado has a giant polar bear statue in the lobby.

Once Rafe is satisfied with his assessment, we make our way to the elevators and show our invitations to a security guard, who swipes a golden key card that grants us access to the fifty-ninth floor.

When the doors finally open to the Kelton Honors Lounge, a slight groan comes from my friend. I can feel the reluctance pouring off him in waves as we stare out at the bustling party before us. Directly before us is a large blue and gold step-and-repeat where a professional photographer is taking photos of everyone as they arrive.

The moment Rafe’s designer shoes cross the threshold, his entire demeanor shifts. Cool ice settles over him as he sports a perfectly crafted look of unimpressed boredom.

He attempts to bypass the photo op completely, but I grab his elbow and force him to pause for a picture—his PR team will thank me later. I pluck two champagne flutes from one of the waitresses floating around and hand one to him as we enter the large room. There are three smaller rooms off to the side—one that houses games like billiards and darts, one styled after a sports pub, with large televisions, and one that is a library doubling as an open workspace—in addition to a wraparound balcony that can be accessed from this main area.

The branding of the club centers on royal blues and rich golds mixed with a creamy white marble. It meshes with Kelton Hotels’ overall sophisticated vibe but puts a modern, bougie spin on the otherwise classic English chain that normally holds regal elegance.

Modern is Rafe’s style, and I know this concept has to be poking some holes in his skin.

“This turned out pretty well.”

“It’s basically a rip-off of Barlow House.”

“That’s a lie.” Jace appears out of thin air, sipping on a glass of scotch.

“You created a member’s only hotel,” Rafe challenges.

“No. I created a member’s only floor as part of my very public hotel. Everyone can still stay at the Kelton, but the elite and those dedicated to our brand will be rewarded for their loyalty.” He tilts his head. “You’re just mad you didn’t think of it first.”

“You haven’t even officially launched it yet. You have no proof of concept.”

“The twelve thousand members who have already paid the premium would argue otherwise.”

“Twelve K? Good to know.”

Rafe smirks, and Jace frowns, realizing he just let loose a valuable piece of information. Rafe might not play well with others, but he sure knows how to play them.

“Cullen, I’m glad you could make it.” Jace switches his attention and claps me on the shoulder. “Did you have a good date last night?”

“I did.”

I’m still suspicious of him. I haven’t been able to figure out whether he paid for our meal just because that’s the sort of person he is or if he wants something. Jace is a strategic businessman, but outside the boardroom, he is beloved by the public.

“I saw that bird of yours around here somewhere.”

“What?”

“Your girlfriend or whatever she is. Verity.”

“Verity’s here?”

“Yes.” Jace looks at me like I’ve grown three heads. “You good, mate?”

That doesn’t make any sense. She is supposed to be at a branding event. Why would she be here?

“Where did you see her?”

Jace floats his hand around the room. “Somewhere.”

“Really helpful.”

“There’s over five hundred people here. I can’t keep track of every Tom, Dick, and Harry. I think I saw her by the billiard room,” he smirks before adding on, “maybe.”

I down the rest of my champagne and hand the empty flute to Rafe before going in search of Verity. He will be pissed at me later for not acting as his buffer, but I can handle that.

Trying to locate my girlfriend in this sea of people is another issue. The billiard room is a bust, and I try the other two rooms before resigning myself to going back to the main area.

Maybe Jace was fucking with me, or maybe he got the wrong girl.

A flash of blue and blonde appears in the corner of my eye, and my hand reaches out before I can stop it. The second my fingers wrap around the woman’s forearm, I know it’s wrong.

“Well, well, well. If it isn’t Cullen Ross.” Bridget Vaughn, the city’s most notorious socialite, grins back at me.

“Bridget.”

“Chloe said you were moving back.” She gives my pec a playful tap. “The city’s missed you.”

I give her a noncommittal hum as I continue to scan the room for my girl. Some people might consider it rude, but I’ve known Bridget for almost my entire life; she is practically a second sister.

She smooths down my shirt collar. “I’m surprised you’re here, though.”

“I came with Rafe.”

“Did you now?” Bridget sways to the side, making a quick search over my shoulder. “I’m shocked you were able to get him out of the house. I thought he was withering to death.”

“He’s not a hermit, B. He travels all the time.”

“Yeah, well, his social manners—” Bridget gasps, eyes blowing wide at something behind me.

“What?”

I crane my neck to peer over my shoulder in the direction she’s staring.

Her dainty hands latch onto either side of my face and drag me down, centering my focus back on her.

But it’s too late.

Because in those three seconds, I saw the face of a woman I haven’t seen in ten years.

The face of a woman who loathes me.

The face of my ex-wife.
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VERITY

I’ve almost thrown up five times, but it seems like everything is going perfectly.

I collapse onto the leather armchair in the corner of the billiard room with a groan.

I should probably be shmoozing right now, but after getting three hours of sleep and working over twelve hours today, I’m a little beat. I spent the first two hours of the event making small talk, and while I know Anne is still out there buttering up every potential future client possible, I just don’t have it in me right now. I need a breather.

Each of the billiard tables are occupied by people competing against each other, and there are two men stationed by the dart board, taunting each other as they make their throws. Mixing free alcohol with sharp objects doesn’t seem like the smartest idea to me—but it isn’t my event, if someone loses an eye.

My phone buzzes, and I pull it out of my clutch.

JENNA: I need more business cards

ME: where are u

JENNA: balcony

I let a deep sigh out through my nose and then force my body to stand. The sides of my feet pinch from the tightness of my new heels, but I push the pain away.

So much for a break.

The second I open the door back into the main foyer, I’m assaulted by the loud chatter of people and clinking of glassware over the music. It feels like more and more people keep showing up. Which is entirely possible.

I’ve never seen so many rich and famous people gathered in one place before. From models to airline CEOs to NBA players to socialites, everyone who is anyone is here. I thought Cullen knew a lot of people, but Jace Kelton is clearly a king in the social scene.

“There you are.”

Speak of the devil.

“Mr. Kelton, is everything going well?”

“I told you, it’s Jace. We’re friends, remember?”

He gives me a charming smile, and I’m reminded of the absolute embarrassment I put myself through this morning when I’d shown up and realized that the suave man I met last night is the perfectionistic asshat I’ve been dealing with for the last twelve weeks.

Jenna introduced Anne and me to Mr. Kelton, and I’d just stared at him, gaping like a damn fish. Never in my life have I met a man who splits business and pleasure so perfectly down the middle that he has two different personalities.

“Right, Jace. I’m so sorry, but if you’ll excuse me, I have to run something to my boss.”

“No worries. Carry on.”

There’s a glint in his eye as he steps to the side, and I give him a pleasant smile and dip of my head before taking off. I snake my way through the crowd, making sure to greet people but also stay on track. I’m about halfway across the room by the time I’m able to spot Jenna through the glass windows.

A shock of brown hair cuts across my vision, causing me to halt in my tracks. I whip my head to the side, searching for it.

Cullen?

A man who looks eerily similar to him from the back is being dragged away by a pretty blonde. Alarm bells ring in my mind, signaling my stomach to twist and call back my earlier nausea. I take a step in their direction when a hand clasps around my wrist.

“Jenna’s looking for you.”

Anne pulls me away, dragging me with her until we get onto the balcony. I lose sight of the couple, but that feeling of unease doesn’t melt away.

“Found her.”

Anne all but shoves me before Jenna and gestures like I’m some prized animal she just hunted and has dropped before her owner for approval.

I quickly dig around my purse and pull out the extra business cards for Jenna. She takes them with a slight look of annoyance, and I kick myself for slacking off for even a second. The event may be chugging along smoothly, but that doesn’t mean an incident won’t happen. Jenna will be on edge until the event ends and Celine praises her for a job well done.

Still, I can’t quite get rid of this niggling in the back of my brain. I need an excuse to get back inside and find out whether my eyes had been playing tricks on me. I obviously know Jace and Cullen are friends; that means it isn’t completely unfounded that he would be here.

“See those men over there?”

Jenna darts her eyes to the left as she tucks the business cards into her purse. I follow her line of sight to two men speaking with Davina. The one on the left is taller, broader, and manlier, while the other looks like he was plucked from a Big Five frat house.

“Emmett Rockwell on the left. Frankie Jones on the right.”

The name clicks in my head. “As in the Frankie Jones who’s dating Bridget Vaughn?”

“Engaged, actually.” Anne corrects with a smug look.

“Correct, and according to Anne, he is looking to launch his own merch line now that he’s about to marry the city’s favorite socialite.”

“Hot mess is more like it,” Anne mutters under her breath.

She isn’t wrong. Bridget Vaughn is your classic case of a born and bred rich city kid. Her grandfather founded some massive company and her mother was a reality TV star. Bridget was sneaking in and getting drunk in New York nightclubs when she was only fourteen and attending parties with people way above her age, and the tabloids ate that up. Her family sent her away to boarding school for a few years, but her reputation remains cemented in stone.

“We have the opportunity to design his brand, give Frankie a full social media package and everything. It could even lead us on a direct path to the Vaughns if we get it right.”

It isn’t the sort of project I want. Sure, the media loves to tear Bridget down, but it doesn’t paint Frankie in the prettiest picture either. There are always rumors about him getting high and slipping into back rooms with other women. Is that really the type of client we want to represent?

Not only that, but this is a client Anne found. If Celine goes for it, that would be another tally on her board and not mine. The client I’d lined up had fizzled into bubbles since I was unable to meet their ten-day deadline, and now I have nothing to show.

Dammit. I need to take this event more seriously. I need to find something better than Frankie Jones.

“Davina’s been sweetening him up, but I need you to find Celine and bring her over. I think we could close this before the conversation’s even started.” Jenna nudges my foot. “Verity.”

“Yes, I’ll go find her.”

Because what the hell else am I supposed to do when my team leader makes an ask?

I slip back inside and start scanning the room for our CEO. I’m not tall enough to peer over the crowd like some of the modelesque women in the room, so I continue to circle until I get to a raised seating area with a few chess tables.

My eyes bounce over the milling people. I clock Jace flirting it up with a group of women by the projector room. There’s a stoic man stationed right by the entrance, watching the crowd with a bothered expression. A few people try to approach him but are quickly turned away. I spot that head of brown hair again, and that niggling feeling in the back of my brain returns.

My feet start carrying me in his direction on instinct. The main floor is densely packed, and I get pushed back a few times by people who have had a little too much to drink this far into the night. I keep my eyes trained on the man, determined not to lose him. Which isn’t too hard, since he sits a head taller than most of the people here.

As I get closer, I hear raised voices. They’re not shouting, and most people wouldn’t pick out the sounds amid the music and other people talking, but my familiarity with them causes them to pierce through the cacophony.

The woman’s malicious voice cracks through first.

“Nothing you ever do will be enough.”

Celine?
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CULLEN

Fuck.

It’s the only word that comes to mind.

“Oh God, she didn’t see you, did she?” Bridget’s brows furrow slightly.

“What the hell is she doing here?”

She lets out a soft cluck before lacing her hand in mine and dragging me off to the side.

“This is why I said I was surprised you showed up here.”

“What do you mean?”

She lets go of my hand and places her hands on her hips. “Do you not pay attention to anything?”

“Bridget.”

“Her company designed all this.” She flourishes her hand around, almost whacking a server in the process.

“She runs a design agency, B, not an interior design firm.”

“The brand, Cullen. She designed the brand for Kelton Honors Club. Her logo was on the invitation.”

I whip out my phone and pull up the digital invite. I really hadn’t paid any attention to it since I initially had no intention of attending.

I zoom in, and sure enough, there at the very bottom among the sponsors is my ex’s logo.

“Mother fucker.”

I’ve known that our paths would cross eventually. There is no way I’d be able to move back to the city without running into her—that is the entire reason why I’d left in the first place—but that doesn’t mean I wanted to run into the woman.

Fucking hell.

If she spots me, this entire night is going to go to shit.

I need to leave.

Some men might think it’s cowardly to run from their ex-wife, but that’s because their ex-wife isn’t my ex-wife. The woman harbors so much ill will toward me that Chloe and Bridget forced me to go see a Reiki healer to get an energy cleanse when we separated.

I’m not afraid of her, and I’m not mad at her, but I am sick of her. She’s been determined to hammer every single nail into my coffin ever since I uttered the word divorce and is an absolute nightmare. I admit that I made some mistakes, but I wasn’t the only one.

“Where is she now?”

Bridget pushes onto her tiptoes. “I don’t know. I lost her.”

“What? Keep looking.”

“I am. There’s like a bajillion people in here.”

“You need to find that she-devil before—”

“She-devil?” The icy voice freezes the blood in my veins, rooting me to the spot.

“Found her,” Bridget squeaks out.

No shit.

I take a split second to send a prayer to my balls and then slide my mask carefully into place.

I turn around and finally come face-to-face with my ex.

“Yes, well. If the shoe fits.”

“I see the years haven’t aided your maturity at all.”

“You, on the other hand...” I squint my eyes. “Are those gray hairs?”

All right, maybe I’m not as amicable as I thought, without our lawyers in the middle.

Her expression falters for a moment as she tucks loose hair behind her ear.

“I can’t believe you would dare show your face at my event.”

“Your event? I think Jace might disagree with that statement.”

“You know what I mean.”

“I didn’t even know you would be here, because, surprise, the world doesn’t revolve around you.”

“No surprise. I am very aware that your world doesn’t revolve around me. That’s part of the reason why we are here, no?” Her gaze sharpens to daggers.

“Oh, here we go. It’s always my fault, isn’t it?” I tilt my head down, voice lowering. “I thought you were only speaking to me through your lawyers. Wasn’t that one of your terms? No contact?”

“Seeing as how you’re back in the city, you’re well aware of where our terms sit currently, Cullen.” She spits my name with venom.

“And yet, you’re still being the difficult one, Celine.” I hiss her name back with just as much poison.

“Difficult? Ha.”

“I fulfilled my end. I did what you asked, and now it’s your turn.”

“Nothing you ever do will be enough.”

“That’s bullshit. You’ve made me suffer for ten years.”

“You deserve to suffer for eternity.”

“You’re delusional.”

“Fuck you.”

“Now who’s the immature one?”

“Get out of here, Cullen.” Her voice rises a decibel.

“I have every right to be here. I sold the damn building.”

“And I branded it.”

“Well, it’s a shit fucking design.”

There’s a gasp from somewhere, and it breaks through the toxic bubble that Celine and I have created around each other. I’m not sure why the noise has such an impact on me, but I find myself turning toward it.

Standing behind me is an angel dressed in a cobalt blue dress, hair gracefully fluttering past her shoulders and a look of absolute pain marring her heart-shaped face.

Verity?
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VERITY

Istart to push through the crowd with a little more force now, that sense of earlier dread returning full force.

“That’s bullshit. You’ve made me suffer for ten years.”

The man’s voice rings home.

But what could he possibly be doing here?

I finally slip into an empty pocket of space and take in the scene before me. I am ninety percent sure the man with his back turned to me is Cullen. A petite blonde stands next to him. When she turns to tug on his shirtsleeve, I realize it’s Bridget Vaughn. Before them both is none other than Celine.

I recognize that look on her face. It’s the one she had when she found out Alice forgot to back up her design files and we lost a month’s worth of progress on the LaVelle website branding. She threw her coffee cup at the wall and fired Alice on the spot before forcing us all to work that weekend to make up for it.

“Fuck you,” Celine spits at the man.

“Now who’s the immature one?” he taunts.

“Get out of here, Cullen!” Her voice rises, drawing the attention of people who had been happily enjoying the party.

Cullen’s name barely registers as my fight-or-flight response kicks in and propels me forward. Whatever is happening, it is not good, and I need to get my boss out of here before everything we’ve worked on implodes.

“I have every right to be here. I sold the damn place.”

“And I branded it.”

“Well, it’s a shit fucking design.”

The hateful words punch me in the chest, and I can’t stop the gasp from leaving my lips in response.

The nightmare becomes reality as the man turns around, and I’m met with eyes that once showed me such kindness and love but are now filled with malice.

It takes Cullen a second, but I see the moment he registers me before him.

“Ver—”

“Ms. Delute.” I cut him off, spurring into action and throwing my body between them. “Jenna has a man she would like you to speak with about a contract opportunity.” I place a hand on Celine’s shoulder and attempt to guide her away.

Her feet stick to the ground, lips pressed in a thin line as her hateful eyes stay locked on the man who is supposed to be my new boyfriend.

“Please,” I whisper. “Before this escalates any further and Mr. Kelton becomes aware.”

Those words seem to finally get through, and she allows me to begin steering her away. My head is spinning, but I try to keep myself focused as I weave us through the crowds.

That was definitely Cullen.

But why the hell was he in a shouting match with Celine?

I’m missing something. I must be. I just don’t know what.

Celine grumbles expletives under her breath the entire time, and I’m grateful once I get us out onto the balcony and into the cool night air.

“Celine, I have—”

I whip around and cut Jenna off by giving her a warning look and subtle motion of my hand.

“What’s going on?” She stumbles a step, confusion lowering her brows.

She finally sees the rage on Celine’s face and pales a shade. Leaning back to Anne, she whispers for her to switch with Davina immediately. Davina is one of two people at the company who knows how to handle Celine because they’ve been with her since the beginning.

“That fucking asshole,” Celine hisses, snatching a glass of champagne from an unsuspecting server. She downs the contents of the flute in one go and squeezes the stem so hard I’m worried it just might snap.

Celine never drinks at events or anything remotely work related. She claims it’s unprofessional and the same as sitting at your cubicle during your lunch break and pouring yourself a glass of wine to go with your prepacked sandwich.

“What happened?” Davina slips into our circle, her eyes narrowing a fraction when she spots the flute in Celine’s grip.

“He’s here.”

“Who?”

“Who do you think, Davina?” She uses her empty glass to point inside the building. “Cullen.”

Davina inhales sharply and pure panic slashes over her features. Davina never panics.

Four seconds later, Jenna lets out an oooooh as though she has just pieced the puzzle together. Meanwhile, I’m sitting here not even aware of the picture she was trying to make. All I know is that the man I made out with last night is currently being cussed out by my boss.

I keep my mouth shut, not daring to even breathe too loudly, and just linger on the outskirts of a conversation I’m not entirely sure I’m supposed to be privy to.

“Look, Celine—”

“I want you to make sure that man has left the premises.”

“Celine. He must be Jace’s guest. We can’t kick him out. This is not our event.”

“Davina. If I walk back into that room and see his face, I will smash this flute into it.” Her voice is low and carries the promise of a threat, but within her hateful eyes is a waver of water.

Davina reaches out and tries to pry the glass from Celine’s fist.

“You’re not thinking clearly. Are you going to ruin your reputation and the company you’ve built because of him? Because that is what will happen if you go in there and start a fight with him. There are a lot of influential people at this launch, Celine. You know that. It’s the entire reason why we’re here and why we took on this type of project. It’s the perfect press opportunity for the company, but it will be a tabloid nightmare if you let Cullen sway your emotions again. You don’t want a repeat of ten years ago.”

Branding a company is something we do all the time as a design firm. But branding an event and designing every aspect of it had been a first. We’d never worked with an interior design team before, and no one really knew why we were going all out for this project.

The optics part makes sense. A small company propelling a large brand brings more clients to the small company. Of course Celine would want to use the Kelton name and access to the event to secure a more elite clientele for her books.

I just wish I knew what her issue with Cullen is. At this rate, I am going to have to keep my new boyfriend away from work as much as humanly possible. The last thing I need is Celine spitting her venom at me by proxy.

“Fine.” Celine huffs as she relinquishes the champagne flute to Davina.

“Thank you. Now, would you like to meet one of those influential people to take your mind off him?”

“How influential?” Celine’s voice has returned to normal, the tension she’d been holding in her jaw softening.

Davina smiles, relief pouring out of her. She wraps her hand around Celine’s bicep and guides her to where Anne is talking a little too closely with Frankie Jones.

My mind, however, is like a record player spinning round and round with one song on loop.

“Oh God, Verity. I’m so sorry you had to see that. I—” Jenna glances back at Celine and winces before taking me by the elbow and shifting us to the edge of the balcony. “I haven’t seen Celine get that way in a very long time.”

“I don’t understand what happened. I found her inside arguing with this man and then...” I shrug, not needing to really elaborate any further.

“There are certain things that only the old guard really knows, and that knowledge is passed on very sparingly.” Her voice is a low whisper. “If people started talking and Celine knew, she’d have all our heads.”

Based on what I saw tonight, I don’t doubt that. I just need to know what bad blood runs between Cullen and Celine. I need to know, no matter what.

“I won’t breathe a word of it, Jenna. I promise.”

“I know you won’t. That’s why you’re my go-to. But this really needs to stay in the cone of silence.”

I mime zipping my lips shut, and she gives me a pleasant smile before leaning in even closer and giving me a serious stare.

“Celine has an ex-husband.”

“What?”

How is that even possible? I’d never even known she was married in the first place. Celine’s young, somewhere in her early to mid-thirties, according to my math. How could she already be divorced?

“I know.” Jenna raises her brows. “I was shocked, too. According to Davina, they were high school sweethearts or something. Things turned nasty and they had a blowup a year or two after she started Delute Designs, leading to their divorce.”

“What happened?”

“I’m not sure, and I never pried.” Jenna holds out her hand and inspects her own wedding ring. “I only found out when I announced I was getting married. It hit a nerve, and Davina had to pull me aside, just like I’m doing with you.” She lets out a deep sigh. “If I have one piece of advice for you, Verity, it’s that if you want to make it far in this company, keep your love life out of it. Celine will do anything in her power to crush it otherwise.”

“What do you mean?”

“Do you remember when I went on my honeymoon?”

“Yeah.”

“I was up for a promotion at the time, but when I applied for leave and returned, it was gone. Grisha got it.”

“What? Why?”

“They gave me a list of reasons, but I know it’s because of my marriage.”

I stare at Jenna, seeing the weariness deep in her eyes. It’s on the tip of my tongue to ask why she stays, why she wouldn’t just leave the company and find something better if there is no opportunity to ever grow. She is still young; she could change companies easily. But she is still technically my manager, and that feels like crossing a line that has already turned quite blurry tonight.

“How does all of this relate to that man? Does he know her ex?” I switch gears, pulling us back onto the path we started on.

“Cullen?”

“Yes.”

“Oh, Verity, no. Cullen doesn’t know her ex, Cullen is her ex.”

“What?”

“Cullen Ross is Celine’s ex-husband.”


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN



CULLEN

“This is so bad. Cullen. Cullen? Hello?” Bridget snaps her fingers in my face, the shiny rings on her fingers blinding me.

I tear my eyes away from where Verity just disappeared with Celine.

“Sorry, B. I have to…” I step around her, heading in that same direction.

“Oh, no you don’t.” Her hand wraps around my bicep, pointy nails digging in. “You are not going after her.”

“I’m not going after Celine.” I try to shake her off.

“Doesn’t look that way to me, mister.”

“I’m serious. I—”

“What are you two doing?” Rafe’s bored tone slices into our bickering.

“Nice of you to finally show up,” Bridget mocks. “Be useful and help me stop this idiot from causing a tabloid meltdown.”

“Isn’t that your forte?”

“Not funny, Rafe.”

Rafe gives her a quick once over before ignoring her and addressing me. “I saw Celine.”

“Did you know she would be here?”

The accusation slips out, but Rafe just drawls, “Really?”

“Her company was on the invitation.”

“You think I read the invitation?”

“Oh my God, what is with you men? You don’t pay attention to anything,” Bridget huffs.

Her grip on my bicep loosens, and I use the opportunity to tug myself from her grip before she realizes.

“We can leave. I’ve seen enough and I’d rather not run into that woman either.” Rafe inclines his head to the entrance.

“I can’t.” I glance back at the balcony briefly. “Verity’s here.”

“You invited her?”

“No, she—I’m not sure. She was with Celine.”

A hint of emotion shows as Rafe’s thick brows lift slightly. “Your girlfriend was hanging with your ex?”

“You have a girlfriend?” Bridget’s voice rises, pulling the attention of people nearby. Rafe gives her a look, and she purses her lips, leaning forward, repeating but this time in a loud whisper, “A girlfriend?”

“Does she work with Celine?” Rafe questions.

I shrug. “I have no clue. I never asked where she worked.”

It’s never come up. Verity and I have talked about a bunch of things during our dates and phone calls, but we’ve still only known each other for less than three weeks. I know she has a sweet tooth and that mint chocolate is her favorite ice cream flavor, unless she goes to the place on Houston. Then she gets the pistachio chip (she seems to have a thing for green ice cream). But I’d only just learned what college she went to and that she’d initially been an econ major before switching to graphic design her sophomore year. She’d had to take community college classes during the summer to catch up on credits to graduate on time. But I’ve never asked what company she specifically worked for, and I don’t think she’s asked me either.

“My guess is they work together—she called her Ms. Delute.” Bridget nudges me. “Look her up.”

That’s not a bad idea. There is just one tiny issue.

“I don’t know her last name.”

Bridget’s lips part and she blinks at me three times before her face screws up and she whisper yells, “Are you serious? How do you not know your own girlfriend’s last name? What is wrong with you?”

“We only officially started dating last night,” I whisper yell back, getting defensive.

“Oh my God. Men.” She raises her hands and curls her fingers inward like she wants to squish my skull. “Do you even have her socials?”

“No...”

“I swear. Do I have to do everything for you two?” She huffs, swinging her phone from where it dangles on her wrist, so it lands perfectly in her palm. “What was her name? Veronica?”

“Verity.”

She messes around with something on her screen for a few seconds before turning her phone toward me. “This look like her?”

There’s a circle image of my girl smiling, with a coffee mug raised to her lips.

“That’s her. How’d you do that?”

“I looked up Delute Designs and checked who they were following. She was the only person with a V username.” She clicks out of the image and points to the bio written next to it. “Looks like she does work there. She has the company tagged next to a little briefcase emoji.”

Fuck. I had a feeling that was the case ever since Jace mentioned she was here—I just didn’t want to believe it. What are the odds my new girlfriend works at my ex’s company?

What are the odds?

Is there a chance Verity knew who I was but hadn’t said anything? Celine hates me enough that I wouldn’t be surprised if she has one of those “do not serve” posters in her office with my face on it.

“Bridgey! I thought that was you.” A redhead cuts into our conversation. “What’re you doing over here? Come, the guys are playing pool and Quinton is losing horribly.”

“Oh, sorry, I’m—”

“Go, play with your friends,” Rafe dismisses. “We need to leave.”

She gives him a glare before switching on and threading a glittering smile across her face. “Of course, totally.” She takes her friend’s hand and melds back into the crowd—but not before turning back and sticking her tongue out at Rafe.

They are like oil and water, these two.

“Seriously. We should leave. While I’m not opposed to a public fighting match ruining Kelton’s event, I’d rather not deal with you running into that woman, again.”

He is right, but it feels wrong to leave without finding Verity. If she works for Celine, though, the last thing I want is for Celine to see Verity and me together.

Fuck, this is a mess.

The two of us work our way back through the crowd, trying not to get stopped by too many people as we attempt to break back into the foyer. It occurs to me, as we are in the elevator heading back down, that I probably should’ve said goodbye to Jace, but I also don’t really care.

What I care about is what the hell I am going to do about this situation.

“Cull.” Rafe stops short in the lobby, crossing his arms over his chest.

“Yeah?”

“There isn’t a chance Verity got close to you for Celine, is there?”

His question lances through my heart.

“No, there’s no way.”

“You sure? The timing of her meeting you with the contract ending…”

Rafe always sees the worst in people; he believes that there is always something they want from you. It’s what feeds his social avoidance.

I understand where he’s coming from. The real estate world is full of snakes poised to strike whenever you are weak. Even I’ve done one or two shady things before, stealing clients and listings; that’s just how the world works.

But a woman I met at a bar who seemed clearly distraught over a shit date? There’s no way that was planned.

The issue is, while I believe Verity is too good for that, I also know that Celine isn’t. The years had twisted her heart until she became a woman so different from the one I had fallen in love with at fifteen.

Could Celine have done something?

Fuck, this is a nightmare.

I need to see Verity. I need to talk to her.

“Rafe, you head home. I’m going to wait.”

“You sure?”

“Yeah, I won’t be able to sleep till I see her.”

“Suit yourself. Don’t get arrested. I won’t bail you out.”

“Wow. Thanks.”

I sit down in one of the lobby chairs and prepare to wait for however long it will take.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN



VERITY

Iam dead tired.

My feet are about to fall off, my throat is dry as hell, and my head is spinning. Don’t even get me started on my heart. That thing beating in my chest has been going haywire ever since Jenna dropped the bomb.

I still haven’t been able to fully process anything because I’ve had to keep my cool at the event. I cannot have a meltdown until I’m safely in my apartment where there is absolutely zero chance of anyone overhearing my groans of depression over the fact that I kissed my boss’s ex-husband.

My throat closes up with the feeling of nausea clogging the pipes.

Oh my God.

I kissed my boss’s ex.

How does shit like this even happen?

“Verity, are you ready?” Jenna taps my shoulder.

The event is winding down at the ripe hour of three in the morning. Event staff and Kelton employees are trickling in to clean up and disassemble while the few remaining attendees finish their last drinks and stumble out to the elevators. Celine and Davina left two hours ago, but Jenna, Anne, and I stayed around until the end.

I have no clue why, because even the man of the hour wasn’t present. True to Cullen’s words, I’d seen him dip off with a pretty model sometime around two.

Cullen.

“Verity?”

“Sorry. Yeah, I’m ready.”

I grip my clutch and follow Jenna and Anne into the elevator. Anne keeps going on and on about how excited she is about the deal with Frankie Jones. It seems the conversation they had with him ended on a positive note, and Celine wants us to circle back on it next week to discuss in our Monday meeting.

I chatted up a few people who had expressed interest, but there are no fish on my hook just yet. I am just throwing my bait into the water until something bites. If I don’t land something soon, I’ll either be stuck with Anne for this Frankie Jones project or helping Jenna for the foreseeable future.

I’m in such a zombielike mode that I almost hallucinate Cullen when I step out of the elevator.

He sits there in all his Calvin Klein model glory, with his suit that hugs his muscular body in all the right ways and hair styled with a sexy wave at the top. He’s even loosened his tie and undone the first two buttons of his shirt—and damn that does something to my ovaries.

His arms are crossed over his chest, and he is nodding off to sleep, by the look of it. The loud echoes of our heels on the marble tiles wake him up, and he startles, searching for the sound.

Our gazes clash, and his lips move, teeth biting his bottom lip as though he is about to call out my name.

Oh God.

Not a hallucination.

Very real.

Cullen is very, very, very real, and this situation could get very, very, very bad.

As if sensing my panic, Cullen freezes. He takes in the two women walking next to me, and his lips press into a thin line. He pulls out his phone and begins typing away. I feel my clutch vibrate and know that it’s him.

I don’t falter my stride. I avert my gaze and stay locked ahead, trying not to give anything away to my coworkers.

I can only pray that Cullen got the silent message and he doesn’t follow me.

Jenna’s rideshare is already waiting for her when we get outside.

“Do you two need a ride? I can add in some stops.”

“Sure!” Anne jumps at the chance to spend more time with Jenna, anything that will get her an extra second to plead her case.

“I live in the totally opposite direction. Don’t worry about it.” I wave them off with a slight flick of my hand.

Jenna frowns. “Are you sure? It’s not a big deal. It’s late.”

“Yeah, I already called a car.”

“All right, get some rest. I’ll see you Monday.”

“Yup, see you then.” I give them a fake smile and wave as they shut their door, and watch as the car takes off.

I remain rooted to the spot, shivering slightly, as I wait for the car to make it to the end of the street and turn. Even then, I count to thirty before I even think about heading back inside.

I can’t play it too safe at this point.

I wrap my arms around myself and walk back up the steps to the Kelton Hotel.

Nerves dance in my belly as I make my way back to Cullen.

Part of me is still holding onto hope that maybe Jenna had it wrong. She said she didn’t know the full story. There’s a chance Cullen isn’t Celine’s ex, maybe her ex’s friend and Jenna got them confused. It’s not a high chance, but it’s a chance, and it’s all that is keeping me sane right now.

I feel like a glass window that is being battered by a storm. I’m holding up against the wind, but fissures are beginning to form. If I’m not careful, I just might shatter.

Cullen shoots to his feet as I get closer.

“Verity.”

My name finally leaves his lips, and the sound sprinkles warm sparkles in my chest. I gather that feeling and bottle it up for safekeeping because this conversation could very well be our last.

“Hey.” My smile is genuine, but I know there are lines of tense hesitation wrinkling the corners of my eyes. I squeeze my arms around myself more tightly. “What are you—”

I cut myself off as Cullen pulls off his suit jacket and lays it over my shoulders as a cape. It’s way too big for me, which is perfect. I can feel his residual body heat, and the scent of his cologne sticks to the material.

He gives my shoulders a quick squeeze, and it’s only now that we are so close that I am able to see my same uncertainty marring the lines on his face as well. A rock settles in the pit of my stomach.

“So, this was your big event? The one you’ve been poring over?” He tries to make his tone light, placing a hand in his front pocket.

“Yeah. This was the special branding project.”

“It looked amazing. You really did a great job for Jace.”

Well, it’s a shit fucking design.

His earlier venom echoes in my mind, that poison dripping onto my heart, creating little holes.

“Really? You liked it.”

“Yeah, why would I—”

“Because you told Celine it was shit.” My nose prickles, my emotions starting to get the better of me.

Cullen’s smile drops, a haunted expression taking over.

“Verity, I didn’t mean that. Seriously. I only said that to hurt Celine.”

“And that’s supposed to make me feel better?”

I have no idea why I’m picking a fight with him. I came back in here hoping for clarity, hoping to smooth things over with his confirmation that he isn’t my boss’s ex. Instead, I am tearing at the threads keeping us together.

“I—” he swallows. “You’re right. It was a low blow.”

Cullen reaches out and takes my left hand, holding the tips of my fingers lightly. I turn my head to the side, staring at the marble tiles so I can get the words out without getting distracted.

“What’s going on, Cullen?”

My eyes are starting to sting, and my breathing is shallow, stuck in my chest.

“I’m not sure.”

I want to ask him. Want to demand he tell me how he knows Celine. Want to shake him and see if Jenna was lying, if her facts were wrong.

But I can’t. I’m scared.

I’m terrified that it was the truth.

A part of me knows it’s the truth.

And I’m not sure what that means for us.

“You work for Delute Designs.”

I’m not sure if it’s a question. It doesn’t sound like it.

I peer up at Cullen and answer anyway. “Yes. I’ve worked there for three years.”

He nods his head a few times, gaze darting everywhere but at me.

“Did you know who I was?”

“What?”

“Did Celine ever mention me?”

Those fissures in my glass resolve spread farther.

“No. Why?” I try to steel myself as my own defensiveness rears. “Why would she mention you?”

He lets go of my hand and runs his fingers through his hair, cursing under his breath.

“Fuck.”

“Why would she mention you, Cullen?”

“Celine and I…” He trails off, pacing to the right and then coming back to stand before me. “This isn’t how I ever wanted to bring this up.”

I’m supposed to be asking him what this is.

The issue is, I know. The second he said Celine and I…

The glass cracks farther.

“Tell me, Cullen. The truth.” My voice wavers. “How do you know Celine?”

“She’s my ex.”

The glass breaks.

“Ex-what?”

“Wife. We’re separated.”

The glass shatters.

I sink down in a crouch, resting my ass on the back of my ankles and run my hands through my hair. Broken laughs escape my chest because life is playing one hell of a joke on me.

“Oh my God. What the fuck, Cullen?” My sanity is no longer present. The threads snap. I push back onto my feet. “Why didn’t you tell me this sooner?”

“I didn’t know you knew Celine.”

“So? You were just never going to tell me you were divorced? You didn’t think that was important?”

“It’s not exactly the type of thing you bring up on the first date.”

“What about the fourth? You know, the one where you asked me to be your girlfriend after kissing me? You didn’t think to tell me then?”

I’m not sure why I’m making such a big deal out of this. I can’t think clearly.

“No, I didn’t. My marriage isn’t something I really talk about. Ever.”

“This is a nightmare, Cullen. A nightmare. I would never have agreed to this if I’d known you were Celine’s ex.”

He looks at me like I just slapped him.

“Verity. You don’t—”

“What am I supposed to do? If Celine finds out, I’m done. Done, Cullen. My career at Delute will be over in a heartbeat.”

“That’s wrongful termination.”

“You think Celine cares?” I look him squarely in the eyes. “Do you really think Celine is going to care?” He says nothing, and it just spurs me on. “I saw the way you guys were arguing. You hate each other. And now I’m in the middle of that.”

I can’t see a solution here.

Jenna already cautioned me away from letting my love life mingle with work. I think she’d have an absolute aneurism if she found out I’d been dreaming of banging the boss’s ex-husband.

I can’t do this.

I need to step away. Now. Before my heart gets any more invested.

“I’m sorry.”

Tears begin to fill the corners of my eyes, and I will them to stay back.

“It’s fine, Verity. We’ll find a way through this.”

Cullen takes a step toward me, reaching for my hand. I counter, taking two steps back.

“No, we won’t. This has to end here.”

“We just started.”

“I know, I—” The words get stuck in my throat. The longer I’m around him, the harder it gets to push back. With his touch on my skin, my screaming heart quiets. In just a few short weeks, he has become such a comfort to me. I need to leave now, before I lose my courage.

“I can’t date my boss’s ex-husband. I can’t risk my career, Cullen.”

I shuck off his jacket and shove it into his chest. That movement startles him enough that I use it for my escape. I swivel on my heels and sprint out the building and as far down the street as possible before he can catch up.

I make a run for it like the coward I am.


CHAPTER NINETEEN



VERITY

“Hello, my love. I come bearing gifts.” The front door slams open and heels click against the floor alongside Hannah’s loud greeting. There’s a bunch of rustling and clanging. “Turns out the guy I banged lives next to that cronut place. You know the one that’s doing those Dubai pistachio fillings? The sex was fine. Probably would’ve been better if I was less drunk, but also probably not because his dick was thin as a number two pencil. So, maybe it woulda been worse if I was sober. Height does not always equal penile girth.” My bedroom door swings wide, forcing light to filter into the darkness. “Still, I managed to get the cronuts out of—Hey, are you even awake?”

I let out a groan, and the bed dips as Hannah bounces onto the end.

“I’m surprised you’re still in bed. The event must’ve drained the life out of you, huh? Looked great online, from what I saw. Bridget Vaughn was even there.”

I groan again, curling into an even tighter ball under the sheets.

“All right, all right. I’ll stop bothering you. The cronuts are on the counter when you want them, ‘kay? Oh, and I think your phone’s dead. My texts weren’t going through earlier.”

The mattress straightens out as she gets up to leave.

“Hannaaaah,” I whine.

“What? You want coffee? I can put some on, but I think you’re running low on creamer.”

“My life is over.” I poke half my face out from under the sheets.

Her easygoing smile quickly drops into a concerned frown. She crouches next to me, hands instantly reaching out to smooth some of the hair away from my forehead.

“What’s wrong? Did something happen at the event? Your eyes are puffed up like marshmallows.”

I groan again, flipping onto my back and pressing the heels of my hands against my eyes. I press hard enough that little dots start fuzzing the black expanse of my vision.

“Hey, hey.” She pulls my hands away from my face. “Do we need to murder someone? That wasn’t exactly on my Sunday agenda, but I can make it work. Just say the word.”

“I fucked up.”

She gets up and scooches her ass onto the edge of the bed.

“Whatever it is, we can fix it.”

“It’s too late. The deed is done.”

“The deed? What’d you do? Fuck a client?”

She laughs, but I groan again, causing her temporary smile to sober.

“Oh shit. Seriously? I mean, hey, look, it’s fine. These things happen. Work won’t find out, and you’ve only been officially dating Cullen for twenty-four hours, so that’s not really cheating. Well, it is. But it’s fine. It’ll be fine.”

“I didn’t fuck a client. I didn’t fuck anyone, thank God. That would make this so much worse.”

But I’d thought of it. God, had I thought about it.

How am I supposed to face Celine when I’ve had sex dreams about her ex-freaking-husband?

“I’m going to need you to use your words then, babe. Cause I’m hella lost right now, and the stories I’m spinning in my mind are going to be twelve times worse than whatever you actually did.”

“I’m dating my boss’s ex-husband.”

“What?”

“Well, I was. I broke up with him.” My voice hitches on the words, the pain still raw.

Hannah’s mouth opens and closes a few times like a guppy, her eyes narrowing then widening, brows raising and lowering.

“Mmm.” She purses her lips and points a finger at me. “You’re gonna have to elaborate.”

“I don’t want to.”

“Clearly you do, otherwise you would’ve just let me waltz out of here to make you coffee.”

I hate when she is right.

I shift, sitting up and resting my back against the headboard. Hannah pulls one of her legs onto the bed and tucks it under her ass as she twists to face me.

Explaining the situation to someone who is still wearing the remnants of last night’s makeup and a chain-link crop-top helps it feel a little less daunting. There’s also the fact that Hannah is the least judgmental human you will ever meet when it comes to the laws of love.

“You know Cullen.”

“Yup, Mr. Flowers.”

“He’s divorced.”

“Oh.” She nods her head before dramatically tilting it to the side. “Wait. How old is this man?”

“I never asked, but somewhere early to mid-thirties.”

He has to be around the same age as Celine if they were high school sweethearts. I’ll be honest, while I’d known he was older than me, I hadn’t imagined him being this much older.

“Look at you, going after those silver foxes. Didn’t realize you went for that.”

“What? No. He’s max thirty-five, Han, not fifty-five. Seriously.”

“Still, that’s a max ten-year difference.”

“This is beyond the point.”

“Okay, so he’s divorced. What’s the big deal?”

“His ex-wife.”

“Ah. She’s a bitch?”

“She’s Celine.”

“What?”

“His ex-wife is Celine.”

“I—He—What?”

“Yup.”

“Your boss’s ex-husband is your boyfriend.”

“Correct.”

“The man you are dating, Cullen, used to be married to Celine, your periodically bitchy boss.”

“Now you see the issue.”

“I mean…” She curls her lips inward, and her cheeks puff out like she is trying to hold in a laugh.

“Hannah.”

“I’m so sorry, it’s kind of funny. Like, how many people accidentally date their boss’s ex?”

“It’s not funny, and we’re not dating anymore.”

“Why?”

“Because I broke up with him.”

“I thought you liked him?”

“Did you not hear a word I said? He’s Celine’s ex-husband. That woman once fired her assistant for using the wrong naming convention for files. You think she won’t murder me if she finds this out?”

“What’re the odds she finds out?”

“That’s not a risk I’m willing to take, Han.”

“You always say that.” Her eyes narrow quizzically. “You sure you didn’t sleep with him?”

“No. We just made out.”

My stomach flips remembering that kiss, and I curse it for not being on the same page as my head. It is hard enough trying to mentally separate myself from Cullen, I don’t need my body betraying me as well.

“Well, then you’re totally peachy. Everyone makes out. So long as no bits and bobs ended up in places, the slate’s clean.”

“I know. That’s why I ended it before it even started.”

“So, why do you sound so depressed?”

“Because I liked him,” I whine, dragging my knees to my chest and resting my forehead against them. “I really fucking liked him, and instead the universe had to say no, fuck you, Verity. You don’t get to fall in love and make me throw him away like he was used trash.”

I was mean last night. I blame half of it on the exhaustion and sleep deprivation, but at the core of it, I was hurt and freaking out, and I used that pain on Cullen.

I don’t actually give a rat’s ass that he’s divorced. Sure, it would’ve been a little weird to get my head around at first, but a small bump in the road, something I’d get over quickly.

The Celine factor? That was like a damn grenade.

It blew everything up with no remorse. Clearing that rubble was a total no-go, beyond saving.

“I’m sorry, Vee.”

Hannah places her hand on my shoulder blade and gives my back a soothing rub.

“This sucks.”

“I know.”

“I’m going to be single forever.”

“You won’t. You’ll find someone else.”

The thought makes my heart twist.

The buzzer for our apartment goes off.

My head whips up, and I stare at Hannah. “If that’s him, don’t let him up.”

“I would like to point out that I still have no clue what this man looks like, but no shit.” She slips off the bed. “I’ll go check it out and then bring you back some water, okay?”

I nod my head and then tip over into a cradle position on my side.

I don’t want to find someone else.

I’m not sure how to explain it, but this felt different. There was an ease with Cullen that I hadn’t experienced before. Our conversations never felt one-sided, and he was always putting in the effort to talk to me and check in, even if it was mundane. He genuinely cared about me and remembered all the little things I mentioned. It was like he had a folder in his brain with my name on it. No guy had been like that before.

I was also super attracted to him. He was so damn hot in all his six-foot plus, dark hair, muscley body goodness.

Do you know how hard it is to find a financially stable, attractive, caring man in the city? Really freaking hard. The trifecta rarely exists, and if you do somehow find it, you’re supposed to hold on.

Instead, I’m letting him slip through my fingers because fate decided to give me the middle finger.

Tears begin to well up again even though my face is already puffy as hell. I am going through the mourning process of a breakup with a man I’d been officially dating for less than twenty-four hours. A man who had given me one of the most sensual make out sessions of my entire life, the kind that has your toes curling and pussy tingling.

I hate life.

“So.”

Hannah pokes her head through the open door, and I quickly wipe away the beading tears.

“Yeah?”

She steps into the room, a giant bouquet of pink lilies and roses in her arms. Yes, arms, because giant means there have to be over a hundred flowers combined.

My chest twists all over again.

“So, going to go off on a guess and say he sent these.” She lays the flowers on my desk and plucks out the cream envelope skewered within them. “Are you sure you broke up with him?”

“Yes.”

“Yes, but?”

“No but.”

“Sounded like there might be one.”

I clench my jaw. “Yes, I broke up with him, but I might have run away as soon as I did it.”

“As in you broke up with him and then bolted without giving him a chance to reply?”

“Yes.”

“That’s…okay, okay. Whatever. I’m reading the note.”

“Don’t. I don’t want to hear it. I can’t.”

She looks like she wants to argue, but she concedes, dropping the note on the table.

“Fine. What do you want to do, Vee?”

I want to carve him out of my brain, that’s what I want to do. I want to rewind time so that I never met him and didn’t put myself in this situation.

There is only one way I’ll get out of this. One way in which I can survive and still work at Delute Designs.

I have to cut him off completely.

“Throw them out.”

“What?”

“The flowers, throw them out. I don’t want to see them.”

“That’s a little—”

“I don’t want to see them, Hannah. I don’t want to think about him. Get them out.”

“Okay, okay.”  She quickly gathers the monstrosity back in her arms. Her eyes rake over me, worry swimming through them. “I’m here for you, and I love you.”

She leaves my room, and I disappear back under my sheets, squeezing into a ball again.

Today, I’ll mourn. I’ll sulk and recover from the loss.

But tomorrow? Tomorrow, I’ll erase him from my brain. I’ll act like I’ve never heard the name Cullen before in my life, and I will find a way to survive.


CHAPTER TWENTY



VERITY

“Hey, Verity, have you—”

I jerk at the voice, spilling the boiling water from the kettle onto the counter and narrowly missing my own hand.

“Whoa, sorry. Didn’t mean to startle you.” Imani tears off some paper towels and quickly soaks up the mess. “Just wanted to know if you’d seen the samples we got in from that new printer. You know, the one that can do that bubble effect with the raised spot UV?”

I calm my breath and try to fill my mug once again with the water, although I have a feeling this peppermint tea isn’t going to help with my anxiety at all. I’ve been on edge all morning, worried that somehow someone knows about Cullen and me.

“Yeah, I think they’re on Sally’s desk. She was looking at it earlier.”

“Thanks. I was thinking it would look cool on the sheet mask packaging, don’t you agree?”

“Mhm.”

I dunk my tea bag a few times, watching the water ripple.

“Are you good?”

“Yeah, why wouldn’t I be?” A fake smile ghosts my lips.

The skin around Imani’s eyes creases slightly. “You seem a little less energetic today.”

“Just tired from the Kelton project still.”

“That looked like it went great, by the way. It was even featured in that big magazine profile that went live this morning.” She nudges me with her elbow. “Maybe Celine will give your team a reward.”

“Yeah, right.”

I toss the tea bag out and pick up the hot mug as Imani and I walk back into the bullpen.

“You never know.”

“Imani, the odds of that are one in a million. We didn’t even get today off after working Saturday.”

“Valid. All right, I’m going to grab those samples from Sally.”

“’Kay.”

I drop onto my office chair and place my mug on the cute little star coaster in the corner. My computer chimes, reminding me that the Monday Weekly starts in five minutes. Which is just fantastic.

Not only will I have to listen to Anne present the Frankie Jones proposal, but I’ll also be stuck in the same room as Celine for thirty minutes. I don’t even know how to look at her without feeling this bone deep fear.

I busy myself by responding to an email from an old client requesting an update to one of the brand packages we created for them and get started on tweaking the files to send back over.

My computer chimes again on the hour, signaling for the nausea in my stomach to return. I swallow thickly, disconnecting my laptop from my desktop and picking it up, along with my phone and mug, before making my way to the meeting room.

I take my usual seat next to Jenna and sip on my hot tea, willing the peppermint to stave off the sickness roiling through my stomach.

It’s not helping. When Celine finally waltzes into the room, the sickness turns into a churning guilt.

“I want to start off by taking a moment to recognize the work Jenna’s team put into the branding of the Kelton Honors Club. I’ve had countless other hoteliers and luxury chains reach out today inquiring about our services. Well done.”

Celine nods to our team, and everyone around the table gives a short applause. Imani even wiggles her eyebrows a little as if to say told you.

I’m unable to bask in the rare compliment from our perfectionist boss.

I kissed your ex-husband.

The words play on a loop in my brain.

The meeting continues on, but that’s all I can hear.

My guilt keeps stacking with every minute that passes, and all I can do is pray that the shame isn’t leaking from my pores. My toes curl in my shoes, the tension in my body needing somewhere to go that isn’t my face.

Imani already knew something was off, but she’s the person I’m closest with in the company. I just have to hope that no one else knows me well enough to realize that my placid smile is full of secrets.

I barely register Anne’s proposal, only half paying attention as Jenna chimes in about some of the logistics.

My phone lights up, and I glance at the notification.

My heart explodes in a flurry of high intensity beats.

I flip my phone over with lightning speed. The slap is loud enough that it creates a break in the conversation, and I feel even more like a criminal as faces turn toward me.

“Sorry.”

I practically melt into my seat, wishing that I could turn into a puddle of nothing. But seared onto the lids of my eyes is that damn notification.

A text message from Cullen.

Cullen, whose name still has a little heart emoji next to it.

Dammit. I should’ve changed his contact name or blocked his number or, God, at least gotten rid of the stupid heart. Why didn’t I think of these things? I am trying to erase him from my life, and I can’t even do something as simple as that.

I fiddle with my hands in my lap.

There’s this part of me that wants to slip my phone under the table to unlock it and take a peek at what he said. He’s been texting since I ran out on him, even going so far as to call me twice last night. I had to put my phone on do not disturb yesterday just so I wouldn’t see the little red notification dots on my message app and be tempted to check them.

I want to hear what he has to say, but I can’t afford that risk. He is too tempting, too smooth with his words. My resolve isn’t strong enough to deal with that. I have to ice him out completely if I have any hope of killing this crush.

When the meeting ends, I can recall probably ten percent of what was discussed. My head is total mush as I gather up my things to numbly file out with everyone else.

“Verity.”

The voice roots me to the spot, and I slowly swivel around to face it.

“A moment?”

Celine breezes past me, heels tapping on the floorboards to her office. I just about pee myself, shuffling to catch up to her, as my nerves take hold.

I slip into her office, the glass door snicking shut behind me as I awkwardly stand in the middle of the room. My laptop is hugged close to my chest, and my empty mug is clutched in my other hand. I squeeze them both, trying to keep myself together. That entire cup of tea I drank did nothing to help—in fact, it’s made things worse since now I have a nervous bladder.

“Take a seat.”

Celine gestures to the leather armchair in front of her desk, and I stiffly comply with her request. I keep reminding myself not to fidget, not to do anything to give away the emotions rattling in my chest.

I’m cool.

I’m calm.

I’m a summer breeze, floating over the ocean, dancing with the gulls as they take flight.

I’m—

“I wanted to address the Kelton event with you.”

I’m so fucked.

“Yes?”

Celine rolls her chair so she is facing me front on. She clasps her hands in her lap and levels her gaze at me, giving me her full attention in the most intimidating way possible.

She knows.

She knows I kissed her ex-husband, and she is going to fire me.

Maybe if I apologize first, maybe if I confess, she’ll let me off easy? Maybe she’ll let me quit so I can save my dignity and get another job without having this mar my resume. If she fires me and word gets out, no one will take me on. I’ll be viewed as an HR nightmare.

“Celine, I—”

“I wanted to apologize for my behavior that night. It was unsightly and unprofessional.”

What?

“I hadn’t seen my husband in ten years, and my emotions got the better of me. It’s no excuse and not an example I would like to set for my employees, but it was brought to my attention that I should take the time to address it with you so there are no further issues.” The cool indifference in her gaze chills me. “I noticed you seemed uncomfortable during the meeting.”

Of course, she did.

“I didn’t know you were married.”

That’s not what I meant to say.

And definitely not the right thing to say, either, as the tail of Celine’s manicured right brow hitches ever so slightly.

“We’ve been separated for ten years. He’s not the type of person I like to waste my breath on.”

“Right.”

“I hope we can keep the incident private and move on. I have high hopes for you, Ms. Moore. It would be unfortunate if petty gossip stalled what I see as a flourishing career.”

“Of course. My lips are sealed.”

Lips that touched your ex-husband’s lips.

I want to bang my head on the desk.

“Good. You did well assisting Jenna on the Kelton project, and as I mentioned, new clients have stepped forward as a result. Big clients with big opportunities for the company, Team One, and for you.”

Is she serious?

“Nothing’s set in stone, and I would like the focus to be on pursuing Frankie Jones as of now. But so long as you continue on your path without causing any bumps, I see a bright road ahead.”

“Thank you, Celine. That means a lot.”

“Of course, we are a family here.” Her icy smile injects little warmth into the words she preaches almost daily.

I head back to my desk in a daze, head swimming with the hidden meaning behind everything Celine just said. I can’t tell whether I was threatened or praised.

My phone vibrates with an event reminder, and I hold it up to check what it is.

DINNER W/ CULLEN in 2 hours

Grief sinks my heart at the reminder of a date that isn’t going to happen, a date that can’t happen. Celine was ready to send me packing for even breathing a word about her fight with her ex. If she ever learns about our connection, she would probably murder me with her stiletto.

There is no way I can be with Cullen.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE



CULLEN

How did everything turn to shit in the span of twelve hours?

I run a hand down my face and stare out the windows in my corner office. The city bustles below me, but all I can think about is one woman.

“Mr. Ross?”

There’s a knock on my door, and I spin around as my assistant slips in and hands me a stack of papers.

“Here are the files you asked for.”

I flip through the first few pages before placing them to the side. I am conducting some extra research on Clifton Bank after my meeting this morning only brought me more maybes from the man himself. He is holding out for some reason, and I need to figure out what it is before I can secure the listing.

“Thank you, Amy.”

“Of course. Also, Mr. Hughes is here to see you.”

Great.

“Tell him I’m not here.”

“Too late.” The man in question sidesteps my assistant and waltzes into the room, dropping onto the chair in front of my desk. “You’ve been ignoring my calls all day.”

“I thought you would get the hint.”

“You should be grateful I dragged myself downtown to deal with this mess. You know she had a no contact clause in that agreement.”

I give Amy a nod as she leaves the room and shuts the door behind her. Then I cross my arms and level with Halston.

“I didn’t contact her. She showed up at the same event I was at. I didn’t even initiate the conversation.”

“She’s saying you went there on purpose and caused her severe emotional distress.”

“I have the invitation to prove I was invited.”

“An invitation that shows her company would be there.”

“Why do I pay you if you can’t even fight such a baseless claim?”

“I never said it wasn’t already dealt with.” Halston nonchalantly leans back in the chair.

Ass.

“Then why are you here?”

“To remind you that her contract terms still have four days until they hit the requirement. It’s clear that she is going to look for any possible violation until the very last second.”

“We already knew she would do that.”

“But now it’s worse because you got into a public fighting match with her.”

“Which is, again, why I pay you a lot of money.”

H & Sons is one of the top law firms in the country, making Halston Hughes one of the best divorce lawyers in this city. There are only a handful of others as highly celebrated as he is, one of whom is Celine’s lawyer.

Ten years ago, when Celine and I first settled on getting a divorce, we were both twenty-five years old. We’d gotten married during the fall of our senior year in college, before either of our careers were established, and hadn’t ever imagined we’d split up—even though we already had issues. Fast forward three years, and our marriage was a noose around both of our necks. We had no prenup in place, and Celine was set on burning the world around me. Which is where the outlandish agreement came in.

If I could go back ten years, I’d tell myself to hire a proper lawyer right then instead of caving to Celine’s ridiculous demands and having to shell out money all these years later to deal with the damn mistake.

Halston isn’t cheap.

He pulls out a few sheets of paper from his briefcase and slides them along the glass table.

“I need you to sign these before I head to the notary office.”

I give them a quick look over before grabbing a ballpoint and signing next to the little tabs he’d placed on each page.

“I know I’ve asked you this a million times, but we’re good, right?”

“We are.”

“There’s no chance she finds a loophole, is there?”

“There’s a chance.”

My pen jerks off the page.

“Relax. There’s always a chance, Cullen. But whatever bullshit loophole they possibly find will be just that. Bullshit.” He gives me that signature shark grin, the kind that reminds you the bloody water he swims in is of his own making.

“I need this to be over with.” I slide the papers back to him.

Leaving Celine had been like stepping on a cactus and having to painstakingly remove each of the needles one by one. If even a single prick was left behind, I would be in agony the rest of my life. Which is exactly what she wants. I am determined not to let that happen. I am determined to be free of her so I can finally move on.

Returning to the city was the first step to reclaiming my life. Meeting Verity had just been a bonus. In the years since Celine, I’ve slept with women here and there but nothing ever serious. They’ve all been hollow connections, unable to fix the scars in my heart from where Celine stabbed me.

Verity’s light in my life was the first sign that I could try again, that I could maybe still have the life I’d dreamed about in the city where I grew up—the dream that Celine had shattered and is continuing to shatter.

She is a poison in my veins that just won’t go away. I am worried if I don’t deal with her soon, it’ll be too late.

“Trust me, Cullen. I want this to be over with just as much as you.” He tucks the papers into his backpack. “Now, for the love of God, just lie low for the next few days.”

“I will.”

I have to fly back to Miami tomorrow to hand over the keys to my apartment before moving into my new place this weekend.

“I’ll contact you if anything else arises.”

“Then I hope to hell I don’t hear from you.”

He chuckles and takes off, leaving me to myself again.

When I’d set my schedule for today, I’d frontloaded it because I’d been planning to take Verity out tonight once she was done with work.

My reservation still stands, but all my texts and calls to her have gone unanswered. I can’t keep blowing up her phone, not when she so clearly doesn’t want to speak to me. I know enough that if I keep pushing, it will only be worse.

Except she’d run off the other night without even giving me a chance to talk things through with her, sprinting into a perfectly timed cab—it was almost like a scene out of a movie.

I swivel in my chair, thinking.

There has to be a way.

I told Verity that I’d make her mine, that she would be my girlfriend, and I am determined to keep that promise. I won’t just let her go, not without a fight. Things between us won’t end before they even have a chance to start. I know in my gut that there is a connection between us that is different, and I won’t lose that.

Putting in the work to win over Verity isn’t a chore. In fact, I’d loved the chase and the challenge she’d given me with her four-date tease. It made the taste of her lips all the more sweet.

The memory is ingrained in my brain. The feel of her hot body pressed against mine. Her fingers dancing around the hair on the nape of my neck. The little moan she made when I bit her lip. The way she arched into me, wanting more.

My cock twitches, remembering how hard I was in that moment. How much I wanted to bend her over that railing and fuck her with the city splayed out below us.

But I’d held back because when it comes to Verity, the reward of having her to myself is a prize I won’t pass up. Even if it takes me a hundred trials, I will reach the end eventually.

She might have said we are over, but the look in her eyes at that time was anything but hate. I saw the pain there, the fear, and the want. Verity pushed me away, not because she doesn’t want me, but because she is afraid of Celine.

I just need to come up with a plan, one that will banish all her worries.

I just have no clue what that is.

“Your new girlfriend works for your ex? Really, Cullen.”

My chair almost tips back at the sudden intrusion of my door swinging wide, Chloe waltzing in without a care.

Amy pokes her head in belatedly. “Mr. Ross, your sister is here.”

Clearly.

What is it with all the unannounced visitors today?

“Chlo, I’m honored you came for a visit.”

“You came to my workplace; only seemed fitting if I did the same.”

She plops down into the same chair Halston had been in not even twenty minutes ago, her hair in one of those messy buns she always wears when baking.

“Did you bring me something?”

I spot the logo on the white paper bag she carried in along with her tote.

“No, I brought Verity something.”

Fuck.

Chloe’s eyes narrow, and she gets that suspicious look that makes her a mirror of our mother.

“What did you do?”

“What do you mean?”

“Your face did that thing.”

“What thing?”

“That thing it does when something’s wrong.”

“Nothing’s wrong.”

“Really? You just forgot to tell me that Verity worked for Celine?”

“I only just found out—which you should know since I’m guessing Bridget told you and she was with me.”

Her lips press together, confirming my guess.

I’m surprised she didn’t show up sooner. I figured Bridget would’ve texted her the moment we left the event. But Chloe does have her own life now, and a thriving business alongside it. She’s busier than me these days, with her shop blowing up on social media.

“I’m not letting this go. Something’s off. You were all smiley the other day when I met her.”

Unfortunately, she’s still my nosy little sister at heart, even with her hectic schedule.

“Everything’s fine. Just a small hiccup.”

“Cullen, please don’t tell me she dumped you already.”

“A hiccup.”

“Oh my God. I was joking. Are you serious?”

Maybe her showing up is a good thing. Chloe might have some ideas. It’s not like I’m going to call up Rafe and ask for his advice.

“Yes, she broke up with me after Jace’s event.”

“Why? What did you do?”

“I didn’t do anything. It was Celine.”

Chloe’s hackles raise, her mood souring.

Funnily enough, Chloe is the only person who never liked Celine. Even Rafe had liked her at the start. But Chloe? She’d always stuck her ground. Even in the beginning, when things were good, she’d given Celine the cold shoulder.

“Why does that woman ruin everything she touches?”

“Her profile piece in The Alternate says otherwise.”

The article went live this morning with images from Saturday’s event, applauding Celine yet again for the upward trajectory of her business and the innovation she instills in the design space.

“Seriously, what happened?”

“Verity found out that Celine and I were married, and she freaked out. She called it off right there; said if Celine found out, she’d be fired.”

“That’d be wrongful termination.”

“That’s what I said.”

“Although, I wouldn’t put it past Celine to fabricate something to create a legitimate reason to fire her. She’s vindictive as all hell.”

And that right there is what had scared Verity so much.

She said she’d worked at Delute Designs for three years. Celine has a small company and runs a tight ship. Verity would have a pretty solid grasp at this point on what makes Celine tick.

“Which is precisely the issue.”

Chloe lets out a deep sigh, giving the donuts she brought a mournful look. “So, what? That’s it. Celine wins again?”

“Celine hasn’t won. I’m not letting Verity go.”

“You’re not?”

“No.”

“Good, because I like her.” Chloe smiles, clasping her hands together. “I had this feeling she could be the one.”

“You met her for five seconds.”

“And I’m a very good judge of character. It’s like my sixth sense, you know this. I can tell if the energy is off the moment I meet a person. There was nothing negative coming from her.”

“You’re right, you’re right.”

“So, what’s the game plan. How are you going to woo her?”

“I don’t really have a plan.”

“Cullen, you need a plan. You can’t just wing something this important.”

“I wasn’t going to wing it.” I give her a saccharine smile. “I was going to have you help me, darling sister.”

“Oh really, were you?” Her brow raises. “And when did you decide that?”

“The second you walked in.” I reach my arm across the desk and hold my hand out to Chloe. “What do you say? Want to help me win back my girlfriend?”

She slips her hand into mine.

“You bet.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO



VERITY

Iwake up to yet another text from Cullen.

Every morning for the last seven days, this man has sent me a text.

Every night for the last seven nights, he has sent me a bouquet of flowers. Each one contains around a hundred flowers, either lilies or roses, and all come with a note that I never read.

I’ve started to foist the bouquets off onto my neighbors because at least someone should get to enjoy them.

My phone vibrates again with another text notification.

I haven’t opened them because I don’t want to give him the satisfaction of a read receipt. I could cheat—do that little trick where you hold down and read the message without actually opening it—but I’m worried that if I read his words, I’ll cave.

Contrary to my initial plan, erasing Cullen from my mind has been a chore and I’m slacking off.

I’m a little curious as to how long he plans to keep this up. Surely, he’ll eventually get bored if I keep ignoring him. And when that happens, he’ll just move on to someone else and I’ll be forced to accept it. He is a wildly attractive, rich, single man. There are probably plenty of women waiting to snatch him up who aren’t afraid of his ex-wife.

I hate that idea.

Cullen had barely been mine before he was taken away.

Well, I suppose I let him go—but it was unwillingly, so it’s a gray area.

I should block his number, is what I should really do, and not torture myself with the daily reminder of his existence. It is unhealthy, and I have my work to worry about.

I pop my earbuds in before dropping the case into my work tote and double checking that I have everything. I scroll through the music library on my phone as I leave the apartment and bounce down the four flights of stairs, trying to decide what mood I feel like for my commute this morning.

I click on one of the auto-generated playlists.

Heartbreak Pop Meltdowns for Sad Girl Hype Energy.

Well, that’s a little rude.

The songs look good though.

I hit play, allowing the noise to filter through my earbuds and distract my mind from a man I shouldn’t be thinking about.

I push out the apartment building door, a gust of wind whipping my hair around. The music clearly isn’t helping, because the first thing I see is a hot man whom I think is Cullen leaning against a light post.

Come on, Verity, get a grip. Stop hallucinating the man.

I turn right onto the sidewalk, taking my usual route to the subway stop five blocks away. Another pedestrian gets way too close, almost brushing my shoulder as they walk past even though there is plenty of space.

Scratch that. Not walking past, walking beside me.

Seriously, what is this person’s issue?

Don’t they know the universal law of mind your distance?

I whip my head to the side, a bitch glare already prepped that would effectively tell them “Seriously? Back up, buddy.”

That plan fails because it’s the hot man from the light post.

The man whom I thought was Cullen.

The man who is Cullen.

Shit.

My feet malfunction, causing me to stumble, and my brain is too caught up on Cullen that it fails to process my lack of balance. The concrete comes fast, looking to kiss my forehead and promise what is sure to be a concussion.

A strong hand grips my elbow, pulling me back into a hard body. One of my earbuds tumbles free, plopping onto the sidewalk.

“Careful, angel.”

The timbre of his voice buzzes against his chest, which my cheek is currently pressed against.

I push away, taking a healthy step back from the tempting man.

I thought it would help, not being connected to his body, but now I’m forced to look at him. God damn it. It is seven in the morning, and he looks like he is ready for a photoshoot. It should be illegal for this man to wear suits this well. He has an expensive leather backpack slung over one shoulder and is carrying a brown paper bag in his left hand.

His stubble is darker than normal, almost like he took a day or so off from shaving. It does nothing but sharpen his jawline and make me want to run my hand along it to feel the pricks.

Oh God. This is bad. I’m already losing myself.

Cullen opens his mouth to say something, but I drop down, grab my runaway earbud, and then swivel on my feet to start marching away.

More distance. I need more distance.

“Verity.”

The word slithers across my skin, tearing further into my fracturing resolve.

There is a tap tap as he jogs to catch up to me, easily falling back into step beside me with his long legs that eat up my small strides.

What is he even doing here? Shouldn’t he be at work? Why is he outside my apartment?

I want to ask him, but I can’t open that jar without everything spilling out.

I’m just going to ignore him like I planned.

I pop my right earbud back in, drowning out any possible conversation he could start. Lyrics swim around me, but they sound like gibberish because I can only focus on the man beside me.

We walk three blocks in silence, and I worry I’m about to go nuts from the tension that crackles between us.

Seriously? How long is he going to keep this up? There is only one more block until I get to the subway entrance. Surely, he isn’t going to follow me down there. He can’t trail along all the way to the office. That would be…

I shake my head, banishing the thought.

There is no way he’d do that, not after everything.

I readjust my tote on my shoulder, gripping the fraying strap more tightly with my hand, and start to walk even faster. If I can just get to the end of the street, I can escape on the A train.

When I’m only a few feet away from the stairs that descend into the station, I begin to panic. He’s not slowing down. He doesn’t show any sign of leaving. I push ahead, jogging down the steps and hoping that he isn’t behind me.

I scan my watch on the electronic scanner, waiting for the light to pop up before I push through the turnstile. The air is always warmer down here, which isn’t a bad thing, unless it’s summer. That’s when the subway system turns into a boiler and the smells become noticeable.

I shuffle down the platform until I get to a pocket that is a little less packed. I rock back and forth on my heels, eyeing the notification banner that says the next train will be here in one minute.

Come on, hurry up.

I don’t risk looking to my left to see if Cullen followed me down. There’s no chance he did. Still, I can’t help but feel like there is a pair of eyes watching me. It’s this awareness prickling the back of my neck.

The wind in the tunnel picks up, signaling the impending train. I step a little closer to the yellow safety line painted on the ground. The air pressure increases as a screeching noise cuts above the music playing in my ears.

When the doors to the car open, I wait for people to exit before pushing in. I clock an empty seat—which isn’t that rare, since I live so far uptown—and slip onto the blue plastic, placing my tote bag in my lap.

Safe.

I let out a sigh, closing my eyes briefly. I have the next ten stops to get my heart rate back under control and my mind cleared before walking into the office. Totally doable.

A knee brushes against my own, and my lids pop open.

No.

I whip my head to the side and—

There he is.

Why?!

My lips part, the question bubbling in the back of my throat, desperate for release. The pressure builds on my tongue, the word dangling on the tip.

He turns, those hazel eyes glittering with a dare for me to speak, to acknowledge him.

I clamp my mouth shut, swallowing my voice and bottling the scream deep within my lungs.

I force myself to look forward and stare at the advertisements running along the top of the car. It feels like these ads change once a month. Right now, it’s a promotion for a new dating app. I read the words over and over, memorizing them in an attempt to not think about Cullen.

His cologne trickles into the air, twisting my core. The train turns a smidge too sharply; the force causes my butt to slide on the plastic and close the few inches that separated our bodies. My thigh presses against his thigh. My bicep against his bicep.

I squeeze my tote bag more tightly, holding onto it for dear life. The tips of my fingers play with the loose stitching around the handle, which I should probably get fixed before it snaps. I numb myself with the repetitive movements, rubbing the threads between my thumb and forefinger. I’ve been meaning to get a new bag, but every time I look at the price tag, I shudder.

The stops keep trickling by, one after another.

My awareness of Cullen doesn’t dull even the slightest, but I stay true to my decision and ignore him to the best of my ability.

We arrive at the ninth stop, one away from my destination, when he stands up. The movement catches me off guard, and I automatically shift my gaze to peer up at him.

Cullen drops the paper bag he’d been carrying onto his empty seat and gives me a sad smile before fading into the sea of people exiting the train car.

I stare at his disappearing form until the doors close, cutting me off from him and creating this sense of hollowness right between my breasts.

What was the point of that? Why? Why?

I itch to run my hands through my hair and grip my head. The frustration crawls all over my body at the unanswered questions.

I glance at the paper bag he left behind. I can’t just leave it there. It would look suspicious as hell if a random brown bag were just chilling on the seats for the rest of the train’s journey.

I pick it up, intending to throw it into the trash as soon as I get to my stop, but my curiosity gets the better of me.

Inside is some sort of pastry in a white bag. It smells delicious, a rich sweetness emanating from it. I pluck it out, noting that it’s somehow still warm. My fingers catch on something on the back of the white bag, and I turn it around to find a little Post-it note stuck to the back.

May your Monday be as sweet as this Danish

C x

It’s cheesy as hell, totally eye-roll worthy, but as the train slows at the tenth stop and I get up to leave, I catch myself smiling.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE



VERITY

Ihave a totally new issue.

What I’d thought was a one-off occurrence of Cullen loitering around my apartment and accompanying me to work before off-loading a fresh pastry with a corny pickup line has turned out to be one of his new routines.

It’s now been eleven days of wake-up texts, eleven nights of bouquets, and four mornings of joint commutes.

Four. Mornings. In. A. Row.

I’m starting to wonder how much spare time he has with how much effort he is putting in. Surely, he must have better things to do. He has a job.

Each morning, I leave my apartment, and Cullen is lounging against the light post. Always in one of his suits and always causing my heart to do a flip. He silently falls into step beside me and walks with me all the way to the station before getting on the subway and riding nine stops.

The first day, he left me the blackberry Danish.

The second day, he handed me a coffee from that place where we had our second date.

The third day, it was a donut from his sister’s shop.

Today, it appears to be a juice.

I’m not really sure what the rhyme or reason behind each of the items is. I don’t know how he decides what to get me. What I do know is that I woke up this morning excited with anticipation over what it would be today.

Which means I’m losing.

I still haven’t spoken a word to him, and I always make sure to have my volume up loud just in case he tries to talk to me. The only communication we have are his god-awful, handwritten pickup lines.

Today, in black Sharpie on the lid of the sun-kissed-colored juice, it reads, “Orange you glad to see me?”

I snort and then kick myself for giving him a reaction. I glance to the side, catching a smile tugging at the corners of his lips. Dammit. I didn’t mean to give him that satisfaction.

It is getting exhausting, fighting him. I didn’t realize how much energy you exert restraining yourself.

Would it be so bad if I said something?

Yes.

No?

Maybe…

I suck on the juice, preoccupying my mouth so I don’t cave to Cullen.

I miss talking to him, miss answering his phone calls and hearing his voice. He is right next to me, but I have placed a glass barrier between us.

Am I being ridiculous? Am I going too far?

Cullen hasn’t done anything wrong, and for some reason, he is devoted to chasing me. I’ve never been chased before, never had someone fight for me. I am so used to relationships that fizzled out with men who got bored with me and ghosted without another word.

I’ve pushed him away, but he’s held on tight.

That means something.

Celine’s cold gaze flashes in my mind, making the already chilly juice turn to ice in my stomach.

I toss my empty cup into the nearby trash can before descending the subway station steps. Unlike that first day, Cullen sticks close, scanning through the turnstile next to me and following me down the platform.

It’s oddly busy this morning, and when the train arrives, there aren’t any spare seats. There must be some sort of convention or concert or sports thing going on. Whenever something like that happens, the congestion gets worse.

I stand toward the end of the car, holding onto one of the railings to keep myself steady as the train takes off. Cullen leans against the wall opposite me, resting in the corner without having to support himself with anything else.

With each stop, the car gets more and more full, turning into a tin of sardines but far less organized. One lady gets a little too aggressive, and her elbow clocks my bicep as she pushes her way inside. My body leans slightly off-center, but I tighten my grip on the railing to stop myself from causing a chain reaction to the other people around me.

Whenever it is busy like this, it means it is going to be one of those days.

Warm hands grip my shoulders. Cullen flips me around, switching my position with his so I’m now nestled in the corner of the car, with my back no longer exposed. He presses a hand onto the wall next to my head, caging me in and protecting me from the squeezing bodies that are nudging without remorse.

I blink up at him, startled by the proximity switch. My nose is only a few inches away from his chest, and his scent weaves its way around my body. I find myself drawn forward, desperate to nuzzle against his neck.

Bad.

Very bad.

I barely breathe, my thoughts going haywire. Any mental barrier I’d erected quickly begins to crumble.

The train jostles around that same shitty corner, and my hands instinctively reach out to grip Cullen’s suit jacket. His weight steadies me. My knuckles brush against his pecs as the train bumps again, and the momentary contact is like a live wire shooting through my veins.

I release my hold before I become paralyzed.

“Sorry.”

I slap my hand over my mouth, cursing myself for the automatic apology. I’d gone almost twelve days without breathing a word to him, only to break the silence with a clumsy slip.

Cullen lightly grips my wrist, pulling it away from my mouth before leaning closer. I’m stuck, not moving even a fraction of an inch. He lets go, moving his hand to the shell of my ear. His fingertip lightly traces the curve before he plucks out the earbud.

The loud squeaks of the train barreling down the track filter in as he closes the distance. That stubble I’d been eyeing brushes against my cheek, causing me to shiver in a way I’m too embarrassed to name. His lips ghost my earlobe, and he speaks the first words I’ve heard from him in days.

“I don’t mind you using me. I like your hands on my body.”

This man.

The beehive that I’d been keeping under control in my stomach has just been kicked. The bees are flying around, buzzing with a hum that is warming my body. All I feel are the flutters as my sense of sanity is shoved to the side.

This is why I’ve been wearing headphones to ignore him.

His silver tongue knows exactly what to say to slip past my defenses.

The train starts to slow as we approach the next station.

“See you tomorrow, Verity.”

Cullen pops my earbud back in, a promising smirk on his lips, before joining the throng of people exiting the train car.

I lean back against the wall, reeling from the last thirty seconds. I would like to say that I gather my wits, that I pick up my scattered senses, but I don’t. Instead, my own name plays on repeat in my mind. It’s so loud that I can hear it over the music playing in my ears.

He said my name like a promise.

He said my name like he wouldn’t let me go.

This was only the start.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR



CULLEN

“This seems like a bad idea.”

I stroll behind Bridget as she speed walks down the street like a woman on a mission—which she technically is. I would like to say that I’m not sure how I got myself into this situation, except I’m fully aware of why I’m chasing her blindly down the street on a Wednesday afternoon when I should be preparing for an upcoming showing.

“It’s a great idea.”

“It’s borderline stalking.”

“Stalking can be a love language.”

“The police might disagree with that.”

“Just shut up and walk faster. Seriously, your legs are twice as long as mine and I’m wearing three-inch booties.” She glances back at me. “We don’t want to miss her.”

Part of my sister’s grand plan to help me win Verity back was to enlist the aid of Bridget. As the only person without a regular nine-to-five job, she has the spare time. Which is how she was able to sprint into my office at three in the afternoon and demand I drop everything to follow her.

“There it is!”

Bridget points a finger at the Toss It store at the end of the block.

“And you’re sure this is the right one?”

There are probably thirty different locations of this restaurant around the city. It is one of the most popular go-to lunch spots for working people in the city. You can order ahead with their mobile app, and all their salads and bowls are customizable, no matter what your preferences or food restrictions might be.

“Yes, I’m sure. It’s the one with the closest proximity to her office, and yesterday her story showed the bodega across the street.” Bridget slows her steps, and I fall in line next to her. “She should be here any minute. She posted at three fifteen the last three days, give or take a few minutes.”

“Like I said, stalking.”

“She’s the one with a public account.”

“Still, what if she—”

“Oh!” Bridget backhands my chest, the giant rock on her finger stabbing me. “There she is.”

I follow her line of sight to a lithe brunette power walking across the pedestrian crossing, eyes glued to the phone in her hand.

“Now what?”

“Now, we introduce ourselves.”

When I don’t immediately step into action, Bridget grips my elbow and tugs me forward.

“Hi! Sorry to bother you but—”

The woman continues walking right past us, as if she didn’t hear a word I said, and tugs on the metal handle of the door to Toss It.

It doesn’t deter Bridget in the slightest.

“Excuse me.”

She reaches out and taps the woman’s shoulder, eliciting a startled jerk from her. The brunette turns around while simultaneously plucking a small white earbud from her right ear.

“What? Can I help…you?” Her initial annoyance trickles into confusion before spreading to recognition. “Bridget Vaughn?”

“The one and only,” she beams back.

“Wow. Hi. You’re stunning.”

“Stop. Thank you.”

“What are you—how can I help you?”

“Hannah Hayes, right?”

Her starstruck expression muddles with slight confusion. “Yeah?”

“Gorg. Just had to double-check. I have a friend who would like to talk to you.”

She steps aside and gestures to me with her palm up, like she is presenting me as a dish on a silver platter.

Hannah’s eyes roam over me for a second before the corners of her lips quirk up in a practiced feline smile. She presses her fingers to her chest.

“Hannah. Pleasure to meet you.”

“Cullen.”

Her smile melts faster than ice cream in the Arizona heat.

“Like, Cullen Cullen? Verity’s Cullen?”

I like the sound of that.

Verity’s Cullen.

“That’s me.”

“Oh.” She gives me another once over, searching for who knows what. “Huh.”

“What?”

“You look pretty good for a thirty-something-year-old divorcé. Still got all that hair, and it’s not even a smidge gray.”

Her words launch themselves at me like arrows, and Bridget stifles a laugh.

“I’m thirty-five, not fifty-five.”

Hannah snorts. “Wow. Verity said the exact same thing.”

“How is she?”

“Shouldn’t you know? You’ve become her new travel companion.”

“We don’t exactly talk.”

I got her to say exactly one word to me over the course of five days, and it was purely by accident. Never in my life did I think that the word sorry would be as satisfying to hear as it was from her lips.

The longer this drags on, the more desperate I become for her. Making Verity mine is becoming something of an obsession, and I am fully invested in making her heart my own.

“Hannah, I—”

“Hold that thought.” She swipes open her phone. “My lunch is ready.” Without even giving us a second glance, she steps around us and heaves open the large glass door, joining the sea of office workers floating inside the restaurant.

Bridget pushes onto her tiptoes, voice a low hush. “Don’t blow this. You have one shot to convince her.”

“I know.”

I am finally getting somewhere with Verity. Each day I spend walking with her to work, a brick comes loose from the wall she put up. I know I am getting close to it crumbling completely.

I saw the glint in her eyes this morning when she opened the door of her apartment complex and hurried down to see what I brought her. There was no longer that trepidation; she is starting to get comfortable around me again. So much so that she wasn’t even hiding her stares or trying to keep distance between our bodies.

Yesterday, she was this close to resting her head on my shoulder as we rode the nine stops to my station.

I just need to give her another little nudge.

We’ve come up with a few different ways to do just that—including a little gift that should be arriving tonight—but the crux of it all lies in the envelope in my back pocket.

“Walk with me.” Hannah breezes past us, clear plastic bag in hand.

Bridget and I step into action, following her path.

I’ll admit, she’s a lot different than how Verity had described her. I was envisioning some easygoing, slightly crass woman. Not the sarcastic fintech chick before me.

“You’re in a hurry. Isn’t it your lunch break?” Bridget huffs, trying to keep pace.

“Yeah, but I have to leave on time tonight for my date, so I planned on working while I ate.”

“Right.”

“So, what is it? I doubt you tracked me down to ask about my salad order.”

I clear my throat. “I was wondering if you could do me a favor.”

“Figured. Tell me, Cullen. Why should I help you?”

“Because we both care about Verity. Because I’m determined to do whatever is necessary to win her back.”

“Even if winning her back could ruin her career? Is that really caring for her?” Her gaze cuts like a blade.

“I won’t let that happen. I’ll protect her from Celine.”

“Will you?”

“I’d fall on my sword before letting it pierce her, Hannah. I promise you that.”

“You’re a dedicated dude. The men I fuck don’t put in half the effort you have, and you two haven’t even smashed.”

Now that sounded more like the Hannah that Verity had described.

“When I want something, I put in the grind to get it.”

“Even though you’ve only known her a few weeks?”

“When you know, you know.”

“Didn’t you think that about Celine once?”

Her tone isn’t malicious, merely curious. She’s testing me, and I understand that. Verity is her best friend, and she’s looking out for her. It’s the exact same thing I’d expect Chloe and Bridget to do.

“Celine and I were young, and there’s a lot more to our story than you’re probably imagining. Just trust me when I say that by the time you get to my age, you know what you want and you don’t settle for less.”

“Not a bad answer.” She slows her pace, coming to a stop outside a tall, marble office building and crosses her arms. “Okay, I’ll help you. What’s the favor?”

“I need you to give her this.” I hand Hannah the envelope from my pocket.

“What is it?”

“A ticket to the ballet tomorrow night.”

“Stop. She is going to die!” The genuine sparkle in Hannah’s eyes puffs up my pride. “You just earned yourself a couple extra points with me.”

“Thanks?”

“But why don’t you give it to her yourself? Don’t you want the credit?”

“If I ask her to go with me, she’ll make up some excuse.”

I considered putting the ticket in one of her morning pastry bags or in one of the bouquet notes, but I didn’t want to risk her throwing it out, whether on purpose or by accident. I am confident that Verity still wants me, but I’m not confident enough to believe she’d agree to another date just yet. Which is why I needed another way to lure her there.

After she explained to me her childhood love of ballet, I quickly swindled my way into securing the best tickets in the house for us. I’ve never seen a ballet in my life, and going to one isn’t anywhere near the top of my bucket list by any means, but it is something she likes and that is enough for me.

“Ah, I see. If I ask her to go, it’s less sus.”

“Exactly.”

“Smart idea.”

“My idea,” Bridget grumbles, clearly feeling like a child left to play in the sandbox on her own.

“So, you just need me to give this to her? That’s easy enough.” Hannah tucks the envelope into her purse and then gives me a salute. “I’ll do my part. The rest is up to you, my dude.”

“Thanks, Hannah. I appreciate it.”

“No worries.” She tilts her head to the side, giving a reserved wave. “It was really cool to meet you, Bridget.”

“Course. You too.”

Hannah slips through the revolving doors and into the marble building. Bridget prods me in the side with one of her sharp nails the second she’s out of sight.

“Way to take credit for everything, Mr. Show Off.”

“Hey, the ballet was my idea.”

“And using Hannah was mine, as was the handbag, and all the internet stalking I did of Verity’s life.”

She pouts, and I reach out to ruffle her hair.

“And I thank you dearly for all your hard work.”

“You better. None of this comes for free, you know.”

“Oh really? Here I thought you were helping me out of the goodness of your heart.”

“A Vaughn always collects.”

I roll my eyes at my pseudo sister.

“Fine. When Verity and I are back together, I’ll owe you.”

Because we will get back together. This isn’t an “if” situation.

I meant what I’d said to Hannah.

I’ll win her back, at any cost.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE



VERITY

I’ve been staring at different fonts for three hours, and I think I’m starting to go a little cross-eyed. The words on the screen just look wrong at this point even though I know they are spelled correctly.

I think.

I pull up the design brief for the twentieth time and check again that, yup, it’s correct.

Sahara Sunset really does have that many A’s.

Since I am currently in a state of project limbo, Jenna assigned me to work on the labels for a new set of candles from one of our longtime clients. It is one of the easier projects, something I am comfortable with, and with the way my week is going, I need an easy win.

Things are going well at work, but after chatting with Hannah about my meeting with Celine, there isn’t a doubt in my mind that her pretty words were actually an ultimatum. She wasn’t giving me a reward, telling me that I could lead the next big project because I am proving my worth. She was spelling out a warning, threatening to stall my career if I do anything to sully her reputation. It was just as Jenna had said.

Hannah thought the whole thing was bogus. After talking everything through with her, she’s shifting over to Team Cullen, saying that sometimes love takes risk and I should just embrace it.

I always play it safe. I don’t like to rock the boat.

If I lose my job, I don’t have any money to fall back on. Saving in the city is impossible and I send what little I can back to my parents. The job market is a nightmare right now, and the last thing I want is to put Hannah out on our rent or be forced to move back home because I can’t cut it in the big city.

I need to stick it out and hope that Celine stays true to her word. If she makes me the lead for the next high-profile client, it would give me the validation I need as a junior designer to get a leg up in this industry.

The Frankie Jones merch collab seems to be moving forward, and Anne has been buzzing like a queen bee all around the office. As much as I hate the idea of having to work with her, I know Celine has her eye on the project, and staying in her good graces is a priority for me.

The politics of it all is a headache.

I squeeze my eyes shut for a few seconds, trying to combat the stinging feeling in them.

It’s only twenty past five, but I’m not going to figure out this font in the next ten minutes. After working overtime the last few weeks for the Kelton project, I’m not spending an extra second in the office until I need to. All I want right now is to collapse on the couch with my leftover takeout and numb my mind with some television.

I shut all my programs down and slip my work laptop into my tote bag before saying goodbye to everyone and heading out of the office.

The streets are filled with every other commuter making their nightly trek back home. It’s a weaving game, slipping in between the bodies into little pockets of space so you don’t get bogged down with the dawdlers.

The train is just as packed, and some tourist guy doesn’t bother to hold on and goes tumbling into a bunch of us, causing a chain reaction of jostling bodies. I’m reminded of the other day when Cullen protected me, using himself as a shield against the other inconsiderate passengers.

By the time I see our apartment building, I want to weep.

I input the code on the keypad and heave the metal frame door wide open.

Packages are piled up along the left-hand wall, and I do a quick scan, picking out two bubble mailers that are addressed to Hannah. Just as I’m about to head upstairs, I snag on a slightly larger box that’s been pushed a bit farther down the hall.

I give the label a quick glance before dismissing it. Only to halt, walk back two steps, and stare at it again.

Odd.

It’s addressed to me.

I readjust my tote before stacking Hannah’s mailers on top of the box and carrying them up the four flights of stairs.

I swear to myself that one day I will be able to afford a place with an elevator. I already spent all day walking around the city to get places. I don’t need the extra workout of a climb at the end of it all. I would rather accept the convenience and laziness of modern technology.

When I get inside the apartment, I toss all the packages on the couch before dropping my ass on the cushion next to them. My body is at war with itself, stuck between wanting to fall asleep and demanding to eat dinner.

My phone chimes in my bag, and I dig it out to see a text from Hannah letting me know she’ll be home soon and asking if I can turn on her curling iron. She’s probably headed out on a date—it is Friday night.

Despite living together, Hannah and I don’t see each other that often. The company she works for has bonkers hours—she is normally leaving when I wake up and coming home when I am finishing dinner. She also always has some sort of date Friday and Saturday nights, so the only days we really have together are her “Recharge Sundays.”

Below Hannah’s text chain sits a chain of unread text messages.

I’ve yet to cave and click on Cullen’s texts, but that doesn’t mean I haven’t wasted hours staring at his name and the teeny message preview below it.

I think about him all the time, and it doesn’t help that I see him every single day. The threads of my resolve are turning gossamer. I am waking up excited at the idea of him waiting outside, which is totally counterproductive to my plan. And yet, I can’t stop myself. I’d considered waking up at the ass-crack of dawn like Hannah and heading into the office early to avoid him, but I failed every time.

My rational brain is losing the war to my dreamy heart.

After the incident with Celine, I did my own internet deep dive into him. I told myself it would help me realize that we aren’t a good match, but it had turned into self-inflicted torture.

I looked through articles from the early days of Delute Designs to see if there was any mention of Cullen or a husband. I came across a couple of photos of the two of them, and it just made it more confusing. There were two I found of them in college as part of some business fraternity, Cullen smiling at her and seeming so in love. But then there was one of Celine winning her New Business of the Year award, and he was off to the side, stiff and stoic.

I want to know why things ended.

How did they go from high school sweethearts to two humans who can’t even breathe the same air without getting offended?

Was it something Cullen did? Did I dodge a bullet there because he is a serial cheater or something? Or was it Celine? Did she cause the marriage to break apart, and I’ve just rubbed salt in the wound of a man who is just trying to find love again?

My head pounds.

Work is already stressful; my personal life isn’t supposed to be as well. The benefit of coming home is to decompress, but I’ve made the mistake of intermingling the two and am now reaping the repercussions of trying to untangle them.

I groan, tipping onto my side across the couch cushion and narrowly avoiding poking my eye out with the corner of the box I forgot was next to me.

What the hell is in this thing, anyway?

Determined to do literally anything to take my mind off this grave I dug myself and am struggling to fill back up, I grab the Stanley knife from the kitchen and start cutting open the brown package.

Did I pre-order something and forget about it?

Unlikely. I keep track of all my purchases to the cent.

It could be from my parents. They send me little gifts every now and again. But this seems a touch too big.

Inside the brown box is a slightly smaller forest-green box with a shiny silver G logo. The designer in me pauses for a second, admiring the way it seems to be a play on multiple letters stacked within one another. I pick out A, R, and D, which are sectioned out by a central Y and all surrounded by an O, which is placed within the G. It’s elegant work and has a refined feel to it, which can be hard as a lot of companies try to do iterations of similar monogram designs nowadays and come off looking cheap.

Something about the logo and the repeating pattern on the box seems familiar, but I’m not sure why.

I pluck the green package out, so I can lift off the lid, and then freeze. There’s a gold drawstring bag inside, but this time that G logo isn’t just a logo. Below it, in a Condor-variation font, is the word Goyard in all caps.

What the hell?

I almost fling the box away but stop, worried about ruining the undoubtedly expensive item within. The last thing I need is to scratch what I assume is a handbag and be left repaying the damages, because I sure as hell did not order this myself.

With delicate hands, I carefully lift the box off my lap and place it on the couch, like it’s made of glass. Then I tear back into the larger brown box to confirm that it is, in fact, my name on the shipping label.

Was this Hannah’s doing?

I recognize the brand label because she owns one of their bags. I complimented it a couple of times and then blanched when I learned that it cost an entire paycheck. As much as I want to splurge on items for myself, I put all my spare money into an account for my parents.

Still, this gift would be excessive—Hannah knows that I’d feel bad about not being able to give her something of equal value back.

Maybe she ordered it for herself, and the website autofilled with my name and she missed it?

That seems a little outlandish, but it is also the most plausible reason.

Knowing that she’ll be home at any moment, I slip into her bedroom and turn on her curling wand before heading back to the kitchenette and grabbing some leftover Chinese from the fridge to heat up. The looming presence of the package floats with a haunted aura, and I keep glancing over at it.

The front door jangles a few times before the lock clicks and Hannah slinks in.

“Ugh, I hate when men set early dates. Like, do they not understand that I can’t just teleport myself after work? I have to come all the way home, get ready, and then head right back out again. And they always pick places far away from where we live, which just tacks on more time.”

She makes the same complaint every week without fail. If it were up to Hannah, we would be living more midtown or even downtown, but because of my budget, we’d been stuck picking a place way uptown, away from the hustle and bustle.

“Who’s tonight?”

“Vince. Works as a consultant, is supposedly six three, and has a pic of himself cooking shirtless on a yacht.”

“Oh, a new one.”

“Mhm, we matched on Monday. Tomorrow night is the third date with James.”

“That’s the one who looks like a young Shemar Moore and took you to that fancy new rooftop bar, right?”

“Correct.” She kicks off her oxfords and dumps her Goyard on the dining table.

“You have packages on the couch.”

“Ooh, yay.”

I pop my food in the microwave and then twist around, watching her rip into the bubble mailers with startling ferocity.

“What’d you get?”

“This new transfer-proof lip gloss. Bridget Vaughn posted about it and—Oh. That reminds me. You busy tomorrow night?”

“Uh, no?”

“Great. I have a gift.” She slides back over to her bag and pulls out a rectangular envelope, holding it out to me.

“What’s this?”

“Open it.” She’s trying to contain her smile, but the apples of her cheeks round and create those little crinkles around her excited eyes.

I peel the envelope open and pluck out the paper inside. My heart leaps when I realize it’s a ticket to one of my favorite ballets of all time.

“Shut up. Han. Swan Lake? I’ve been dying to go.”

“I know.”

“This is for me?”

“Sure is. My boss had a spare ticket up for grabs, so I jumped on it. Which wasn’t that hard because all the dude-bros I work with weren’t interested.”

“Holy crap, this seat is amazing. Are you sure you don’t want to go?”

“And skip out on banging James? I appreciate the ballet, Vee, but I appreciate that man’s dick more.”

“Thank you.” I wrap her in a quick hug before going back to admiring the shiny ticket. “I needed this.”

Since breaking up with Cullen, I’ve had little motivation to try going on new dates. Any time I opened a dating app, I just kept swiping left because none of the men smiled the way he does.

Which means I spent last weekend cooped up in the apartment doing nothing while hearing the busy city buzz around me. All my friends were preoccupied with their own dates or out of town, and that just made me feel even lonelier because my solidarity was a result of my own choices.

I’ve been silently dreading another weekend on my own, but this changes everything.

I will get myself all dressed up, almost like a little me date, and enjoy the ballet. Maybe I’ll even splurge on a glass of bubbles and remind myself that I am okay.

“Oh my God, Vee! You finally got a Goyard?”

“Huh?”

I pull my attention from the ticket to the yellow drawstring bag dangling from Hannah’s fingers.

“Don’t huh me. This is a huge deal. Which one did you get? Are we twinning? You know, I didn’t want to say anything, but that tote of yours is literally on its last legs. I was this close to buying you one myself and forcing you to accept it.”

“That’s not yours?”

She frowns, tossing her thumb at the bag on the dining table. “No. That’s mine.”

“I know, but…you didn’t order a new one?”

“No. I told you I was eyeing that Dior one, remember?”

“But, then I don’t—” I cut myself off with a confused sigh.

If Hannah didn’t order it, and I didn’t order it, then what the hell is it doing here?

Hannah doesn’t seem to pick up on my mental puzzle solving and proceeds to pull the handbag out from its cloth cover. The stunning tote is a mirror of the one she owns, except hers is dark green and this one is deep blue.

Ugh, it is pretty.

Hannah lifts the bag to her nose and takes a sniff, rolling her eyes dramatically. “I love that new bag smell. So damn addictive.”

“Hey, don’t shove your face all over it.”

“If this is your new work bag, my face is the least dirty thing it’s going to touch.”

My brain can’t fathom the idea of such an expensive bag being used for my commute. Something like that should be perched in the closet in its protective bag.

“It’s not mine.”

“What? Then whose is it?”

“I don’t know.”

Hannah frowns. “Where did it come from?”

“Well, it was sent to me.”

“From whom?”

“I don’t know.”

For a split second, it looks like she wants to shake me. She places the bag on the couch and then digs into the green box, pulling out a small white card from amid the tissue paper.

“You didn’t think to check if it was a gift, genius?”

“Who would gift me something that expensive?” My tone is thick with exasperation as I point to the bag.

Hannah walks over and presses the envelope against my sternum, forcing me to grab it before it plonks onto the floor.

“Who do you think, babe? I’m going to get ready for my date.”

She winks as she slinks off, leaving me to stew over her cryptic words.

I rub the envelope between my fingers, feeling the woven texture. The apartment buzzer goes off, and I trek over to accept what is probably my nightly flower delivery.

My feet stop in their tracks.

I drop the envelope like it’s hot coal.

No. There’s no way. He wouldn’t. Would he?

Why?

The buzzer goes off again, and I quickly accept it before padding back to where the terrifying envelope sits on the floor. I stare at it like it’s a weed growing from the ground.

There’s a knock at the door, and one of the same three rotating delivery men stands there with another bouquet of flowers. I would’ve thought I’d be sick of them by this point, but oddly enough, I’m not.

I still refuse to keep them for many reasons, but they make me feel special. Flowers are a common item with a high price point, not the sort of thing you typically purchase for yourself on the regular because why spend your grocery bill on plants that will die in a few days? Far better to use that money on something practical. Which is why it’s nice when someone else buys them for you. It’s a modern luxury.

I place the new bouquet on the dining table and pluck out the mini envelope. Since receiving the first bouquet, I haven’t bothered to read the messages inside. They sit in my bedside drawer, piling up.

I glance back at the envelope still on the floor and then pick it up, holding it next to the one from the bouquet for comparison.

They are different. The one that came with the handbag is slightly squarer, and the paper seems more expensive and eggshell colored.

Maybe I’m wrong then. Maybe the bag isn’t from him.

I take a seat at the dining table, thumbing open the envelope from the handbag. It takes some wiggling to free the little card inside, one that seems to be handwritten as opposed to the flower ones, which come typed. Yet another difference that settles my overly invested heart.

The calm is short lived.

The color reminded me of your eyes.

C xx

My brain screams, but my chest oozes into a puddle of sappiness.

What the hell is this man up to?


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX



VERITY

Ishould’ve taken a taxi.

I was catcalled by a group of men on my walk to the subway station then stuck out like a sore thumb on said subway and have been catcalled an additional two—

“Hello, sexy. Where you goin’ tonight?”

—three times on my way to the opera house where the ballet is held.

To an extent, I guess it is flattering to know that I look as good as I feel. I’ve had this dress sitting in my closet for the last two years, telling myself I would wear it next time, which never ends up happening. The heels pinch a smidge; I haven’t worn them much and they’re already rubbing on the back of my ankles.

I feel a touch overdressed, but I try to shove that insecurity aside and enjoy my me date.

I searched pictures online of what my seat looked like and the view from it. It is in one of the more expensive balcony box sections, making me think that Hannah’s boss must be a season ticket holder to have access to such a location. I will have a prime view of the stage and zero risk of some obscenely tall person obstructing my view. In other words, perfection.

Tickets have been selling like hotcakes this season, with the new prima ballerina, Katya Antonova, coming over from Moscow to take on the role of Odette. Everyone wants a shot at seeing the rising star on stage, and here I am, watching her perform for free. I seriously lucked out.

My heels absently click on the stairs leading up to the opera house, and the buzz of the people milling about feeds the anticipation thrumming in my heart.

After going through the security scanner and presenting my ticket to one of the workers, I enter an opulent foyer that is filled with couples and families chittering away. A large chandelier hangs in the center, the crystals shaped like perfect teardrops. The clear gems create a rainbow reflection on the creamy marble walls, which are lined with various pieces of art that depict different ballets and operas.

I take my time, walking slowly, admiring every nook and cranny as I make the trek up two escalators to the top floor. I pass by one of the concession areas, which are undoubtedly fancier up here compared to the ground floor. There’s an entire area just for champagne, and I watch with deep yearning as a woman in a cropped fur coat purchases a glass.

I shuffle closer, trying to see how much a flute costs. For some reason, they don’t just have it displayed above, and I have to bite the bullet and join the line. I fidget with my clutch—which isn’t actually mine but Hannah’s. Nothing I own went with my dress, and Hannah just about had a conniption when I’d tried leaving with my twenty-dollar purse, demanding that I take hers instead.

I open and close the clasp again and again as I try to sneak a peek at the menu on the counter. I’m one person away when I finally clock the prices.

Thirty dollars? For one glass?

I could buy a bottle of prosecco for half that.

Shit.

There is already a massive line behind me. Do I just dip? Do I suck it up and buy it anyway? Ugh. I mean, the ticket was free, so technically I saved money there… And I really want a glass for the whole experience of it all…

“We’ll take two glasses.”

A man slips in front of me and his voice sends a knowing shiver down my spine. I stare at Cullen’s back and the way his suit vest stretches over his broad shoulders in the most delicious way possible. He pays for the drinks and then turns to hand me one.

That hazel gaze glimmers, catching me completely off guard and forcing my body into autopilot. The tips of our fingers brush as I take the fragile stem, my breath barely a whisper as I struggle to inhale in his presence.

He steps past me, his signature cologne filling the air. The scent must turn my brain to mush because I find myself following him. My lips move without my consent.

“What are you doing here?”

Cullen halts, slowly looking over his shoulder at me, one brow raised in that infuriatingly hot yet teasing manner.

“She speaks.”

I press my lips together, unwilling to repeat myself or risk saying something stupid like it was good to see him or that I’d missed him this morning. I’d sooner throw myself into a volcano than tell him I was upset to wake up and realize it was the weekend because it meant he wasn’t waiting outside to walk me to the station, that I even went so far as to head downstairs and check if he was there anyway because some irrational part of my brain held onto a delusional hope.

“I came to watch the ballet.”

He then turns back and continues to walk away, leaving me there, confused, with my champagne.

I’m thrown off by the dismissal. Normally, he pushes to stay around me. These last two weeks, whenever we are together, it’s like he can’t get close enough. Why is he walking away?

My chest pangs. It’s like someone put two hands around my sternum and twisted, fracturing the bone.

This is what I want. Right? For him to leave me alone. I want our lives to be separate, to go back to a time when the connection we shared never existed, when I was free from the guilt of falling for a man who could upend everything I’ve worked for.

So, why does it feel so wrong? Why do I want to shout his name and call him back to me? Why am I so hungry for his attention?

An alert, like bells, chimes throughout the speakers, signaling the ballet is about to commence. The noise is enough to unfreeze me, and I absently amble in the direction of my section. I try to shake off the uneasy weight that has settled on my shoulders. I came here tonight to enjoy myself; that was the entire purpose of this me date. I’ll be damned if I let this issue sour something I’ve been genuinely excited about.

I have to walk almost the entire length of the narrow hall before getting to the area where my seat is located. The floor here is a rich red carpet that adds to the luxe ambiance created by the gold pattern painted on the walls and the dimly lit sconces.

After showing my ticket and getting access to the balcony box where my seat is located, thoughts of Cullen quickly dissipate, replaced by awe. The view from up here is insane.

My feet carry me forward to the very edge of the balcony, where I can look out over the large audience and stage below. This place is ginormous and even more opulent than I’d imagined. The chandelier in the foyer doesn’t even begin to compare to the one here. It truly feels like I’ve stepped into the Regency era.

I sink onto the velvet seat, crossing my legs as my eyes continue to bounce around. I take my first sip of champagne and revel in the way the bubbles dance on my tongue, mimicking the anticipation popping in my veins.

The box is surprisingly empty, the other three seats unoccupied. I’d somewhat assumed they’d be filled since Hannah said her boss had only one ticket to give away.

The lights begin to dim, and the sounds of tuning from the orchestra stop. I lean forward instinctively, attention centered on the stage, which has been designed to look like a dark forest.

The first song starts up, the sounds of violins weaving through the air as Katya takes her initial steps onto the stage. The flowing white dress shifts around her body as she twirls. I am entranced watching the prologue play out, a human Odette being captured by the monstrous Rothbart and cursed into her swan form. Her dress transforms into the signature swan princess tutu, and it’s every bit what I’d dreamed. Katya rises en pointe in fifth position, seamlessly moving her feet in tiny movements as she twinkles across the stage, arms in a port de bras, moving up and down like rippling wings.

The curtains close momentarily before swinging back open to commence act one, the stage now altered into that of a village square. I’m so enraptured watching the ensemble dance, losing myself to the up-tempo score of the orchestra, that I don’t even register someone sitting beside me.

Their scent, however, I recognize instantly. The musky cologne is one I have ingrained in my mind, and it triggers a hitch in my breath, disconnecting me from the performance at hand. I tilt my head to observe my new seatmate, but somewhere deep in my soul, I already know who it is.

Cullen leans forward in his seat, elbows perched on his knees. His gaze doesn’t stray from the stage even though I know he can see me staring at him.

Why? Why is he here again?

Why is he in this box?

“You’re going to miss the show.”

His deep timbre echoes under the orchestra’s crescendo, and I take a shaky breath before turning back to the pas de trois on stage. I keep myself focused on the danseur noble playing the part of Prince Siegfried, watching as he seamlessly lifts one of the ballerinas into the air.

Cullen’s aura doesn’t disappear.

I can feel him next to me, hovering over my skin, causing my flesh to prickle. There’s this deep pull in my core, a yearning for him to reach out and touch me. We’ve been sitting next to one another on the subway for two weeks, but it’s never been anything like this.

Somehow, having Cullen beside me in this dark theatre, ensconced by the classical music and tragic love story before us, my every emotion is heightened.

The minutes tick on, act one fading into act two. I watch the iconic scene of Odette dancing with her swans, each of the women perfectly in sync. Elegance and poise drips from their fingertips, and I’m momentarily transfixed by the hypnotizing display of unbridled technique before me as they match one another without missing even a fraction of a beat.

It’s only when the act ends, the crowd applauding as the curtains close for intermission, that Cullen’s presence resurges with a vengeance. His slow but purposeful claps reverberate through my body.

I don’t move.

I’m torn. I want to speak to him, but I’m worried about opening the floodgates and drowning before I’m able to close them again.

“Verity.”

My own name is my weakness. I can hear the curling affection in the seduction of his tone.

I push up from my seat, a sense of desperation sliding over me.

This is too much. We’re too close, and the air around him is making me dizzy. I’m losing my mental battle. I need space.

I twist to escape but only make it a few steps before his strong fingers grip my wrist.

“You can’t keep running away.”

Still, I don’t breathe a word.

Cullen stalks toward me, forcing me to take a few short steps back until I’m pressed against the wall of our very small box. I can feel my heart pounding against my rib cage. The blood in my veins heats up, causing a flush to deepen my cheeks.

The air between us crackles, the pressure rising and rising as he continues to close the distance. He lifts my arm, pressing my wrist into the wall next to my shoulder. I’m caged by his body yet again, but this time it is so much worse.

Cullen leans forward, nose millimeters from my own. His exhales become my inhales as my traitorous body syncs itself to his rhythm.

My resolve shatters, panic forcing me to speak out of fear that he is about to kiss me and that I’ll kiss him back.

“What are you doing here?”

He pulls back slightly, a smirk tugging on his lips.

“I told you, I came to watch the ballet.”

“I thought you’d never seen a ballet before.”

“You had me intrigued.”

“Really.”

“Is that so hard to believe? You said it was something you love.”

The gesture weakens my heart, melting the icy barrier I’ve been trying to keep frozen. I give a stiff laugh, trying to keep myself under control.

“Still, what’re the chances of us both being here.”

“Pretty high. A buddy of mine owns this place.”

“You really do know everyone.”

“Knowing people, having plenty of acquaintances, it’s all pointless when the one person you want keeps avoiding you.”

“I wouldn’t call commuting together avoiding you.”

“You haven’t spoken to me in weeks. You won’t respond to any of my texts. That’s avoidance.”

“What texts?”

“Don’t tease me, Verity.”

“Then stop playing with me, Cullen.”

“I’m not playing. I’m serious about this, about you, about us.”

“There can’t be an us. This can’t happen. What part of that haven’t you understood?”

“I understand your fear, but do you really want to throw away everything that could be because of Celine? That woman already rules so much of your life; are you going to allow her to own your happiness as well? I let her do that for years, and I regret it. Won’t you?”

My head spins.

There’s a small part of me that is excited by the thrill of dating Cullen, the knowledge that we shouldn’t be together, that there is danger in us getting caught. It sets me on fire, and I’m not used to that feeling. It’s something I’ve always kept buried, something I’ve always ignored.

Never take a risk. Always play it safe. Just survive and succeed.

That’s what I’ve lived by my entire life.

But would I wake up in twenty years and regret that? Would I look back on this moment and think, what if I said yes? What if I took my happiness into my own hands and did something selfish for once?

“Tell me you hate me. Tell me that there is no chance of you ever loving me. Tell me that you never want to hear from me or see my face again. Tell me that while looking me in the eyes and I’ll respect your wishes. I’ll step back. But until you say those words and mean them, I won’t stop fighting for you. I’ll do anything to convince you to be mine.”

This is why I didn’t want to talk to him. This is why I gave him the silent treatment and drowned out his voice with my headphones every single day. Because every word that leaves his lips gets under my skin and into my veins, traveling straight to the center of my heart and causing it to beat to his name.

“I push, and I push, and I push, but you just keep getting sucked back into my orbit. Why?”

“Because I’m desperate for you, Verity.” Cullen ghosts a hand along my hip. “And I’m not ashamed to beg for your attention.”

I want him.

God, I want him so bad.

“Why do you keep going so far? Why do you keep doing so much? You walk me to work, you send me flowers, and don’t even get me started on the handbag.”

“So, it did arrive.”

“You didn’t need to get me something like that.”

“I wanted to. I saw the one you brought to work every day; it looked like it was going to snap at any moment.”

How did he notice something that minor? Why does he care so much?

I attempt to strengthen my resolve one last time, one last-ditch effort to push him away.

“That’s beyond the point. You didn’t need to get me something that expensive. I don’t need designer things.”

“Why not?”

“Because it’s too much.”

“Verity, nothing in this world is too much for you. Do you not see your worth? I could spend every cent in my bank account, and it still wouldn’t amount to how invaluable you are.”

“I’m no one. I have nothing.”

“You’re everything.”

My attempt fails, and my resolve fractures. My nose prickles, tears welling up in my eyes. The emotions are too much for me to handle.

My free hand moves on its own, reaching up to grab his suit vest and pull him closer to me. His grip on my other wrist tightens, and he slides my hand farther up the wall as he erases all distance between our bodies. Those fingers that were trailing my hip stop and squeeze the flesh, bunching the silky fabric of my dress. My pussy throbs with an undying need for him, sending heat throughout my body.

“Tell me, Verity. Tell me to leave. Tell me to stop touching you. Tell me you don’t want to kiss me as badly as I want to kiss you.”

I can’t. I can’t do any of that.

Because I want this. I want this so much it feels like I can’t even breathe.

So, I say fuck it. For one moment, I’ll live for myself and deal with the consequences later.

I lick my lips, staring Cullen directly in his molten eyes, and tighten my hold on him.

“Kiss me.”


TWENTY-SEVEN



CULLEN

Our kiss is an explosion of pent-up lust and frustration. It’s heaven and hell crashing together in sinful harmony as our tongues intertwine.

I reach up and grip her face, thumb sliding against her jaw as I taste every inch of her lips. I have been waiting for this moment for so long that I can’t even think straight. My mind isn’t my own but hers.

All I can think about is kissing her, touching her, having her completely. Nothing makes sense except her plush lips on mine, her hand on my chest.

We are two wanderers in the desert who were searching for salvation, only to have found each other. We drink in the taste of our kiss like our first sip of water, thirsty, and desperate, and uncaring for anything else.

The lights dim, cloaking us in darkness as the ballet starts back up. The first notes of the orchestra resound through the hall, but we ignore it all, lost to each other.

I bend down slightly and hook my hands around Verity’s thighs, gripping the slippery fabric of her dress as I hoist her up. Her legs automatically wrap around my waist. With her back still pressed against the wall, I’m able to trail one of my hands along her thigh, playing with the skin dangerously close to her center.

Her arms go around my neck, fingers threading through the hair at the base of my skull in the most delicious way possible.

I groan into her, pressing my cock closer to her pussy as I devour her mouth.

I want her. I fucking want her so much.

Verity sighs against my lips, a little moan escaping as her hips angle forward slightly. The movement lights me on fire, my length straining against my pants with the need for her.

“You’re so fucking sexy.”

I feel her smile against my lips at the compliment, her fingers tightening in my hair as she drags me even closer. Our mouths are fused as one, not allowing even a breath of space between them as we consume one another with the fire burning between us.

I have no regrets in this moment, not even one. Everything I have done up to this point has been worth it to have this second with her.

“I want you.”

Those three words are my undoing. Every sane or rational thought in my mind disappears in the span of a breath. And when her hand moves down my chest, trailing lower until she reaches my length between our bodies and tentatively grips it, I’m gone.

My head pounds to the sound of her name, the feel of her body, the taste of her lips.

I drop one of her legs, lowering her so she has stability back on the ground. Her other leg stays hooked around my waist, and I press into her, the angle causing us both to moan.

I trail my hand up her thigh, caressing the skin that peeks through the slit in her dress. I stop only when I get to the top, thumb pressing into her flesh and dipping closer to her core.

“I want you, too. I want to feel you come undone. I want to taste how I make you weak. I want you to scream my name until it is burned on the back of your throat.”

I press my hand between our bodies, fingers slipping between the fabric until I find her pussy. The pads of my fingers trail along the evident patch of wetness pooling between her thighs, and I groan.

“God, you make it hard to resist you, angel.”

“Then don’t.  All I want is right now, this moment, you. Make me yours. Make me come, Cullen. Please, get rid of this pressure that is turning me insane.”

Who am I to deny such a request?

Any patience I could possibly practice falls apart at those words, at her plea. I’m not a good enough man to ignore a woman begging, and I’m too selfish to not cave to her wants.

I push her underwear to the side, fingers tracing up her slick folds. My eyes just about roll back at the feeling of her wetness. I curl two fingers into her heat, my cock twitching at the sensation.

Verity’s breath hitches, her chest arching slightly as I take, and I take, and I take.

The heel of my palm rubs against her clit in hard circles, and I continue curling my fingers in quick motions, listening to the increase of her breathing with each of my movements. I learn the exact speed that causes her eyes to squeeze shut, the pressure that has her biting her bottom lip.

I pepper kisses down the side of her neck, nipping at her collarbone and leaving my mark.

The ballet continues around us, the music rising with the wave of Verity’s need.

Her pussy tightens, squeezing my fingers as she lets out a desperate moan. I keep up the pace, bringing her closer and closer to the edge. Her fingers dig into my shoulders, nails poking into the fabric of my shirt and leaving marks on the skin beneath. The pain spurs me on, makes me even harder for her.

“Oh my God, Cullen. Please, I’m so—”

Her breathy pleas get lost as she presses her head against the wall. I capture her lips with my own, hungry to taste her moans just as much as I want to feel her release.

Her pussy squeezes one last time before it pulses with her release, quivering around my fingers which are now slick with her wetness. Her entire body goes weak, legs turning to mush as she slumps against the wall.

I’m entranced by the heady, glazed-over look in her eyes, which I will ingrain in my mind for later. The endorphins running through her veins leave her pliable in my arms.

I remove my fingers from her heat, bringing them to my mouth and tasting her salty sweetness. Verity’s lips part as she watches, and I smirk before diving back between her folds and gathering more of her release. She twitches as I graze over her sensitive clit, fingers momentarily clawing at my back once again.

“Open.” I hold my fingers up to her lips. “I want you to taste what it’s like to be mine.”

She sticks out her tongue, and I just about come in my pants at the motion, at the complete supplication. I trail my two fingers down her tongue, and she closes her lips around them, sucking me clean.

It messes with my head, has me envisioning the way she would look with my cock in her mouth. I’m tempted to push her down to her knees, to have her take me right there.

There’s a knock on the door to the balcony box.

Verity’s eyes blow wide, the haze dissipating as she shoves me back and then proceeds to crouch and hide in front of the chairs.

“Excuse me,” a voice calls out.

I groan, readjusting my dick in my pants as I stiffly walk to the door and crack it open a few inches, revealing an employee in a red suit.

“Yes.”

“Sorry to bother you. Just a quick reminder that this is a public venue. We have received some concerning complaints from the box next to yours.”

“I see. I’ll keep that in mind. Thank you.”

I don’t wait as I close the door and turn to Verity, who is currently peeking over the back of the chair.

“Guess you weren’t as quiet as we thought, angel.”

“Oh my God.” She covers her eyes with her fingers. “That is so embarrassing.”

I slip back onto the seat next to her and peel her hands away from her face, planting a kiss on her fingertips.

“Just means we’ll have to be quieter next time.”

She pulls her hands back, clutching them to her chest with a defiant glint.

“There will be no next time.”

“Oh really? Because—”

“Shh. I’m watching the show.” She pointedly shifts in her seat and leans forward to observe the stage. “You already made me miss half of the Odile sequence.”

“Verity.”

“I’m not listening.”

“Your embarrassment just has me wanting to see how many other noises I can get you to make without getting caught.” I trail a finger up her bare arm.

She glares back at me, pursing her lips.

I raise my hands in defeat.

“Okay, okay. Watch your show.”

She lets out a small huff through her nose and turns back to the stage, shoulders relaxing slightly. I smirk, leaning forward until my chin is on her shoulder and my lips graze the lobe of her ear.

“Just don’t forget that your taste is on my tongue.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT



VERITY

Igroan into my pillow for the thirtieth time since waking up.

Memories of last night play on a loop in my mind, and I have absolutely zero control over my emotions. One minute I’m frustrated, then ashamed, and then turned on. I can’t seem to settle down, spiraling into a mental abyss of confusion.

In the moment, it had seemed like a great idea. In the light of day, I’m second-guessing myself. Kind of. I don’t regret what happened, but my fear is still bubbling below the surface.

The door to my bedroom flings open, scaring me half to death.

“Jesus, Hannah.”

Her eyes dart around the room. “You’re alone?”

“Yeah. Why wouldn’t I be?”

“BestieTrack shows you came home at like ten. So, I thought maybe y’all came back here for some bow-chicka-wow-wow, knowing I’d be gone.” She places a hand on her hip. As per usual, she’s still in the outfit she left in last night.

“What’re you on about?”

“You went to the ballet, right?”

“Yeah.”

“And?” She waves her hand in a forward motion, gesturing me for more.

More of what, I have no clue.

“And it was great?”

“That’s it?”

“Yeah.”

She lets out a sigh. “Fine. Fine. We’ll talk about this later. Get ready, we have brunch plans.”

“What? Since when? With whom?”

“My new friend.”
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“Seriously, Han. Since when do you drag me out of the house on Sundays?”

“Since I felt like it.”

We walk arm in arm down the street, her energy at full charge while mine is barely at fifty percent.

She’s been this way since we met in college—running on zero sleep and somehow still a functioning human. I’ve never met anyone quite like her, someone who can seemingly juggle ten things at once and not drop a single ball. There are times when I’ve been worried that she might crack, when I’ve thought that maybe the steel skin she wears isn’t as bulletproof as I’d assumed. There was one time our junior year when she shut down, but even then, she bounced back like nothing had happened.

Hannah’s always looked out for me, and I just hope that she will let me do the same.

“Here’s the place.”

She swings us into a busy restaurant. I recognize it as one of the ones we pass all the time but never bothered trying because the wait times are always atrocious. It’s supposedly where the who’s who of society goes for weekend brunch, which has me a little on edge because the prices are on the higher side.

“You never said who we were meeting.”

Hannah continues to tug me into the restaurant before bypassing the hostess stand and weaving through the tables to the door that leads to the outdoor seating we passed.

“There she is.”

I follow her finger to a blonde girl wearing large sunglasses sitting at the farthest table. Something about her prickles my brain.

We get closer and the blonde looks up from her phone, a glossy smile spreading across her face as she lifts her sunglasses onto the top of her head.

My feet falter.

What on earth was the Bridget Vaughn doing here?

“Hey, Hannah.” She stands up and shuffles around the table to give my best friend a giant hug.

I am literally so confused right now.

“Hey. Sorry, hope you weren’t waiting long.”

“Not at all! I did pop in an order of oysters, though.”

“Love! And thanks. This one took forever to get ready.” She tosses a hand back to me, as though I wasn’t the one waiting for her to get her eyeliner into the perfect wing.

I ignore my desire to call her out and instead hold my hand out to Bridget, which I retroactively realize is a little weird. Should I hug her? I mean, she’s Bridget Vaughn.

“Hi, I’m Verity.”

“Bridget.” Her palm is warm as she shakes my hand.

“How do you two know each other?”

Hannah shrugs. “We met the other day.”

Not helpful.

“I had Hannah help me with something, and we got to chatting when she DMed me later.” Bridget offers me a softer smile.

I met Bridget for all of three seconds the other week at the Kelton event. We didn’t even exchange words. I’d just seen her with her hands looped around Cullen’s arm before I dragged Celine away.

She’d never come up in conversation, but they’d given the impression of being close. Either that or she’d been hitting on Cullen. Considering she is engaged to Frankie Jones, I doubt the second scenario. Except Bridget is known for being notoriously messy in the media and branded as an airhead. I grew up seeing the most outlandish articles about her doing stuff only rich kids could get away with.

There was a time when I’d idolized her, wanted a life of freedom and opulence like hers, but as I got older, I realized just how sad her story really was.

I’m still not sure what’s going on here but decide to put my questions on the back burner.

Hannah and I take our seats at the square table, sitting opposite Bridget, who has her giant designer handbag perched on the seat beside her. The table is set for six people, which seems a little odd.

“You’re working with Frankie, right?” Bridget grabs the two champagne flutes in front of Hannah and me and starts filling them up with what at first looks like orange juice, but I assume is mimosa, from a large carafe at the end of the table.

“Yeah, my team is in charge of his merch branding. My coworker is leading it, but I’m joining the meeting next week.”

“I hope he doesn’t give you too much trouble. I know he can be a little bit chaotic at times.” She slides the full flute across the table.

“Thanks, and no, it’s been going fine.”

Lie.

But I’m not going to tell Bridget that her fiancé is, in fact, one of the most chaotic clients I’ve seen in a hot minute. He changes his mind every five seconds but also takes forever to respond to any of our emails. Anne is constantly on the phone with his manager to follow up on things, and I suspect she is slowly coming to regret taking on the project. Which is how I have finally been dragged into it so I can help control some of the chaos that seems to be swirling.

Frankie is one of those influencers who thinks he is hot shit because of the number of followers he has and that it means everyone else will bend to his every whim, no matter how ridiculous it is.

I personally have no clue what Bridget could possibly see in him, but I guess she is also a child of chaos.

“I’ll leave him in your care then, babes.” She clinks her glass to mine and takes a decent sip. “What about your nonwork life, how’s that going? Do anything fun recently?”

“My life is pretty boring.” I let out an awkward laugh.

Compared to her, I probably seem like a total stick in the mud. The most exciting part of my week was Hannah coming home with a new pint of mint chocolate ice cream that I proceeded to devour while watching our real estate reality show.

“Really? You haven’t done anything fun lately?” Bridget’s gaze flicks to Hannah, and there’s something off about it.

Hannah tosses a wry grin and slaps her hand on my shoulder. “You went to the ballet last night, right?”

“Yeah.”

Although, the ballet doesn’t seem like something Bridget Vaughn would find exciting.

“The ballet? Tell me more!”

Okay, maybe I’m wrong, because the level of enthusiasm she just injected into her voice was like I told her I went to an amusement park.

I can’t help this off feeling that continues to poke the back of my skull.

“Hannah scored a free ticket to Swan Lake, so I went and saw it last night.”

The waitress comes by and drops a large assortment of oysters on the center of the table, complete with little dipping sauces, lemon slices, and fresh herbs. I’ve never tried them before, and they look intimidating.

“And?” Bridget’s eyes flutter expectantly as she downs one of the oysters with practiced ease.

It gives me a weird sense of déjà vu; she’s acting the same as Han did this morning.

“And it was a good time.”  I take a tentative sip of my mimosa, bouncing my gaze between the two of them.

“That’s it? Nothing fun or scandalous happened? No hot man sweeping you off your feet?”

Dread sinks into my gut.

That was oddly on the nose.

Oh God. Does she know?

Do they both know?

How would they know?

Was it the employee?

Do other people know?

Is there some sort of viral post circulating about it?

Bridget knows Cullen, but would he have said something? That doesn’t seem like him.

Calm down, Verity. Breathe.

“Scandalous? Come on, it was a ballet.” That same awkward laugh leaves my lips again, but this time it is paired with a very strained smile.

I’m not ashamed about what happened with Cullen, but that doesn’t mean I have any desire to air it out. I put up such a stink the last two weeks, complaining about Cullen every five seconds to Hannah, that I am going to seem like such a hypocrite for caving.

It is totally out of character for me. Having sex in a public place has never been on my bucket list, let alone getting fingered. If you’d told me a month ago that I would let a man give me an orgasm at the opera house, I’d have laughed till I turned blue and asked if you’d gotten me confused with someone else.

But here I am, extremely confused with all the emotions coursing through me. I have no idea what the hell I am doing about Cullen. Every fiber of my being wants to be with him, but my head still holds onto a sliver of rationality that it is a dangerous risk.

“Your cheeks are red.” Hannah narrows her eyes. “Come on, spill.”

“My cheeks are not red.”

“Verity.”

“Hannah.” I take another sip of my mimosa, realizing that I’ve now finished the entire thing in my attempt at avoiding this conversation.

“Ohmigod, this is torture. I can’t.” Bridget briefly tosses her head back in exasperation. She lets out a small huff through her pert nose and rests her elbows on the table, leaning as close as she can across the marble tabletop. “Did you see Cullen last night or not?”

The metaphorical bandage is ripped off.

The teeny spark of hope I’d been holding that maybe she didn’t know snuffs out.

“Bridget,” Hannah admonishes.

“What? She was just going to keep avoiding it, and I’m impatient.”

Hannah sighs and proceeds to grab an oyster, topping it with a red sauce before eating it. My words are still stuck in my throat, jaw locked tight. Hannah’s heel kicks me sideways under the table with more force than necessary. I glare at her, and she glares back.

“Fine.” I huff. “Yes, I saw him.”

“Now, was that so hard?” Bridget refills my champagne flute and hands it back to me, her Cartier bracelets shining in the sun.

“How the hell did you two even know?”

“Cullen didn’t tell you?”

“Tell me what?” I take a much-needed sip of alcohol.

“He bought your ticket.”

I choke on the alcohol.

“What?” I whip my head to Hannah. “I thought your boss…”

“You really thought my boss, the supertech finance bro who makes us do a company-wide mini golf tournament once a month, had a spare ballet ticket?”

“I don’t know his life!”

“Well, let me tell you, he gives zero fucks about the ballet, hon.”

“Most men don’t, including Cullen. Unless there is a certain girl involved piquing that interest.” Bridget chimes in. “Kinda cute, no?”

God, this is just another thing for me to tack onto the never-ending list of stuff this frustratingly attractive man has done to win me over. It was one thing for him to go to the ballet because he remembered it was something I love, but it was an entirely different story that he’d gone out of his way to get me a ticket as well—and a damn great ticket at that, one that I told him I’d never splurge on for myself.

I shouldn’t be melting over something as simple as a man listening to me, but the bar society has set is pretty low.

“So that’s how you two met? In your conspiratorial quest to get me to meet with Cullen?”

“The two of them cornered me on my lunch break. The dedication was sweet.” Hannah shrugs.

“Wait, you saw him?”

“Yup.” She gives me one of her feline grins. “He’s hot. Older than what I’d go for, but I get why he’s got you all flustered.”

I groan, rubbing my temples.

“So, what happened? Did you two make up? Did the magic of the ballet weave your souls back together?”

I peek at Hannah through my fingers. “Maybe I gave him more of the silent treatment and the night was a failed stalemate. Did you ever consider that in your grand plan?”

She snorts. “Yeah, right. You wouldn’t be avoiding the topic this much unless you had something to hide.”

This is the downside to knowing someone for six years.

“We talked a little.”

Hannah says nothing. She just gives me a pointed up-and-down appraisal with her judgmental side-eye and slightly raised brow.

Damn her.

“Fine. We kissed. Okay?”

Bridget squeals, clasping her hands together.

“Knew it.” Hannah’s lips melt into a gloating grin. “Hot make-out sesh, right?”

“I am not going into details.”

“Oh my God. Did you do more than kiss?”

“W-what?” The word stutters out of me.

“Oh, you totally did. You’re still acting all cagey. What aren’t you telling me? Come on, Vee. Gimme the juicy details. I doubt it’s anything I haven’t done before.”

“There are no juicy details.” I take a desperate sip of my mimosa to busy my mouth.

“Liar, liar, pants on fire.” She pokes me in the shoulder. “Did y’all do it in the bathroom? The taxi?”

“Ew, do you know how unsanitary that would be?”

“You had sex with him?” Bridget’s doe eyes bounce between us, like she’s watching some entertaining show play out before her.

“I did not say that.”

In the midst of all our bickering, a shadow falls across the table.

“And here I thought you didn’t kiss and tell, angel.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE



VERITY

Cullen?!

“So, you actually decided to show up.” Bridget bounces to her feet and slides around the table to give him a hug.

Something in my stomach curls at the vision of another girl touching my man.

No. Not my man. So not my man.

Ugh.

“My showing ran over, but I have a few minutes to spare before the next one.” He ruffles the top of her head in a brotherly way. “A little more heads-up would’ve helped instead of you dropping me your location randomly.”

“Just you?” She peers around his large frame, searching for someone.

He lets out a deep chuckle, the same one that I spend my nights thinking about, and pulls out the empty chair at the head of the table, next to me, and sits down.

“You really think Rafe is a brunch man?”

“He is so antisocial,” Bridget tsks, plopping back in her seat. “What about Weston? I thought he was in town. Or Sonny?”

Cullen shrugs. “No clue. I’m pretty sure Wes blocked my calls, and Sonny is definitely still asleep”

“You’re so useless sometimes.” She screws up her lips with a huff.

“I showed up, didn’t I?”

“It’s not like you came because of me.”

“You wound me, Bridge.”

“Cry me a river, Cullen.”

“You love me.”

“Unfortunately.”

I’m dumbstruck. All of my initial panic has dissipated as I lose myself to this interaction. I’ve seen Cullen with some of his friends briefly before, but most of the time we’ve spent together has been just with each other. I’ve only seen the different faces that he’s reserved for me.

I am absolutely reeling from Cullen and Bridget together. All my worries seem so unfounded in the light of them together. This playful side to him has a smile tugging at my lips. They act just like siblings.

“Snap a pic with me for Chlo. I want her to feel the FOMO.” Bridget holds up her shiny gold phone and angles it between them.

“You know she works on Sundays; did you really think she was going to close up shop just for you?”

He shifts to the side and raises his brow while Bridget makes a kissy face at the camera and takes the selfie.

“She hired employees for a reason.”

“She’s a control freak over that store, B.”

“Which is why she needs to let loose with some mimosas.”

“You’ve always been the worst influence.”

“I think you confused worst and best in your vocabulary.”

“I think not.” He reaches out and grabs one of the oysters, quickly slurping it down. “These are good.”

“They’re the Shigoku ones you like. Hannah and I already ate the Barron Points.”

Cullen glances at Hannah, who is giving him a feral smile.

“Good to see you again, old man.”

“Charming as ever, aren’t you?”

“That’s what all the men say.”

Then, finally, the moment hits.

“Verity.”

His gaze blazes against my skin, and I chug my mimosa out of desperation.

I wasn’t prepared for this at all. I haven’t even come to a decision about where I stand with him or where I want us to go from here.

Once again, I practically sprinted away from him as soon as the ballet ended, not giving him a chance to needle me for information after I let him give me the most delicious orgasm ever. It is becoming a pattern, me running away instead of facing the hard truth.

Because I know what I want, I am just too scared to take it. It feels selfish to love him when I’d put everything, so much blood, sweat, and tears, into getting where I am now.

I don’t want to be a statistic, a girl who gave up her life for a man only for him to leave her and her not have anything left. The issue is, I don’t think Cullen is one of those guys. It feels like he is one of the good ones—a rarity in this world.

Sure, he didn’t tell me he is divorced, but he never lied or manipulated me. Time and time again, all he has done is shown up and listened.

Bridget cuts the silence.

“So, you guys together now?”

Cullen and I say yes and no simultaneously.

He raises a flirtatious brow at me.

“What? After making you—”

I shove an oyster to his lips, the hard shell cutting off his sentence with a grunt.

“I’m using the bathroom.” I excuse myself and practically sprint from the table.

It’s only once I get to the bathroom that I realize Hannah has followed me.

“Vee, I’m all for playing hard to get, but you are being stubborn, girl.”

“Am not.”

She angles her head, making me feel a little childish.

“Fine.” I sigh. “But what do you want me to do, Han? I like the guy, but dating him could upend my entire life.”

She leans back against the marble counter, crossing her arms, “it’s your choice to make, but if I can give you one piece of advice throughout any of this it’s that if something feels right, don’t let it go. Look at me.” She tosses out a self-deprecating laugh. “The guys I date basically use me for sex. None of them have ever asked to be my boyfriend.”

“Hannah.”

“I’m not asking for pity; I mostly use them for sex as well. Half of them wouldn’t even be good boyfriend material, but the option would be nice. This city is brutal, riddled with commitment-averse men who are only focused on the grind. New jobs always crop up, but your heart? You only have one of those. Don’t forget that.”

She leaves me alone, and I stare at myself in the reflection of the mirror above the sink. If it weren’t for all the makeup on my face, I’d splash a boatload of cold water onto my skin. My system needs a reset.

Instead, I just take a deep breath and head back through the restaurant to our table.

My feet slow when I see Cullen standing, pushing his chair back under the table.

“You’re just as much of a workaholic as she is,” Bridget complains. “No one loves me.”

“I told you I was busy today.”

“Hmph.” She turns her head to the side like a petulant child.

“You’re leaving?” My question floats through the air with a twinge of disappointment lacing the words.

The apologetic look Cullen gives me hurts more than I anticipated.

“My client forgot to put their key in the lockbox, so I need to go grab it.”

“Oh.”

He rubs the back of his neck. “I know. The buyer is only in town today, so I can’t reschedule.”

“It’s fine.”

I try to sound unbothered because what right do I have to be upset at him leaving? It’s not like I own him, and he doesn’t owe me his attention. And yet, I’ve gotten so used to it these last few weeks that it feels like he is mine. There’s this possessiveness that has woven its way into my skin that I hadn’t even noticed until now.

God damn it. Everything he’s done to win me over…it actually worked.

“I’ll see you tomorrow.” He gives my shoulder a squeeze before letting his fingers trail down my arm to my hand and squeezing that as well.

As I watch him begin to jog down the street, the regret that pierces my heart tells me one thing: Hannah might be right, I shouldn’t let him go.

And maybe it’s all the mimosas I’ve drunk, but in a fit of desperation, I yell, “See you tomorrow!”


CHAPTER THIRTY



CULLEN

Seeing Verity first thing in the morning makes trekking to the opposite end of the city worth it.

I watch as the door to her apartment building opens, and she emerges in a dark gray pinstripe dress with a white shirt underneath, her black loafers pounding on the brick steps down to the street. The blue tote bag I got her is slung over her shoulder, giving me a sense of satisfaction. She is wearing her hair up in a ponytail today, and I instantly zero in on the slope of her bare neck. But what I focus on the most is that she isn’t wearing her headphones.

“Morning.”

I hold out the coffee cup in my hand for her, waiting to see what she’ll do.

She offers me a tentative smile, taking the paper cup.

“Morning.”

The thrill coursing through my veins at that one word has me wanting to fall to my knees and throw my hands up to the sky in victory. It’s a win unlike any I’ve had before—more satisfying than the deal I woke up to in my inbox for a building I’ve been working on selling.

This past weekend with Verity had seemed like we were on the right track, but I know how easy it is for her to fall back into her routine. I had my doubts. I knew there was a chance that when I saw her this morning, she would go back to ignoring me and claim that the weekend was a momentary lapse in judgement.

Except, she spoke to me.

I feel like I’m back in middle school with a schoolyard crush, getting excited over the girl I like looking my way.

“What is it?” She gives the coffee a sniff, and the joy in my heart continues to beat at her furthering the conversation.

“Give it a taste.”

We fall into step side by side, another win. Every other morning, Verity has taken action to speed walk at the pace of an Olympic champion to keep at least six feet in front of me lest anyone see us together. There is a sense of calming rightness over us leisurely walking to her subway stop like a normal couple.

I indulge in watching her eyes widen as she takes a sip of her coffee, an unbridled smile pulling at my lips.

“Ooh, that’s good! I can’t tell what it is though.” She frowns, taking another sip. “It’s kind of nutty but sweet. Pecan, maybe?”

“Pistachio praline.”

“Seriously?” She holds the coffee cup before her and twists it around to find the name stamped onto the light blue paper cup. She pulls out her phone and snaps a picture, murmuring, “Sky Coffee House. Totally adding this to my list of places.”

“I thought you’d like it.”

“I like anything pistachio flavored.”

“I know.”

She looks up at me shyly, trying to hide her small smile behind the coffee lid.

“You have a good memory.”

“When it comes to you, Verity, I never forget even the smallest detail.”

“Cheesy as always.”

“Did you not see today’s pun?”

She glances back down to the lid and snorts.

“Nutting else compares to a good cup of coffee. How do you even come up with these?”

“Chloe sent me a pun website.”

“Just how many people did you enlist in your grand scheme?”

“The full brigade. If the ballet thing didn’t work, I had a whole other operation scheduled.”

“Really? Like what?”

I shrug. “Guess you’ll never know.”

“Don’t tempt me into giving you the silent treatment again.”

“You wouldn’t.”

I loop my arm around her waist, laying my hand on the outside of her hip and tugging her in close to plant a brief kiss on her temple before releasing her.

“Cullen,” she whines, eyes darting around the street.

“What? I can’t kiss my girl?”

“I never said I was yours.”

“Really? So, you just let any man make you come?”

Her jaw pops open, and she lightly whacks me on the chest with the back of her hand.

“Stop. It’s eight a.m.”

I give her a wolfish grin. “Never too early for love, angel.”

“Still.” She purses her lips, keeping her gaze straight ahead as she taps down the stairs into the subway station.

We scan through the turnstiles just as the train pulls up and slip onto the closest car. Verity takes a seat, but I stay standing before her, holding onto the railing.

The train takes off, and I lean down to whisper in her ear.

“You know you’re mine, Verity.”

“No, I’m not officially your girlfriend.”

“Will you be my girlfriend?”

“No.”

“Verity.”

“You can’t just ask me that on the subway.”

“Since when?”

“Since now. It’s my rule.”

As much as I like to think I have the upper hand, that I’m the one weaving the web and bringing her closer and closer, she is ultimately the queen bee in the hive.

“You have a lot of rules,” I muse. “If I ask you somewhere else, you’ll say yes?”

She busies herself by continuing to sip on her coffee, avoiding my question.

I nudge her knee, but all she says is, “Your stop is next.”

“I’m not giving up.”

“I know.” She gives me a smile. “See you tomorrow, Cullen.”

“See you later, Verity.”

I step off the train and resist the urge to stand and wait for the doors to close, leaving the station and heading to my offices.

I thought I’d closed the distance between us, but she still seems determined to keep some space. I am almost there. I have her teetering on the edge; she just needs a final push. Now, I have to figure out what that is.

I shoot off a few texts to the group chat I have with Bridget and Chloe to see if they have any ideas.

Maybe I could ask Rafe to borrow his jet? He still owes me for going to the Kelton event with him.

I keep wracking my brain, trying to figure out what the perfect finale would be. The city buzzes around me as I get to the office building and head up the elevator to the floor our office is on.

The second I open the frosted glass door, my assistant jumps out at me.

“Mr. Ross.”

“Amy, God.” I reel back for a second before righting myself and heading toward my corner office. “Did you get the files sent over to Langley for his signature? The buyer sent in their offer this morning, so I want to make sure we get it all squared away by noon. If we can close this deal by EOD, we’ll be golden.”

“Mr. Ross, you have a visitor.”

I glance at my watch. “I didn’t think I had any meetings until eleven.”

“They were unannounced. I sent you a message on Groupo.”

I hadn’t checked the messaging app we use for work because I’d been so focused on Verity.

“And you let them into my office?”

“I didn’t think you would want to have them sitting in the reception area.”

“Why’s that?”

“It’s Ms. Brink.”

I halt, mere inches from my office, hand millimeters from the handle. The frosted glass only covers three-quarters of the door, and I can spot the woman inside with her back to me in the seat before my desk. It sends a barrage of rocks into the pit of my stomach.

I swivel around and speed walk away from the room as fast as I can without making a noise that would alert the woman to turn around and see me through the glass walls. Amy follows me as I push into an empty office on the other side of the reception area.

“Did you call Halston?”

“Yes, he said he would be here shortly and not to do anything until he arrives.”

There are a lot of things that I can handle.

I could be thrown into most situations and adapt, making it so I come out on top. Reading people and shmoozing them is what makes me one of the most sought-after brokers in the city, but even I know when I’m out of my depth.

Darcy Brink is part of Celine’s law team and one of the worst people I’ve had the misfortune of meeting. When Celine and I first filed for separation, she’d hired William Brink, Darcy’s father, but as the years wore on, his daughter came onto the scene and proved to be just as much of a viper. My old lawyer had been eaten alive by them, which is why I’ve forked out so much cash hiring Halston.

I pace the empty office back and forth, biding my time. This one belongs to Alonso, one of my three business partners here at RARE Realty. He is currently in Barbados for his ten-year wedding anniversary, but even if that weren’t the case, he wouldn’t be here. We all rarely come into the office. Most of our work happens in the field, on property sites or at client’s homes, but because of my new routine with Verity, I’ve been stopping by here more often—a fact Brink must have learned.

I just have to pray that that is the only thing she learned.

“Mr. Hughes is here.” Amy nods to where the front door of our office opens, revealing the man of the hour.

“Thank God.”

I rush from Alonso’s office to meet with him in the reception area, keeping my voice low as I approach him.

“Darcy’s here.”

“I heard.” Halston adjusts his cufflinks, seeming unbothered.

“Do you know why?”

“They’re probably hoping to bypass me by going directly to you. Weakest link and all.”

“Gee, thanks.”

“You are the one who made the blunder that landed us here in the first place.”

“I was twenty-five and just wanted to be rid of her.”

“Even a fourteen-year-old would’ve known that you signed a shit deal. They’re hoping to exploit that softness once again; they just know they can’t do that if I’m involved.”

“I won’t give in again, Hughes. I want my life back, completely.”

“Then we need her—”

“I thought I heard some noise.” Darcy rests against the glass doorframe to my office. “I see you called in the guard dog.”

Halston steps between us. “Care to explain why you showed up at my client’s office, Ms. Brink?”

“I had a message to pass on, Mr. Hughes.”

“Didn’t your daddy tell you that you can’t communicate with him directly?”

Darcy’s brow twitches. Every word Halston utters seems to dig under her skin. I’d heard once they attended the same law school and wondered if there was more to their animosity than working competing cases.

“My client has a request of Mr. Ross.”

“Really? And what are her demands this time? Does she want him to agree not to step over Seventy-first Street and remain only on the Upper East Side?”

“We were going to say Fifty-seventh Street, but we’re happy to give him less.”

“Hilarious.”

“Generous is the word you’re looking for. Might I remind you that we allowed Mr. Ross to come back for business meetings over the years.”

“And might I remind you that the contract he signed said he wouldn’t reside in the city for ten years, not that he wouldn’t visit.” Halston crosses his arms. “Now, cut the crap, Brink. Your client was supposed to sign the revised documents three weeks ago. You’re well aware she’s in violation of the prior signed decree.”

“If you want her to sign them, you need to hear me out.”

“Fine, what does she want?”

“She wants to talk with Mr. Ross.” Her eyes slide to me. “Alone.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE



VERITY

My feet tap anxiously as I keep eyeing the clock in the lower right-hand corner of my desktop. Just a few more minutes until five thirty.

“Did you send those new logos over to Sally?” Anne rests her hand on the wall separating our cubicles, referencing the UX designer on our team.

“Yeah, I just did. She’ll get the website mocks done for you in the morning so we can put them in the deck.”

“Will she have time to do all that before we meet with Frankie? Couldn’t you have sent them earlier?”

I swivel in my chair, raising a brow at her. “Frankie sent over a whole new color palette at three. It took me an hour to render everything again and download the files.”

This project is becoming a pain in the ass and is cementing my belief that working with celebrities and influencers is rarely worth the effort. The only positive is that working with Anne isn’t as awful as I’d initially imagined. She is so stressed from the project that she doesn’t really have the time to gloat in my face like she usually does. However, because she is so stressed, she keeps bugging me about the smallest details. Anne as a micromanager sucks, and Jenna isn’t doing much to rein her in.

“Could you maybe—”

“Sorry, it’s five thirty, I’m clocking out.”

I reach forward and turn off my two monitors before unplugging the HDMI cord from my laptop and closing that as well.

“Where are you rushing to?”

“Dinner plans.”

I slip my laptop into the pretty blue tote bag, trying to hide my excited smile. At first, I was super anxious to use it, but now, every time I look at it, I think of Cullen. It is still the most lavish gift I’ve ever gotten, and my heart does little flips whenever I see it.

“A date?” Anne’s curiosity is piqued, and it sets off little chimes in the back of my mind.

“No, meeting up with an old college friend.” I slip the tote bag over my shoulder and pocket my phone, the practiced lie slipping with ease. “See you in the morning.”

I skirt around her and speed walk out of the office, praying that no one else tries to stop me. I’ll have to be a little smarter about this in the future, keep my cards closer to my chest so no one picks up on the fact that I am dating a new guy.

It’s been a few days since Cullen and I started talking again, and I am already way out of my depth.

I’d planned on being coy, dipping my toes into the water and making small ripples in the pond. The issue is that Cullen had grabbed my ankle and dragged me into what turned out to be an ocean, and now the waves are crashing around me. I’m drowning in my emotions, trying to stay afloat and not let him pull me under. It’s inevitable, though.

Cullen is inevitable.

He has been since the moment I met him.

At some point, I’ll give in and surrender my heart to him—and something tells me that tonight will be that night.

He texted me yesterday evening to let me know he had booked us a special night out. I bugged him about it during our commute this morning, but he refused to let any of the details slip. All he told me was to wear something nice. As though that cryptic instruction didn’t give me even more stress.

My fingers bounce on the railing of the subway car as I make the journey uptown to my apartment. I have some time to get ready but not much. I am feeling a lot like Hannah right now, cursing the fact that our apartment is so far away from the main bustle of the city.

I practically sprint the few blocks from the station to our building, earning a few curious glances from people on the sidewalk. I manage to get into our apartment a little after six and take the next hour and a half to get ready.

Music hums from my phone as I flitter around the bathroom. I spend the extra time curling my hair, which I never do, and burn the nape of my neck in the process.

The outfit I painstakingly chose with Hannah last night lies on my bed. My freshly shaved skin feels like it’s sparkling as I slide on the short red dress. I only have three nice dresses in my closet, and I am lucky this one still fits—I last wore it three, maybe four years ago to a frat formal.

My phone goes off, the timer letting me know that I have to leave in the next few minutes to make the train.

I grab the purse Hannah has lent me once again and shove a lip gloss, breath mints, my credit cards, and Band-Aids inside before racing out the door. Well, racing is a relative term since I absolutely cannot run in heels—but I move as quickly as the three-inch pumps will allow me to without face-planting.

That plan falls to crap the second I open the door and spot Cullen in his usual spot by the lamp post.

I barely have the mental capacity to swing my arms out and rebalance myself to avoid tripping down the three steps.

He has the audacity to laugh at me.

“It’s not funny. I could’ve gotten a concussion or sprained my ankle, and then our entire date night would’ve been ruined as we waited in the ER.”

He reaches out a hand to me and I take it, letting him pull me close.

“My friends know a private doctor; you would’ve been fine.”

“Of course they do.” I roll my eyes. “What’re you doing here? I thought we were meeting outside West Fourth station?”

“Changed my mind. I wanted to see you sooner.”

My heart squeezes.

This man is truly ruining me.

“Well, we’re going to miss the train if we don’t leave now. I walk a lot slower in these shoes.”

“I called us a car.”

“What?”

“Yeah, they’re turning down the street now.”

Sure enough, a silver car comes to a stop on the street beside us just a moment later. Cullen opens the door for me and holds my hand as I step inside. Because my standards are extremely basic, I smile at the princess treatment.

“You know it takes longer to drive than to take the subway, right? Or have you forgotten from all your years away,” I tease him as he settles into the seat next to me.

The driver takes off, and while the street I live on is pretty quiet, I know that within a few blocks it will get a lot more congested. Driving in the city is always a last resort in my eyes, something you do only when absolutely necessary. Like when you’ve been at an event all night and the shoes you wore are making your feet bleed so you need to hail a taxi, or your roommate insisted on buying a twenty-pound bag of rice that neither of you can lug with the other groceries you purchased.

“Yes, but we aren’t in a rush, and this way, it’s just us.”

He slides his hand over my bare thigh, fingers pressing into the soft flesh. It sends a tingle straight to my core, and I swallow thickly, trying to push away the momentary arousal. I am not about to get all hot and bothered by a single touch. That is absolutely ridiculous.

Cullen, however, doesn’t seem to care. His fingers continue to trail higher and higher, nudging dangerously close to the hem of my dress.

The pad of his finger toys with the fabric, slipping under it. I clench my thighs together before angling my head toward him and tossing him a warning glare.

“Cullen, we aren’t alone.”

“And?”

“And I doubt the rideshare driver is going to give you a five-star customer rating if you try to finger bang me in the back of his car.”

“Maybe he’ll enjoy a little show?”

His hand curls on the inside of my thigh, forcing the dress higher, his ring finger seriously close to my underwear.

“Well, I don’t.”

I swat at his hand, but it has zero effect, so instead I attempt to angle myself away from him.

“Really? You seemed to enjoy the show we gave at the ballet.”

His sultry voice curls close to my ear, sending shivers down my spine.

This man is going to make me a mess before we even start the damn date.

There is a small part of me, deep down, that is turned on by the prospect. The idea of trying to keep quiet so the driver doesn’t realize what we’re up to…the thrill only furthers the pulse thrumming straight to my pussy.

But I try to keep my wits about me. It is way too early in the evening for me to succumb to him. I have to at least attempt to keep the ball in my court for a little longer.

But, God, Cullen makes it hard to resist.

I rest my hand on his, threading my fingers through his so we are both clutching my thigh. I lean into him, playing fire with fire as my whisper dances across his lips. “Later.”

Sparks dance across his hazel eyes, and he finally relents, shifting his hold back down to a much safer spot on my leg.

I let out a small sigh of relief through my nose, my heartbeat slowing minutely as we continue driving down the parkway. A little over thirty minutes later, the driver begins to slow down.

“Should I drop you off on the left or right?”

“The right is fine,” Cullen instructs him.

I gather myself as he pulls over onto the side of the road. Cullen opens the door once the driver comes to a stop, stepping onto the sidewalk and holding a hand out to help me down.

I glance around at the various restaurants lining the street, each one busier than the next. I hadn’t been paying attention on the drive over, but I know exactly where we are.

Part of me wonders if Cullen picked this area because it’s where we first met or if it is just a coincidence. There are a lot of amazing places to eat in the city, but certain pockets are better than others and have clusters of standout restaurants. The street we are on now is part of a four-block radius that has some of the best modern dining in recent years.

Cullen takes my hand and loops it around his elbow.

“So, where are we headed?” I ask as he starts to lead us down the busy street.

“You’ll see in a minute.”

His cryptic response paired with his nonchalant expression gives nothing away.

I spot The Brass Stop on the corner and smile. Sure, it had been shitty waiting there for hours for a man who never had the decency to contact me again, but I came out on top that night because I met Cullen. These last few weeks have been an absolute whirlwind of stressful emotions, but I’m finally sitting at peace with myself.

It’s like Hannah said, I don’t want to sit here and regret not taking the chance on him. I tried to push him away, tried to ignore him for weeks on end, but the energy I was putting into fighting our connection was exhausting.

My rational brain is still warning me, still poking at the base of my skull that this could all blow up in my face and leave me with absolutely nothing, but I am coming to terms with that. Never in my life have I taken a risk just for myself, never have I been selfish and followed my heart’s desires.

I am still young, still have the ability to make mistakes, so I will take this risk and just hope that it pays off in the end.

Cullen tugs us to the entrance of The Brass Stop and knocks on the glass door, where an employee answers with a pleasant smile.

“Mr. Ross, we’re so happy for you to join us tonight.”

He gestures for us to enter the restaurant, which is oddly empty for a Thursday night. One of the four C-shaped booths along the far wall is set up with tableware and even has a stunning array of blue snapdragons in the center.

“What’s going on?”

Confusion riddles me as I slide into the booth, scooching along the brown leather.

“Your waiter will be over with your drinks shortly.” The host gives us a short nod and then disappears.

“Where is everyone?”

Cullen shifts until he is nestled next to me in the booth, a lazy arm coming to rest on the back of my shoulders.

“There is no one else. Tonight, it’s just us.”

“Did—did you book out the entire restaurant?”

The words sound preposterous as I say them, but it’s the only explanation I can come up with.

“I did. I wanted to commemorate the start of our relationship at the very place we first met.”

“Ohmigod. You didn’t need to rent the whole place out for that!”

“Need? No. Want? Yes.”

“But it must have cost—”

Cullen places a quick kiss on my lips, swallowing my protests.

“What have I told you, Verity? To me, you are priceless. Any money I spend on you is insignificant because there is not a number I could come up with that would amount to how much your time is worth to me.”

I want to argue, but my soul is dripping from the honeyed sweetness of his words laving over me.

“How do you always find a way to make me feel like I’m the only person in your universe?”

“Because I care about you and know that you deserve the entire world, not just bits and pieces.”

“I haven’t even agreed to be your girlfriend again.”

“You agreed once, and—might I remind you—I never consented to our breakup. In my mind, you’ve always been mine.”

I want to give myself over to Cullen. I want to be his wholly. Yes, I’m scared of being totally consumed by him, but I’m also alight with the idea.

“Hi, I’m Janice, and I’ll be your server this evening. These are your two starter cocktails.” A petite girl with a bob places two intricate drinks before us. “The Cornerstar Toast is on the left, and The Railspun is on the right. I just want to congratulate you on your anniversary, and please let me know if there is anything else you need at all. The chef has your set course in the works, and the appetizer will be out shortly.”

“It’s all perfect, nothing else needed. Thank you, Janice.”

Cullen gives her a nod and she leaves.

He picks up the Nick and Nora glass before him, swirling the amber drink, which has a smoking cinnamon stick and dried orange slice garnishing it.

I, however, am still stuck on a particular word from the server.

“Anniversary?”


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO



CULLEN

“Ah, you caught that, did you?”

“Hard not to. We are the only people here.” There’s a little sass in her voice, and it brings light to my chest.

This past week has been everything I wanted. Each day that passed, she spoke to me more and more until we finally hit the same rhythm we’d been in before Celine came in and threw it all into a volcano. Having my girl back has the world feeling right again.

“When I called to rent the place out, I needed to give them a reason. Anniversary felt the most fitting.”

“Cullen, seriously.”

“If you want to get technical, it is our seven-week anniversary since meeting, give or take a few days.”

“A seven-week anniversary celebration? You’re ridiculous.”

“Charming is the word you’re looking for.”

Her lips purse as she tries to keep herself from agreeing with my statement.

“I’m surprised you had to call. Don’t you know the owner or someone?”

“Contrary to your belief, I don’t know everyone in the city.”

“Disappointing. I don’t think I can agree to date you if that’s the case.”

“I’m sorry I don’t meet your expectations.”

She hums, picking up the highball glass before her and giving it a sniff. “What is it?”

“Cornerstar Toast. It’s a vodka-based cocktail with champagne, grapefruit, and other stuff. I thought you’d like it.”

She takes a small sip and instantly smiles. “It’s good.”

God, I’ll never get over that rush. I love seeing her reactions. There is an unbridled sense of satisfaction I get whenever I buy her something that she enjoys. It feeds into my ego, puffing it up.

“Here, do you want to try mine?”

“Sure.” She takes my glass and gives it a taste, a thoughtful look passing over her eyes. “Ooh, that tastes like a Manhattan but better. I freaking knew the cocktails at this place would be amazing.”

“Just wait till you try the food.”

“I’m actually so excited. It was my one regret the last time I was here. I was so pissed at coming all this way and only drinking tequila shots.”

“Yes, but those tequila shots are how we met.”

“True. You could have bought me a cocktail.”

“Your emotional state at the time said otherwise.”

“I was really done with the night,” she laughs.

The server returns and drops off three plates of various appetizers.

When I called to rent the restaurant out for the evening, they’d inquired about how I would like to go about the meal. I asked if they would be able to do a chef’s recommendation menu, which wasn’t listed anywhere, and they’d been more than happy to oblige. When you give people enough money, they become very accommodating.

It means that I am able to give Verity an experience that no one else has and to rewrite the failed date she had here with one that will never be topped by anyone except me.

Call me possessive, but I don’t want her to ever think of another man when I am around. And if, by chance, it does happen, I want her to realize that they pale in comparison to anything I can offer.

I don’t throw my money around often. Flaunting the millions I’ve poured my sweat into making isn’t my style. I come from a middle-class family and got to where I am today because I am smart about investing and am damn good at what I do. I have more than most people, but I am also surrounded by some of the world’s top one percent, so what I do have pales in comparison to them.

When it comes to Verity, though, nothing seems like too much. I am more than happy to cash in every favor I am owed, pull every string at my disposal, and spend all I have to make her feel special.

The meal flies by, an array of tastes so out of this world that even I’m kicking myself for never properly dining here. I came to The Brass Stop because they have one of the best bartenders in the city and they aren’t far from where I live—taking the extra time to eat here had never been a priority.

I am quickly learning that if Verity is involved, I want to try everything. Things that seemed so minor or negligible are suddenly becoming chances to spend time with her.

We take the time to chat about our week, and Verity rolls her eyes more times than I can count as she complains about the project she is working on with Bridget’s fiancé.

Even I find Frankie to be annoying and avoid having to interact with him unless necessary. His relationship with Bridget has always felt lecherous and surface level, but as someone who had been in a toxic relationship myself, I know that nothing I say would make a difference unless Bridget wants to see it for herself.

Verity nods along as I explain to her the deal I’m trying to close with the Clifton Bank, her confusion over why the man refuses to give me the listing a mirror of my own frustration.

“Maybe he doesn’t really want to sell it.”

“I’ve considered that, but for someone so high profile, why lie?”

“Hmm, true.” She reaches across and spears a raspberry off the top of my lava cake. “Why does this deal matter so much? According to the web, you’re a pretty big hotshot. Shouldn’t people be fighting to have you work with them?”

“You Googled me?”

Her fork freezes millimeters from her lips, eyes darting to me before she promptly chomps on the raspberry and shifts herself away from me.

“Verity.” I reach out and grip her chin, angling her back. “Don’t be shy.”

Her breath hitches, heat turning her eyes as dark as the ocean.

Fuck me.

“How many times have you looked me up?”

“J-just the once.” Her voice stutters on the lie.

“Really?” I slide my hand along her jaw until my fingers curl around the back of her neck, my thumb caressing her cheek as I keep her focused only on me. “Tell me, how many hours have you spent thinking about me? How much of your day is taken up with your mind wandering to memories of my hands on your skin? Because for me, a second doesn’t go by without thoughts of you.”

“I—” She swallows thickly. “I can’t even think when I’m around you.”

She whispers her breathy confession, pulse pounding under my fingers. The corner of my lip quirks up, my cock stirring at her hazy expression. I angle my head down, keeping my grip on her neck as our breaths dance closer and closer.

“I’m obsessed with you, and I want you more than I’ve wanted anything in my entire life.”

Her small hand lands on my thigh, searching for stability as she fights to not succumb to my touch. But her attempt at creating distance is a failure because I can feel the heat of her fingers through the fabric of my pants, and it shoots right to my heavy cock.

“Be careful where you touch, angel.”

My warning seems to melt the last of her icy hesitation as her fingers tighten on my thigh.

Fuck.

I groan at the sensation, desperate for more of her. The last few weeks have been pure torture. Nights of beating myself off to thoughts of her, but none of them are as satisfying as the knowledge of what it would be like if it were her hands wrapped around my dick instead of my own. That night after the ballet was the closest to pleasure I’d come, the smell of her arousal still heavy on my fingers as I pumped myself and came all over my chest.

I match her, my free hand coming down on her leg and teasing the skin just below the hem of her short dress, like I had earlier in the car.

“Cullen,” she warns, just as she had before.

“Don’t play with fire unless you’re prepared to get burned.”

This time, I’m a lot quicker as my fingers dip under the fabric and skim the inside of her thigh. The feel of her heat so close has my lungs constricting with the need to touch her, to feel her slick want for me.

“We aren’t alone.”

I graze my lips along her collarbone, murmuring, “I paid them enough to look the other way.”

“Cullen.”

“Didn’t you say later?”

“I meant at your place.”

“Oh?” I smile against her soft skin. “You were planning on coming home with me tonight? What an assumption.”

“I—” Her thighs squeeze together as I trace the pad of my middle finger against the damp fabric of her underwear. Her other hand suddenly grips the center of my shirt, straining the fabric against my shoulders with the force of her desperation. “Shit.”

Her curse sends a wave of thick desire through my blood. Carnal pleasure pulses within me at the way I have her unraveling so wholly under my touch.

“Come on, Verity. Don’t you want me to make you feel good? Don’t you want me to take away that ache?”

She whimpers, thighs releasing their tension so I can slide my fingers down her cunt.

“Don’t you want to see how well this pussy can take my cock?”

“Yes.” Her confession rips out of her throat as she finally gives in.

“How is the desser—never mind!”

Verity lets out a shocked squeak at the server’s intrusion, her hand that had been so desperately clutching my chest pushes me back with such force that, paired with my surprise, it has me falling completely against the cushion on the booth seat.

My patience cracks.

“That’s it.”

I’m fucking over people ruining this every damn time.

I sit up and grab Verity’s wrist, tugging her out of the booth and through the dark restaurant.

“Hey, wait.”

Her protests ring against my silence as I stalk out of the restaurant and onto the busy street.

“Cullen, stop. Where are you going? We didn’t even finish dessert.”

I stop at the end of the road, pulling her close to me, our hands trapped between our chests.

“I’m leaving so I can finish my dessert without any interruptions.”

“What?”

I use her confusion to lace our hands together and continue my mission, weaving us through the throngs of people littering the sidewalk.

“Hang on for a second.” She squeezes my hand tightly and yanks me back, stalling our progress. “Where are you taking me?”

“My place.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE



VERITY

It’s damn uncomfortable trying to keep up with a guy while speed walking in heels you haven’t really broken in and wearing a thong that is currently soaked through. The cooling wetness serves as a reminder of how close I was to letting him rail me right then and there in the restaurant. If that server hadn’t returned…

My thighs go wobbly as a new wave of want whisps through my veins. A completely unhinged part of me wants to stop him in his tracks and push him up against the wall of the convenience store on the corner and maul him. There is this strange hollowness I feel in my pussy, an emptiness that is begging to be filled.

I have no idea what has come over me, but I’m not going to overthink it.

I want this. I want Cullen.

Screw the consequences.

I would rather regret my actions than regret never doing anything with him.

Awareness trickles back in as we approach a large apartment building with a courtyard. There is an amber glow from the lights shining through the floor-to-ceiling windows inside the lobby. A doorman dressed in a sleek black uniform opens the door for us when we are a few feet away, greeting Cullen with a dip of his head.

My heels clack on the hard floor, my head spinning as it rushes to take everything in. There is a rich agarwood scent in the air. We bypass the front desk before skirting an area with a few sleek couches and a pool table that is occupied by a group of young guys, heading straight for the elevator bank on the far wall. Cullen hovers his phone over an electronic pad, which lights up green before flashing the number four back in gold.

On cue, the fourth elevator opens, and I shuffle inside behind Cullen. The second the doors close, he pushes me against them, lips hot on my collarbone, a contrast to the cool metal behind my shoulders.

My mind momentarily empties, arms slipping around his chest and clutching the tops of his shoulders to keep him close. I lift my foot, hooking the back of my ankle around his calf as he captures my lips in a frenzied kiss.

He sucks on my bottom lip, drawing an unbridled moan out from deep within me.

More. I want so much more.

Time stops whenever I’m with him. The world freezes, making us the only two people who could possibly exist. Rationale and logic become fleeting, desire and need the only emotions present.

I don’t even register the elevator stopping, but Cullen must because he loops his hands around my waist and lifts me toward him as the doors open. I don’t even think twice, letting the momentum guide me. I hook my legs around his hips and tighten my hold on his shoulders, making it so there is no need for us to break.

Nothing matters right now except for the man before me.

Cullen’s stride is strong and steady as he guides us through the brightly lit hallway before pressing me against the wall and fumbling for his phone to open the door beside us.

It’s only when he carries me inside his apartment that a shot of reality breaks through my lustful haze. My eyes peek open, fueled by the curiosity of examining his space. Cullen tosses his phone on the marble island, not even bothering to switch on any of the lights. I only have a few seconds to take in the open floor plan, not nearly enough time, before I’m dragged back under his heady kiss.

The next thing I know, I’m falling onto a bed, the plush mattress bouncing under my body before it dips with Cullen’s weight. He kneels on either side of me, a towering man commanding my whole attention. He has me caught, staring at me like a predator about to devour his prey, and I want nothing more than to succumb to his attack.

My thighs squeeze together in wanton anticipation.

“You’re a vision, Verity, and you’re all mine.” Cullen trails the back of his fingers across my cheek, resting momentarily on my chin before continuing down the center of my throat and stopping mid-breastbone where the neckline of my dress starts. My skin pebbles under his touch even though it feels like I’m on fire. The moonlight through the window reflects his hazel eyes, which turn almost black as he utters low, “All mine.”

He kisses me like a starved man, the short stubble on his face subtly burning my soft skin. His weight settles on my hips, his thick length making itself known as he grinds against me.

The typically caring and sweet Cullen is quickly replaced with the ravenous, carnal one before me, and I am living for it. My skin ignites at the way his switch is flipped, how he becomes this rabid beast who is pawing at my body like he owns every inch of it.

It unlocks something within me.

I claw at his shirt, a newfound desperation guiding my hands to rip the fabric away at any cost. I want to feel him, want his skin on mine.

Cullen seems to get the message because within seconds his shirt is flung to the ground, a few buttons ripping loose in the process. His belt is next to go.

My breath stalls in my lungs as he breaks our kiss to sit back up and undo the top button of his pants. I’m mesmerized as he stands and takes them off, drawing my attention to the straining length in his black boxers.

I kick off my heels, sitting up and unzipping the side of my dress before shimmying out of the cursed fabric. I don’t want anything on my body except him.

“Fuck, Verity.” Cullen runs a hand over his dick, eyes hooded as he watches me.

It sends another pulsing wave to my clit, that lustful haze returning. It banishes all thoughts except those of the man in front of me. The man I want.

Before I can register what I am doing, I’ve slipped off the bed and onto the ground. The floorboards bite into my knees, a momentary discomfort as I position myself before him. I reach for the top of his boxers, admiring the deep V of muscle that disappears below the waistband. There’s a small scar on his hip right above it, the only flaw on his perfect skin.

Cullen places a hand over my fingers.

“Verity, you don’t have—”

I tug.

Oh crap. That thing is a lot thicker than I expected. Holy shit. How the hell is this man so hung? It’s not like he is seven foot tall or built like a bulky athlete. Who knew he was packing?

The tip is beading with pre-cum. I lick my lips at the sight, my pussy clutching at the obvious arousal he has for me.

My hunger drives me, my lips forming an oval shape as I take him in my mouth and see just how far I can go. There’s probably only an inch left before I start to gag, and I view it as a challenge, pushing myself to take all of him.

Cullen swears as my lips close around the hilt. I pull back, a trail of saliva webbing between my bottom lip and his dick as I smile up at him, victorious.

“Fuck.” He threads his hands into my hair, gripping my skull and guiding me back down.

Excitement pours into me. It’s like I’m on some power trip. The knowledge that a no one like me has a man like him straining with want, that just my presence, my being, brings him to this state, it’s intoxicating.

I bob up and down on his dick, hollowing out my cheeks as I suck. I can feel the veins contrasting against his velvet skin as my tongue presses up against him. His fullness is a weight that I take pride in, choking on his length as I strive to please him.

“That’s it,” he urges me on. “Take it.”

His saltiness teases my tastebuds as I lose myself to the rhythm.

Cullen moans, and the sound goes right to my core. I squeeze my thighs together, rubbing them against the slick that is gathering at my center. My own pressure builds as I continue to drive him insane.

His groans are like a drug, and I’m addicted to hearing them again and again. They’re the sign that he is losing control, the sign that I am the one ruining him.

Cullen always says that I am his, but right now, this man is mine.

All fucking mine.

I bring my hand to my clit, rubbing it to alleviate the burning want. My other hand lightly cups his balls, squeezing them slightly and drawing out more of those moans.

Cullen continues to fist my hair, and the slight, sharp pain only heightens the high.

My head is in the clouds, absolutely lost to the growing orgasm building within me. I speed up, absolutely frenzied for him and desperate for my own release.

Suddenly, Cullen’s hands are under my armpits, hauling me to my feet for a brief second before I am lightly tossed back onto the bed behind me.

Through my haze, I give him a quizzical look.

“I’ve waited too long not to feel that sweet cunt choking my dick when I come.”

Cullen positions himself between my legs, knocking my knees to the sides and splaying me for his own view. The cool air tickles the wetness coating my pussy and thighs.

The muscles in my thighs contract on impulse at the shiver, drawing Cullen’s attention. He grips his dick, and slides it against the wetness, coating the tip so it glistens with my arousal. I squirm against the feeling, that awful hollowness returning. It’s embarrassing how desperate I am for his dick to fill me.

“God, you feel like sin.”

He reaches into his bedside table drawer, bringing a condom to his teeth and tearing into the foil. The motion is one of the hottest things I’ve ever seen in my entire life. I wish I could record it in my brain and play it on a loop over and over.

He rolls it on and, without giving me another second, presses the head of his cock into my entrance. My breath hitches with a gasp at the same time as he groans. My pussy stretches to accommodate his girth, working to swallow his dick.

It’s been a hot second since I last had sex, but I’d thought our little session at the ballet would have at least primed me a little bit for this.

I’d been wrong.

“Fuck, you take me so well,” his voice rumbles between us as he watches the way his cock enters my pussy.

The fullness as he slides inside me has me seeing stars, and I already know that he is going to ruin me for anyone else. I don’t think there even can be anyone else after him.

As Cullen pumps into me, it’s a totally new sensation. He is like no one I’ve ever had before. Something about this just feels so inherently right, and that seems like an insane thought, but it’s true.

Sex with Cullen makes me feel complete.

He draws himself out and then plunges right back in.

A desperate plea falls from my lips. I loop my legs around his ass, bringing him closer. More. I want more, and more, and more. I want it faster. I want it harder. I want it all, everything he has to give me—I’ll take it.

“Eyes on me, baby.”

My lids pop open. I didn’t even realize I’d been squeezing them shut.

“That’s my girl, just like that.”

Sweat builds on Cullen’s neck, his hands pressed next to my head, caging me under his strong body. I reach around his back, my nails digging into the muscles between his shoulder blades, urging him on.

He gives me a wicked grin, the kind that gives him that boyish arrogance. I squeeze my pussy around his dick as my heart does a little flip.

Cullen’s face contorts with a groan, and I just about come in that exact second. My orgasm is cresting higher and higher with each pump, with each moan. Fuck, that makes him so damn sexy.

I’m still lost in the moment, riding the high that is so damn close to cresting. He shifts me onto my side, not losing his momentum, and lifts up one of my legs at an angle. There’s a stretch in my hamstring, but the feeling goes away the second he pulls out and spears back in.

“Ohmigod,” I gasp.

He hits me so deep, I just about black out from the sensation.

“Fuck, that’s it. Let me hear you. Let me hear how good I make you feel.”

He continues to bottom out, driving right to the hilt over and over, drawing more and more gasps out of me. I never want this to end.

“So good. So freaking good, Cullen.”

“Say my name again, say my name as you come.”

The pressure builds to a maximum, coalescing in my core like a whirlpool. It’s close, so close, but just not there.

The pad of Cullen’s finger rubs my clit in quick, circular motions. My arm flails out, hand desperately clinging onto the bed sheets. So close. So close. So—

The tidal wave crashes on the shore, my pussy spasming around his dick as I come.

“Oh, fuck. Cullen,” I moan. The man above me is the only thought left in the mush that is my brain. Sparkles feel like they are flooding my bloodstream, turning my thighs weak as the orgasm continues to course through me.

Just when I think it’s over, Cullen flips me around and takes me from behind.

I cry out as that pressure begins building again. I didn’t even realize that was possible. There are no intelligible words. I am spewing absolute nonsense as he continues to rail me.

Within moments, I’m coming again. The pressure is so out of this world, so burning, so desperate, that it gushes out of me.

“Fuck, look at you soaking the sheets.”

The praise rushes over my skin, turning me mindless with pleasure.

Cullen flips me onto my back one last time, his forearm coming to rest next to my head as he leans down and captures me in a quick kiss before biting my lower lip. My pussy still has the audacity to clench at the motion, somehow still alive after everything.

Cullen continues to rut into me, his deep and short thrusts sending me into oblivion. Just when I think I can’t take it anymore, just when the sensations become so overwhelming, I come again.

A third freaking time.

Like the sex gods have placed some freaking spell over my pussy.

Cullen groans at the same time, his hips jerking in rapid movements as he comes with me.

“That’s it,” he moans. “Fucking milk me, baby.”

My muscles tighten with the satisfaction of his release, with the knowledge that I’ve made this man absolutely lose himself because of the sex we just had.

I can’t help it. My heart seems to puff up to twice its normal size, filling with an emotion that I will not name.

Cullen collapses on top of me, the sweat from both of our chests slicking together in cool abandon before he rolls off me and takes off the condom. The loss of his weight sends a shard of ice briefly through my soul, but then he turns to the side and drags me to his chest, and it melts away. The reassurance allows my body to return to its lucid, sex-addled state as I curl into him.

“Fuck, that was…” Cullen’s words trail off into the panting of our breaths.

“Mhm,” I hum in agreement, unable to form a sentence that won’t give away how I’m feeling right now. It’s too scary to think about how much of an effect this man is having on me, and I don’t want to freak him out.

“You’re something else, Verity.”

He strokes my head in a soft, repeating pattern, and I loop one of my legs around his waist to cuddle even closer to him. Nothing could be more perfect than this moment. Nothing could ruin the seconds as they continue to tick by. If I could freeze time and stay in the now, I would do it without another thought.

I’m happy. I am so genuinely happy that it makes me want to cry.

“Can I ask you something?”

He could ask me for my social security number right now, and I would probably give it to him.

“Sure.”

“Does this mean you’ll be my girlfriend?”

I can’t help but snort.

I pull back, looking into those hazel eyes that swirl with so much depth and untold stories, eyes that provide me with such comfort, eyes that feel like home.

“Yes, I’ll be your girlfriend.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR



VERITY

Isnuggle closer to the warm body, looping my arms around his bicep and curling like a koala. A warm buzz fills my chest, like fluffy bumblebees crowding around a new bloom in the early spring. This emotion within me is new and special, one that I want to protect at all costs.

Until reality comes crashing down.

My eyes pop open, panic slicing my veins with a gasp.

“Ohmigod, what time is it?”

I scramble, eliciting a groan from Cullen as I flick my head around his room in search of an alarm clock. The man does not seem to have one. God damn it. I need a phone. Where the hell is my phone?

I get all tangled in the sheets, trying to escape the bed. Cullen’s thick arms circle my waist and tug me back against him. I grasp his hands with my own and try to pry him off me.

“Cullen, this is serious. I can’t be late for work.”

This is why I don’t go out on Thursdays. I honestly have no clue how Hannah does this on the regular. I am beyond stressed right now.

“Shh, calm down. It’s fine.” He pulls me in tighter. “Vada, what time is it?”

There is a small chime before an electronic voice responds.

“The time is six forty-three.”

Oh.

“See, plenty of time before you need to rush out of here.”

Plenty is a bit of a stretch. I probably have around forty minutes until I have to leave. Actually, I don’t even know where we are right now. We are a couple of blocks from the restaurant, I know that much. Dammit, I really need my phone.

“Cullen, let me up. I have to find my phone.”

“Why?” He places a kiss where my collarbone meets my shoulder.

“Because I need to check the train schedule.”

“Why?” He continues to pepper little kisses on my neck, dizzying the thoughts I’m trying to gather.

“Because I need to go home and get ready before work.”

“Why?”

“Because I can’t show up to work in a red mini dress and without my laptop.”

“There’s a department store down the street; we can buy you new clothes.”

His hand nudges lower, skating over my skin with heat as he trails down to my pussy. A pulse runs through me, alighting fresh need. Memories of last night start to trickle back, prompting slick to gather.

I try to keep my wits about me.

“Doesn’t fix the laptop issue.”

“I’ll buy you one of those as well.”

“Yeah, sorry, stud. Not how that works.”

“Is that really what you want to focus on right now? Because I can think of much better things.”

He slips his hands between us, teasing my already wet folds. There’s a small short circuit of my brain before I’m able to get it back online and try to squirm away.

“Cullen, I can’t be late.”

“Then you better stop squirming and spread those legs.”

His fingers push inside, and my desire takes over. My body goes lax as he shifts down the bed and hooks my legs over his shoulders. The flat of his tongue licks a deft line up my pussy, sparking my clit as he gives it a suck.

I try to remind myself that I don’t necessarily have the time to be doing this, that I need to trek all the way back uptown to grab all my stuff before dragging myself all the way back over here to head into the office. But logic doesn’t really seem to be my friend right now.

I lose myself to the pleasure as Cullen eats me out with the hunger of a starving man. His stubble grazes my soft skin, prickling it. My body is still sore from last night, thighs sensitive from the relentless pounding, but it just makes me smile.

My hands thread in his hair, grasping at his brown locks as he brings me closer and closer to that holy place. When I finally ascend, my orgasm bursting out of me, Cullen laps it up with a groan.

God, I could hear that man moan for days and never be sick of it. I would turn it into my text alert if it wouldn’t get me into trouble.

I lie in a state of orgasmic bliss, spread out on the soft sheets as Cullen kisses my inner thigh.

“Now, wasn’t that a better way to start your morning?”

“Mhm.”

He picks me up and carries me into his large en suite bathroom, stepping over the dirty sheets from last night that are still haphazardly thrown in the corner. After I soaked through them, he’d tossed them off and replaced them while I was in the shower.

Cullen places me on the counter next to the sink and grabs a washcloth before dousing it with warm water and cleaning my sensitive skin. I stare at him dreamily, wondering how I lucked out.

I also wonder how I settled for such crappy men in the past. I can’t think of one other time when a guy took such good care of me. There was one guy in college who used his T-shirt to clean his cum off my stomach, but he didn’t even offer me a shower before promptly falling asleep.

“Here.”

Cullen hands me a cup of mouthwash before starting up his own electric toothbrush. I swish the blue minty liquid around a few times before spitting it in the sink. I have enough strength back in my legs to slip off the counter and stand next to him. We move about in pleasant silence as I wash my face with the limited skin-care products he owns.

I’m still fully aware that while Cullen has tugged on a pair of navy-blue boxers, I am totally naked. I pad out of the bathroom in search of my clothes, which are strewn all over the bedroom. I finally have a chance to fully take in his place, with the bright light of the morning streaming in.

His bedroom alone has to be the size of Hannah’s and my entire apartment. It’s pretty minimalistic overall, made up mostly with dark tones of blacks, grays, and blues. There are files strewn on a desk in the corner, and his work backpack is on the ground next to it. A shirt is thrown over the back of the desk chair, my underwear somehow having landed there as well. The walls are plain, and there doesn’t seem to be much of a personal touch anywhere. I know he only recently moved in a few weeks ago, but it feels like it could use at least a picture or two.

I end up bypassing my dress for his shirt, tugging my arms into the sleeves.

My curiosity gets the better of me, and I pad out of his room into the main body of the apartment. There is a warmer feel out here, but it still holds that modern, rich feel. It’s an open layout, the kitchen area bleeding into the living area. It’s the type of place you see in those fancy magazines, decked out with marble countertops and large windows.

A charcoal L-shaped couch, with a large, knitted blanket thrown over the back, rests on top of a cream rug. In front of the couch sits a coffee table, laid before a stupidly large mounted TV that takes center stage. Below the television is a long, skinny set of drawers, which have a few photo frames plus a video game console on top. I recognize some of the people in the pictures instantly. Cullen and Chloe smiling in front of the Taj Mahal, another of Cullen, Chloe, and Bridget in the snow, one of what looks to be Cullen in college with Sonny and two men I don’t recognize, and a family photo of who I assume is Cullen as a child.

Something tells me that he didn’t have a hand in picking these out, and I smile at the idea of his sister or Bridget fussing around and trying to make his place feel a little homier. I don’t know either of the two women well, but Cullen cherishes them both.

A tall potted plant takes root in the corner, with an equally tall and obviously expensive lamp beside it. It’s there that I spot my purse—or more precisely, Hannah’s purse.

I rush to it and pull out my phone which is, as I suspected, on three percent battery. Not even a second later, the screen turns black, dying. I cluck my tongue, deciding to go in search of a charger.

I really wish I’d thought about this last night.

I spot a cord plugged into a very fancy coffee machine next to his stove. I get my phone charging before eying the contraption.

A pair of warm hands circles my waist and lies against the soft flesh at my hips. Cullen drops a kiss on the crown of my head.

“Seeing you in my shirt has me wanting to bend you over that island and fuck you all over again.”

My thighs squeeze together, but I angle my head to the side and cock a brow.

“Not happening.”

“Coffee, then?”

“Sure.”

He lets me go and I step to the side, resting my hip on the marble countertop as I watch him place a pod in the machine.

He’s forgone a shirt, wearing just a pair of black slacks. Girls normally say that there’s nothing sexier than a guy in sweatpants, but I really think the truth of the matter is that there is nothing sexier than a guy when he is shirtless. His dark hair is still a little wet at the nape of his neck, but he’s styled it so the long hair on top is slicked back in that classic Ivy League way he normally does.

Some primal part of me wants to nuzzle my cheek along his stubble and inhale the cologne he has just spritzed on.

My phone buzzes, stopping me from doing so.

I palm the device, inputting my code before checking my notifications. There is nothing glaringly obvious that needs my attention, thankfully, so I switch to Hannah’s contact and check to see where she is. She typically works from home for the first few hours on Fridays, the only reprieve she really allows herself.

The map shows her at our apartment, but it also shows me where I am in respect to her location.

My brows furrow.

Little puzzle pieces start to slot into place, but the picture that is forming has me slightly confused. I click out of the app and check my map instead, zooming in on my location and its surroundings. The realization starts to take root.

I slam my phone back on the countertop and sprint to the large floor-to-ceiling windows, plastering myself against the glass as I stare outside.

Mother. Fucker.

There, in the distance, is the very same building I spend half my work meetings staring at.

“Enjoying the view?”

Cullen joins me and hands me a small coffee cup.

I accept it with narrowed eyes.

“This is where you live?”

“Yeah.” He takes a sip from his mug.

“No, like this apartment complex is where you sleep every night and wake up every morning.”

“Yeah, I moved in a few weeks back. Didn’t I mention it to you?”

“You did.”

“Then why are you frowning?” He rubs the tense skin between my brows.

“Because this is nowhere near where I live.”

“And?”

“And it’s, what, two stops from where I work?”

“Sounds about right.”

“Two stops in the opposite direction.”

“All right. Any other geographic facts you want to tell me?”

He grins at me, and I place a hand on my hip.

“Cullen, I’m being serious. Have you literally been taking the subway every single morning past your work an additional, like, eight stops, just to ride the train the entire way back with me?”

“Yes.”

My mouth gapes open, all my words lost to the ease with which he just answered me.

“What is wrong with you?”

“What’s the issue?”

“What’s the—really? Why would you go through all that effort? You are basically turning a ten-minute commute into an hour! Not to mention how much extra time you spend picking up the pastries or the coffee or—”

“Most of those places are near here. We can actually stop by that coffee place you really like if you want—the one with the pistachio praline drink. Way better than these pods.”

“Cullen,” I whine.

“Verity,” he teases back. He pushes a lock of hair behind my ear. “I wanted to spend the extra time with you. I only have so many minutes in the day; any I can spare for you are worth it.”

“But—”

“Plus, you weren’t speaking to me, if you remember. I had to find some way to break down your walls.”

A prickle of guilt purses my lips. I feel like an ass now. There I was, giving him the silent treatment for two weeks, when this man was hauling his ass all the way uptown to sit with me every single day on the subway when it was totally out of his way.

“Don’t make that face.” His thumb rubs the skin where my jaw meets my ear. “I like commuting with you. I like spending time with you. I like you.”

“I like you, too. I guess.” I whisper the words, shyness heating up my cheeks.

Cullen chuckles, slinging his arm around my shoulders and pulling me close.

Everything in this moment is perfect, except…

My phone alarm goes off, blaring into the moment. Cullen and I both jerk at the noise, and I once again remember the panic from an hour ago.

Crap, work.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE



VERITY

Ireally did not think any of this through.

I sprint down the busy street, sidestepping tourists and almost tripping over a homeless man camped out on the corner. I grip my Goyard within an inch of its life, knuckles white as I try to prevent the thing from swinging loose in my marathon and spilling on the ground. The last thing I need is another delay.

Again, this is why I don’t go out on Thursdays.

I cannot believe I forgot we are presenting to Frankie Jones. In all fairness, I’d been under the assumption that he was meeting us at the office. My mistake because obviously a man like him wouldn’t have the decency to bring himself down to our meager level. No. We have to meet him at his apartment to present the deck.

Which is why I am running three minutes late to the meetup spot Anne texted me twenty-four minutes ago. I’d been brushing my hair in my apartment back uptown, making sure that no one would be able to smell or see the sex on me, when my phone pinged.

Frankie lives all the way in NoHo, almost thirty minutes away. The red line was running late today as it was, so everything was a total nightmare.

The only thing keeping my anxiety at bay is that Cullen had been with me and calmed me down a fraction.

I bank right at the next intersection, clocking the large apartment complex with a huge, shining metallic 207 hammered above the revolving door.

Bingo.

I give the street a quick left-right look before jaywalking, keeping an eye on the taxi that seemed to be increasing in speed at my illegal crossing—as if I were the only person in the city who doesn’t obey traffic signals.

As soon as I push into the lobby, Anne clocks me. She lets out a disappointed huff, almost glaring.

“About time.”

“Sorry. Trains were delayed.”

“Whatever. Come on.”

I follow her through the lobby over to the elevator bank, where Jenna is chatting with Frankie’s agent, Gary. The skeezy man with his oil-slicked hair gives Anne and me appreciative once-overs.

“Nice of you to join us, girls.”

I keep the smile plastered on my face even though his words send shivers down my spine. I’ve only interacted with him via email previously but had gathered from Anne’s snide remarks just how creepy he could be.

He buzzes us into the elevator, and we ride up the forty-two floors to Frankie’s apartment—or maybe it’s Frankie and Bridget’s apartment, given the plush pink welcome mat outside the front door. Gary punches in a code and sweeps his arm out for us to enter.

“Take a seat at the dining table. I’ll grab us all some waters.”

The three of us nod our heads and make our way to the large white table. This place is absolutely ginormous. I didn’t even know you could get apartments this large in the city. I’d thought Cullen’s place was pretty impressive, but this makes it look mediocre.

I smile to myself, filing that tidbit away for later to tease him.

I continue glancing around the apartment, admiring the décor, which only furthers my assumption that Bridget lives here as well, when a moan filters into the silence. I freeze, head tilting slightly.

Odd.

I shake it off, joining Anne at the table as she opens her laptop and pulls up the final slide deck. Not even a moment later, the same moan echoes again.

This time, I know I didn’t imagine it because Anne gives me a wary glance.

Gary clears his throat as he places five bottles of sparkling water on the table. “Frankie. Get out here.”

A strange tension settles over the room as more grunts filter out, prompting Gary to give us a tight smile and say, “Excuse me,” before turning down a short hall and banging on a door. A beat passes before he returns to us, a few wrinkles marring his forehead.

We have our slide deck set up on the laptop and the PMS samples laid out next to it, waiting for the client.

“God, Gary, don’t you know not to bother me when I’m balls deep, man?”

A half naked Frankie Jones comes strolling into the room. Seriously, the guy is only wearing a pair of designer boxers.

“Oh my God,” Jenna whispers, immediately turning around.

My eyes linger for a second out of pure shock before I also angle my head away.

“Jesus Christ, there are people here?”

There’s shuffling and then more slamming of doors. All the while, the three of us from Delute keep our eyes on the ground and wait.

“Ladies, sorry about that.” A chair squeaks as Frankie pulls it back and joins us, fully clothed this time but still smelling distinctly of sex. “Seems I got my days mixed up.”

“Not a worry, Mr. Jones. We should’ve followed up.” Jenna gives him her sunniest smile as though we didn’t send his team thirty emails yesterday and his own agent isn’t at the table with us right now.

“These things happen.” He waves his hand nonchalantly, buying into the bullshit.

We spend the next two hours going over the deck and then listening to all the changes Frankie has in mind. He seems to have the attention span of a rock, and the ideas he is coming up with sound utterly horrible. The only positive is that his agent wrangles the worst of them in, which has me convinced that he is the only reason why Frankie isn’t in a mountain of debt from bad investments. I also have an inkling that Bridget must pay for a lot of his stuff, based on the way he keeps referencing her when it comes to some of the pricing.

I really don’t like this guy.

Ugh. This is why I wish I could just pick my own clients to work with.

By the time we are finished going over everything, my emotional battery is at fifty percent. Still, I try to keep the pleasant smile on my face as Gary gets up and leads us back out of the apartment.

We are almost at the door when I hear a muffled feminine voice that isn’t Jenna or Anne. I glance back over my shoulder to see a tall, model-like woman pop out from the hallway wearing a silky white robe over her brown skin. She’s only there for a second before she dips back into the hallway.

The three of us awkwardly exchange a glance, the same thought crossing through all of our minds as Gary practically nudges us all out of the apartment and into the elevator.

“I don’t have to remind you all that you signed an NDA, correct?” His skeezy smile is brittle and thin as we walk out into the lobby.

“Of course not,” Jenna placates. “We’ll have the revisions for Mr. Jones’ review on Monday, and then hopefully we can have everything sorted for you to send to your manufacturing and production partners.”

He gives us a short nod and then heads back into the elevator.

We jump in a rideshare at Jenna’s insistence and head to the office. It’s a surprisingly nice ride, the three of us bonding over our mutual annoyance of Frankie Jones and the audacity the man seems to have. It’s a change of pace compared to the way we typically stick to dry work conversations or—in the case of Anne and me—thinly veiled competitive jabs.

The earlier anxiety that had been bubbling in my stomach has abated, and I walk into the office in a pretty good mood.

I barely drop my bag at my desk when there is a short rap on the side of my cubicle. I look up, and my heart just about stops in my chest.

“See me in my office.”

Celine breezes past without a pause in her gait, but I feel like I was just hit by a hurricane. I drop everything, following behind her to the corner office.

“Take a seat.”

She slips into her large leather office chair, the stunning city skyline shining through the windows behind her. I clock the building I’d picked out from Cullen’s window this morning and swallow thickly, dropping into the uncomfortable armchair across from her desk.

The last time I’d been in this situation was after the Kelton event, when I’d been sure she’d seen Cullen and me together.

This feels like déjà vu.

Does she know I spent the night with him? Oh God, can she see the sex on my skin, in my cheeks or my hair? People say you get a certain glow after sex, that there is this happiness that naturally filters into your energy—is that what she is seeing?

Please tell me my boss doesn’t know that I had sex with her ex-husband.

“I wanted to talk to you briefly about an opportunity that is coming up.”

And just like last time, I have gotten into my head again.

She isn’t talking about Cullen; it is work. It is always work with Celine.

“I’m all ears.”

“HP Energy did a rerun of your ads recently, and the response is just as positive as it was previously. One of the clients I met at the Kelton event reached out to inquire about the designer. It’s an interesting opportunity and has a high revenue tag associated with it. Normally something of this level would be assigned to a manager or someone with a little more experience, but you’ve been surprising me recently, Verity. You’ve shown me that you can be professional. That you know when to speak and when not to. You have also shown me that you understand your place and how to be discreet.”

Oh, she has no idea how discreet I truly could be.

“I’ll admit, I’m hesitant to assign this client to you. You’re still a little too green. Which is why I’ve decided to have Davina handle the negotiations. However, if it all comes to pass—would you be up to lead the project?”

I have no clue what the project is—if it is product branding, or website design, or what—for all I know, it could be completely out of my wheelhouse…but there isn’t a chance in hell I’d pass up the opportunity Celine is handing to me.

“Yes. You can count on me.”

“Good.” She turns to her desktop, clicking her mouse around. “Annual reviews are coming up soon. Who knows, maybe there’s some growth in your future if this goes well. Then again, I don’t need to remind you that if there are any issues…” she trails off, not needing to expound upon her threat.

It is always like this with Celine. She can never just be nice, she always has to wield a double-edged sword.

“Of course, I understand.”

“Good, because—” she pauses, her expression souring as she reads something on her phone. “That fucker.” The curse comes out of nowhere, filled with pure venom. When her eyes flick up to me, they blaze with a cold blue flame. “I have to make a call. See yourself out.”

“Yes, I—”

“Darcy, what the hell do you mean?” She cuts me off, having already forgotten about my existence as she raises her phone to her ear. I don’t even know how she managed to dial someone that quickly. “I don’t care what he said. You make it work. That’s why I pay you. Or do I need to get your father involved?”

I slip out of the room, quietly clicking the glass door shut behind me.

I have a feeling that the “he” being mentioned is Cullen; there is no one else who brings out that venomous side to Celine with quite the same fury.

For all that Celine teased about glowing opportunities and advancements in my career, I know I am still walking a thin line because if she ever found out about my involvement with her ex…she’d decimate me until I am rubble beneath her feet.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX



CULLEN

“Clifton took a meeting with Powers.”

I groan at the first sentence Alonso has spoken to me in over two weeks.

“How do you know?”

“I overheard Varsh on the phone this morning, congratulating him while we were at the open house.”

“Fucking hell.”

Today had been going great. I closed another deal on a new commercial storefront on Fifth Ave. and am currently sitting at a restaurant, waiting for Verity to join me for her lunch break. I got us a reservation at Gaëtan, an upscale French bistro a stop away from her office. They are normally booked over a month in advance, but Sonny is friends with the head pâtissier and got us to the top of the waitlist. The news of one of our rivals swooping in for the deal I’ve been trying to win is a sour note.

“Did you hear anything else?”

“No. He caught me after that. Gave me a smug look and then dipped outside.”

I let out a weary sigh. I don’t understand why this listing is so damn hard for me to score. It should be a walk in the park. Since moving back to the city, my name has been on the top of everyone’s lists—except Clifton’s; he is still remaining loyal to the guys at Vanguard. At this point, I want the deal out of spite. The mere fact that they are playing hard to get is the only motivation I need. The more things seem to fall from my grasp, the harder I work to hold onto them.

“Look, I hate to ask for a favor, but do you think you could do some digging for me?”

“I was hoping you’d say that.”

“Why?” I ask cautiously.

“Because I have a favor, too. You know that penthouse on Sixty-first?”

“Yeah.”

“I need a buyer. Think you can tap into that network of yours?”

“Sure. I’ll see what I can—”

“Cullen.” A sharp and dreadfully familiar feminine voice cuts into my phone call.

I avert my gaze from the window view I’d been admiring, landing on an utter eyesore.

“Al, I’ve got to go. I’ll text you later.” I hang up on my business partner and cross my arms. “Celine, what are you doing here?”

My ex pulls out the chair opposite me and takes a seat like she has every right to be here. She even picks up the glass of ice water, taking a small sip.

“Celine.”

“I thought my lawyer told you I wanted to meet.”

“And I thought I told your lawyer that I didn’t want to.”

“You want me to sign those new papers, don’t you?”

“You have to sign them, whether I meet with you or not. That was our agreement.”

“Our agreement never stated a specific date by which I have to do that.”

Those fucking loopholes in that damn agreement. They are the whole reason why Halston calls me an idiot once a month and why I am still not free of this harpy.

Celine crosses her legs, picking up the menu.

“You want me to sign them, you’ll listen to what I have to say.”

“How did you even know I was here?”

“You think you’re the only person with connections in this city? News flash, Cullen, I’ve come quite a long way since we separated.”

“Yes, you’ve achieved everything you set out to do. Congratulations.”

Her gaze cuts me like glass.

“No thanks to you.”

Talking with Celine is like playing a playlist on repeat that only has one song. It is the same shit, every single time, and eventually you get so sick of the words you just want to burn your ears off rather than hear the lyrics again.

“Hi, welcome to Gaëtan. I’m Lisa, your server. Can I get either of you something to drink to start?” Our server smiles at us, unable to read the tension.

“No, thank you, we’re—”

“I’ll have a glass of the 1987 Château Margaux Pavillon Rouge.” Celine hands the woman back the wine list, completely ignoring me.

“Wonderful. Would you like to hear our specials for lunch?”

“Of course.”

I tune the conversation out, my gaze homing in on the blonde bombshell who has just walked in the front door.

Fuck.

Verity.

I try not to raise any alarm bells, subtly unlocking my phone and pulling up her contact. I’d been so thrown off by Celine that I completely forgot why I am here in the first place.

I send a slew of texts to Verity, each one a different iteration of the same thing.

ME: STOP

ME: DON’T

ME: CELINE

ME: LEAVE

ME: NOW

I keep sending texts, hoping that she will feel the vibration because she always has her phone on silent, which is a detriment to my current situation. Verity chats with the hostess, the smile on her face absolutely breathtaking. I don’t understand how the entire restaurant hasn’t immediately noticed her walk in. A woman like her shines like a star in the dark night sky.

I let out a groan, mourning the loss of the date I’ve been looking forward to.

“What? I thought you loved sea bass?”

My gaze bullets back to Celine and the server.

Fuck.

“I had food poisoning recently, bad fish.”

It’s a shit, last-minute excuse.

Celine can smell the lie, her eyes narrowing from practice. That is the unfortunate part of being in a relationship with someone for over a decade; there will always be a sliver of them that will recognize your soul.

“The amuse-bouche is supposed to be amazing here. Why don’t we start with that?” I give her a nonchalant shrug, trying to throw her off the scent.

It doesn’t quite quell her curiosity, but it staves it off enough that she turns back to the server and places the order, along with the restaurant’s signature egg toast with caviar.

She appears to be determined to make a dent in my wallet this afternoon.

I check in with the host stand, panic clogging my throat as I watch the hostess grab a menu and begin to walk Verity over.

It’s only then that my girlfriend checks her phone, feet slowing and brows furrowing as she scrolls. I have no doubt that my texts seem incoherent, but at least they’re giving her pause.

She stops in her tracks, baby blues bouncing around the restaurant until they land on me. She gives me a confused look, wiggling her phone in the air as if to say, “What’s this about?”

I try to subtly indicate to Celine with my eyes, while also keeping track of the conversation so Celine doesn’t realize what I’m doing.

Fuck, this is a mess.

Verity finally notices the woman in the seat before me, her skin turning white as snow. I can feel the immediate panic radiating from her body.

Celine must notice something as well, because she turns her head.

Verity drops to the ground, lips pulling in a grimace, and she miraculously throws herself behind a table of four businessmen.

“What are you looking at?”

“I thought I noticed a client.”

“Oh?” She doubles down, giving the room a proper perusal.

“Wasn’t them.”

It takes another few seconds before she is satisfied with her analysis. Her brows pull together as much as the Botox will allow, eyes narrowing with slight judgement as she returns her focus to me.

“You’re acting strangely.”

“Well, how do you want me to act, Celine? You’re the one interrupting my lunch.”

“You should be grateful that I’m being civil after you invaded my space first, turning up at the Kelton event. I could’ve stormed in here and kicked up a fuss, could’ve shown up at that new little apartment you bought or even attended one of those open houses and torn down your pristine reputation.”

“I don’t do open houses. Guess you’re not as up to date as you like to think.”

“It was just an example, you ass.”

“What do you want, Celine?”

“Where should I start? I have a laundry list of grievances that you never bothered hearing out.”

I am going to strangle the woman.

“I’m not playing games with you. Get to your point or get out.”

My stern tone is the wrong choice. It flips a switch inside her, turning those eyes into bottomless black holes of hatred. I inwardly curse, the knowledge that this conversation is about to get ten times worse is undeniable.

“I’m trying to keep up appearances in public, but the fact that I am breathing the same air as you is like sucking poison into my lungs. Your very presence kills me, Cullen. I never wanted you back in this city, but you just couldn’t help yourself. You just had to return.”

“I never wanted to leave in the first place.”

I would like to think that I’ve built up a tolerance to her maliciousness over the years, but I haven’t. As much as I try to grow thick skin against Celine, she manages to slice right through. I loved her once, loved the innocent person she used to be, and that has made me forever vulnerable to her attacks.

“I want you gone again. Only then will I sign the papers.”

Not this again.

“You can’t make that stipulation; there’s nothing for you to stand on. You’re wasting your time.”

“Are you saying it doesn’t bother you? That you wake up every day knowing that I’m walking these same streets, and it doesn’t drive you mad?”

“No, because I don’t even think about you, Celine. Your very existence is nothing to me anymore.”

“And that is why I hate you. You stopped loving me, stopped giving a damn about me, way before we ended things. All you ever cared about was yourself and your career. What I wanted meant nothing. Even now, you can’t afford me this one thing.”

“Fucking hell, Celine. I never said I wasn’t at fault. I owned that years ago. How many more times do you need to hear me say that I also fucked up?” My patience is starting to snap, and it’s an effort to keep my voice under control. “Because might I remind you that I’m not the one who put the final nail in the coffin. That was all you.”

“How dare you bring that up.”

“Are you serious? You’re the one who started all this.”

“I’m not signing those papers.”

“You have to.”

“Actually, I don’t. The Brinks have been working overtime, poking holes at the wording of our agreement until it became a sinking ship at the bottom of the ocean.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean our agreement never explicitly said that I would physically sign anything.”

“You can’t be serious.”

They are grasping at straws. Halston mentioned that this could happen, that it would likely be their final trump card, but that I shouldn’t worry because there is no way it’d hold up in court if it comes to that. I shouldn’t be so surprised that he was right, but I am. Part of me really believed that Celine would cool down eventually, that she wouldn’t hold onto her hatred. It seems that the years we spent apart only caused her emotions to fester.

Any small hope I’ve ever had dies.

“If you won’t leave me alone, I’ll keep you shackled to me forever. I’ll make you suffer for eternity, take away any attempt at happiness you might try to find—because you broke my heart, making it so I can never love again.”

“I thought you came here to negotiate with me, but you’ve done nothing but make childish demands. You’re the one who refuses to change, Celine. You’re the one who refuses to mend your heart. That’s on you.”

“No, it’s your fault.”

“If that’s what you believe, then I pity you.”

“I will never sign those documents,” she snarls.

“Then I’ll take you to court.”

A shock of pain splashes over her features at my harsh truth.

Lisa picks that exact moment to come back with the red wine and amuse-bouche. Celine snatches the wine, tossing it at me. The acidic liquid seeps into my shirt, staining the fabric.

“Go die in a hole.”

She stalks out of the restaurant without a second glance. An awkward murmur crackles among the remaining patrons, a few of them sneaking glances at my sorry state. I grab the napkin off my lap and wipe my face free of the two-hundred-dollar liquid.

My emotional reserves are depleted, but I grab my phone to call Halston. He needs to know what happened.

I stop when I see a bunch of texts from Verity.

VERITY: omg celine?!!!!

VERITY: I snuck back out

VERITY: I don’t think she saw me??

VERITY: why was she even there?

VERITY: does she know??

VERITY: Cullen???

VERITY: ahhh *melty emoji face*

VERITY: txt me when u can pls

The texts are a good sign; they mean she didn’t run away, that the sight of Celine didn’t scare her back into her shell.

But I can’t stop this feeling that everything is a ticking time bomb and that it will go off when I least expect it, the shrapnel of my secret killing everything I hold dear.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN



VERITY

My uterus feels like it is going to murder me.

I curl into a tighter ball on the couch, distracting myself from the pain as much as I can. I’ve already downed the maximum number of pain meds, so all I can do is wait. This has happened every single month without fail since I was eleven.

This week has been an emotional rollercoaster as is, what with having to play nice with Frankie and not pee myself every time Celine walked into the bullpen. Part of me is still worried that she saw me at the restaurant, that I wasn’t quick enough to hide. My knees are still sore from smashing them on the tiles and then crawling out of the restaurant.

I’d looked like I had a few screws loose, and I doubt I would be able to go back there any time soon. Fancy places like that tend to remember people like me.

I still haven’t gotten the full story from Cullen, just a reassurance that Celine hadn’t been there because of me. It’s almost worse that it had been a coincidence that she showed up, like the world is telling me how fraught this relationship with Cullen is.

“Do you want me to refill your hot water bottle?” Hannah pokes her head out of her room.

“No, I’m just going to accept my slow death.”

The doorbell buzzes, and Hannah presses the button to let in whoever is outside the building without any questions.

“You expecting someone?”

“Kinda. I got something to make you feel better.”

“Unless it’s a shovel to magically dig out my uterus, I don’t want it.”

She pads over, sitting on the arm of the couch as she rakes her nails along the crown of my head, smoothing out my hair. She tucks a few stray tendrils behind my ears. I flinch when she even goes so far as to wipe her thumb under my eye.

“What are you doing?”

“You had a mascara smudge. I thought I told you that you always need to bake under your eyes if you’re going to put mascara on your bottom lashes.”

“You should be glad I even bothered with mascara today. I barely managed to lug my body into the office.”

My patience was thin all day—even Anne didn’t bug me about some follow-ups for Frankie’s final designs. We are getting close to closing out the project, which is all any of us wants.

There is a short rap at the door. Hannah bounces up, almost running to answer it. I pause the TV and uncurl my body as much as I can, trying to push aside the sharp pains as I crane my neck to see who it might be.

“Come in, come in. Make yourself at home.”

“Thanks.” The masculine voice instantly sets me on edge.

“She’s on the couch.”

The hair on the back of my neck rises, my gut alerting me that something incredibly fishy is in the works.

Sure enough, that intuition is confirmed.

“Cullen?” I practically roll off the couch in panic. My knees hit the floorboards, and I let out a yelp. My eyes instantly prick with tears. I definitely just bruised them again.

I am quickly swept up into strong arms and placed back on the worn-out couch.

“Hey, are you okay?”

Cullen strokes my head, sincere eyes scanning me from head to toe. It soothes some of that anxiety away, forcing a sense of calm.

“What are you doing here?”

“You didn’t seem well this morning. I reached out to Hannah about it, and she let me know what was going on.”

Now I know why she took the time to tidy up my appearance. Not that it is going to do me a lot of good as I sit here in a ratty old college T-shirt and oversized sleep shorts, feeling like death.

Cullen, on the other hand, looks like a snack. He is a little more casual than normal in a pair of dark pants and a short-sleeved shirt. The weather has been warming up lately, and the free show I am getting from his biceps isn’t something I’d complain about.

Cullen holds up three large plastic bags, removing various goodies from within.

“I went to that ice cream place and got a pint of the pistachio mint flavor you love, fresh donuts from Chloe’s shop, takeout from the dumpling restaurant on Third, electrolytes, and an electronic foot massager.”

“I’m sorry, what was that last thing?”

“An electronic foot massager.” He begins unboxing the device, and I just stare at him, completely dumbfounded. “Chlo got our parents one for Christmas last year, and they swear by it.”

“That’s sweet, but how does a foot massager help with menstrual cramps?”

He pauses for a second, the gears turning in his mind. “Hannah said it was a good idea, that it would help. Is that not the case? I can return it if you want.”

“No!” Hannah practically pounces for the box. “We want it.” My roommate then reaches a tentative hand out to the plastic bag holding the ice cream. “Did you get my honeycomb flavor?”

“Yeah, it’s in there.”

I quirk a brow at Hannah. “I’m beginning to think you invited my boyfriend over to exploit him.”

She lets out a mock scoff, pressing a palm to her chest. “Moi? Non. C’est impossible.”

“Uh-huh, sure.”

She gathers up the plastic bag. “I’m just going to put this stuff in the freezer so it doesn’t melt.” I don’t miss her shoving the foot massager under her arm at the same time.

Cullen sits on the couch beside me, readjusting the blanket so it covers both of us before looping his arm around my shoulders and pulling me close. I tuck my legs under my ass and curl against his side, nuzzling into his familiar scent.

“Thanks for coming over. You didn’t have to.”

“I was worried.”

My chest warms.

“Still, I know you’re busy.”

“I will always make time for you.”

“Even if it’s just lounging around on the couch while I occasionally wince in pain?”

“Especially then.”

He kisses the top of my head, and I can’t help but smile.

I’ve come to learn that this is just the sort of person he is. Cullen pays attention to the most mundane details, cementing them to memory. He’s never afraid to go the extra mile, and I never realized how much that would mean to me until I met him. I spent so much of my life putting on a brave face and trying to put one foot in front of the other that the concept of having someone so wholly focused on me removes a weight I didn’t even know I was carrying.

“What are you watching?” He grabs the remote and hits play.

The real estate reality show Hannah and I watch starts up, two brokers arguing because one of them slept with the other’s ex. It goes on for a minute before switching to one of the other cast members, who is in the process of selling a penthouse for 5.6 million dollars.

“Wait, is this that show? Manhattan something?”

“Manhattan Millions.”

He lets out a short laugh. “You know, Sam was on this once.”

“Sam?”

“One of the other brokers at RARE Realty with me.”

“Which letter is he?”

“The other R, Sam Ryan.”

“That’s so cool! What was it like? Did he learn any juicy secrets? Is it really unscripted or did they make him say stuff? Hannah and I read all the gossip columns and it seems like there is some serious drama about to go down in the next few episodes. One of the girls was seen out with her ex at a bar in Brooklyn the other week.”

“Slow down,” he laughs. “He was only on there for a few minutes. One of the clients he’d been trying to win got snatched up by that blonde chick. The seller wanted the notoriety of being on the show over picking Sam, who was by far the better agent. There isn’t a place in SoHo he hasn’t been able to sell.”

“If you guys are so good, why aren’t you on a show like this?” I tease.

“You think the Harver Group was the network’s first choice? They approached us two years ago, even tried to get me to move back to the city for filming.”

My jaw drops.

“What? You were invited to be on Manhattan Millions? Are you serious? Why would you turn that down?”

“That sort of thing isn’t really my style. I don’t want my personal business streamed to strangers. Plus, I couldn’t move back.”

“Why not?”

Cullen is quiet for a moment. The silence stretches, just the noise of bickering from the reality show filling the space.

I don’t think he is going to answer my question. It’s something that has come up here and there, but he’s never gone into detail about it. I’ve gathered enough on my own to know that it has something to do with his divorce, but like most things pertaining to Celine, I don’t pry.

Since getting back together, we’ve kind of just ignored her as a topic. It’s probably not the healthiest thing to do in the long run, but it’s been working for us so far. After the incident at the restaurant, though, I can’t help but admit she’s been on my conscience more than I’d like.

“When Celine and I separated, it wasn’t pretty.”

His words are quiet and measured, barely registering over the sounds around us. I grab the remote, turning the volume down enough that I can hear him but not so much that our words will be able to reach Hannah in her room.

I snuggle back into his chest, resting my cheek on his pec. I figure it’ll be easier for him if he doesn’t feel the weight of my stare. His fingers curl up and down my arm in a calming motion as he speaks.

“RARE Realty was just taking off. All my savings went into the company, and I was close to closing on my first multimillion-dollar deal. Things were supposed to be perfect. They weren’t. Our marriage was broken, and Celine was determined to take everything from me. We’d gotten married young, before we’d even graduated college, and things like a prenup never crossed our minds. We spent weeks arguing, lawyers attempting to mediate the verbal war we were waging. By the end, I was desperate. The fees were bleeding me dry because Celine would’ve preferred us both to go broke than to lose. In one hopeless moment, I caved, told her I’d agree to whatever terms so long as she would divorce me. She said she never wanted to see me again.” He lets out a sigh. “So, I signed an agreement that said I wouldn’t live in the city for ten years; the same amount of time we’d been together, we would also be separated. There were other clauses, divisions of assets, but that was the real kicker.”

It sounds absurd.

Yes, divorce can be messy, and there are horror stories out there of spouses losing everything in the battle for separation, sometimes ending up without even a penny. But to agree to such a stipulation, something that wasn’t monetary, is like nothing I’ve heard of before.

“Why did you separate?” It’s barely a whisper past my lips, my heart beating erratically at the uncharted territory we are wading into.

I hate to press the issue, but I have too many questions.

The venom that pours from Celine’s tongue when she is around Cullen seems to be a deep-rooted poison. That he agreed to a settlement that made him vacate an entire state seems not only dramatic but suspicious—and I hate that I feel that way, that I have this seed of doubt.

“It was my fault.” Those four words crack like ice on a frozen lake. “Since we were teens, Celine has always flourished under attention. She demands it when she walks into a room, her natural beauty and sharp tongue able to snatch all who are close. It’s what drew me to her, that intoxicating personality and drive to be the best. But as the years drew on, it became suffocating and noxious. I had my own dreams, so I became neglectful and put my needs ahead of hers, working obscene hours to further my career. Her resentment festered; any time we were in the same room, she would throw barbs and accusations. Eventually, that anger morphed into hatred. I didn’t realize what I had turned her into until it was too late.” He drops his head into his hands, massaging his browbone with the heels of his palms. A deep and utterly exhausted sigh leaves his body.

I shift, ignoring the sharp pain that still gnaws at my stomach, and place a hand on his shoulder.

“We hit our breaking point just after her twenty-fifth birthday. I’d been closing in on that big deal and had been late to the rooftop party she was throwing to celebrate Delute Designs hitting Faber Magazine’s Industry Movers list. I found her completely drunk, clinging to one of our mutual friends in the hot tub—”

“She cheated on you?”

I can’t help the outburst, my hand tightening around the fabric of his shirt. The Celine he is describing is completely opposite of the one I know. She is so by the book, always put together without a strand of hair out of place. Everything she does is controlled, as though she views life like moving pieces on a chessboard. Celine as a sloppy drunk, flinging herself at men, is a total contrast from that—one I can’t even imagine in my mind.

“No. She didn’t cheat, but that’s not what I thought at the time.” He looks up at me. “I completely lost it, yelling at her in front of everyone we know. We both said things we shouldn’t have, especially not with an audience. It was humiliating for both of us. Videos circulated of the fight. The client Celine had just landed dropped her because they didn’t want someone unprofessional representing them, and the deal I’d been about to close on hit a standstill. The seller wanted a second opinion, but I knew it was because of the optics. Celine and I were ruining each other.” He gives me a sad smile. “So, I said we should get a divorce, and here we are.”

The story is so disheartening. Yes, Cullen isn’t perfect, and I can see how he is the villain in Celine’s story just as much as she is in his. But it is clear their relationship had turned toxic, that as they changed as people, their love wasn’t able to withstand it.

I think back to the guys I dated in high school; the person who I was back then is nowhere near the person I am now. I can’t imagine being married to any of them. In fact, I would probably strangle Brad Johnson while he slept next to me.

My twenty-fifth birthday is around the corner. Yes, I want to get married, but being married right now? I get stressed over the price of groceries and having to remember to book dentist appointments. I can barely keep track of my roommate, let alone a husband. To get divorced on top of all of that? No, thank you.

I’m surprised either of them are still standing.

I’m not trying to make excuses for Cullen. I am just attempting to see his world through my own eyes.

“It’s bad, isn’t it?” He lets out a self-deprecating laugh that matches his wonky smile.

I realize I haven’t said anything in the last minute and that he must have taken my silence as judgement.

“No. No, I was just thinking.”

“About how bad it is.”

“About how hard it must have been.” I shift so that I am facing him on the couch, and I grasp his hands, holding them between us. “No one’s perfect, Cullen. Even those who we think are put together are breaking somewhere on the inside. Is your story a little more dramatic than most? Yeah. But I’m not going to judge you for something that happened a decade ago.”

It explains a lot about Celine. Why she always insists on being the pinnacle of professional when dealing with clients, why she keeps such an eagle eye on how we behave inside and outside of work, why she views relationships as ticking time bombs. Everyone heals from a breakup differently, but some people become permanently scarred. Celine is one of those people.

It isn’t fair that I have to bear the repercussions of her divorce, but I am human. There will always be a bead of sympathy inside me that rationalizes her behavior.

“You really are an angel.”

He reaches out and cups my cheek, looking at me with all the love in the world as he leans in to kiss me. It’s that thought that causes me to spew my next question without letting it filter through my brain.

“Do you still love her?”

“What? No.”

He halts, inches away from my lips, and I want to stab myself in the eye with a fork. Still, I can’t seem to stop from digging this grave.

“It’s just you loved her enough to get married, and you were high school sweethearts, so...”

“The piece of me that loved Celine died years ago. It’s gone, and there is no chance of me falling for her ever again.”

“Do you think you could fall in love with anyone again? Get married again?”

My questions are selfish, but I can’t help the emotions that are ruling my tongue. Until now, it hadn’t occurred to me that the burn of Celine could be severe enough to traumatize him for life. That there could be a chance that he has ruled out his future after the failures of his past. It terrifies me that I might have fallen for a man who won’t be able to give me every part of him, that the relationship we just started comes with an expiration date I didn’t know existed.

“Yes.” He smiles, thumb tracing the length of my jaw. “I can see myself falling in love again, see myself waiting at the end of the aisle as that very person walks toward me. I told you that I believed in soulmates.”

He speaks of an imagined future, but as those hazel eyes hold my own, I can’t help but feel as though he is referencing us, and that assurance lights a hope within me.

He dips down with a soft kiss, so barely there that it is a mere brush of our lips, but it sends a warm shiver along my skin, curling my toes.

If Cullen is choosing to love again, I hope he will choose me.


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGH



CULLEN

Hannah’s alarm goes off at the ass-crack of dawn. I have no clue how Verity sleeps through the blaring noise on the other side of the wall. It’s not even a regular alarm; it’s some old pop-punk song, the chorus repeating three times before she shuts it off.

I try to fall back asleep, but it’s impossible. Hannah makes so much damn noise. Verity is a saint to be her roommate.

I spend the next hour admiring the woman in my arms, listening to her soft breaths as she dreams peacefully. Last night had been unexpected. I’d known after the run-in with Celine earlier this week that there was a chance we’d talk about her, but I didn’t bank on it going the whole nine yards.

Recounting the messy history of my ex with my new girlfriend was dangerous territory. A small part of me had been worried that she would see me as the naive and selfish twenty-something I’d been and not the man I’ve grown into. It wasn’t just the trauma of my relationship with Celine that shaped me into someone different. I changed because I got older, and with that came general life experience you can’t gain any other way.

You don’t realize how young you really are at twenty-five—you have this false sense of adulthood after college, not understanding that so much of the world is unexplored. Even now at thirty-five, I am only just starting to settle into my life and am still unsure where the future will lead.

But I am sure about Verity.

She didn’t balk at my past, didn’t judge me for the blow-up of my relationship with Celine. She held me tighter, snuggled with me on the couch, and devoured almost an entire pint of ice cream as we continued to chat well into the night.

A soft chime rings out from Verity’s phone right on the hour, the xylophone tune tinkling into the silence. She groans, eyes squeezing tighter. I shift up, reaching over her body and picking up her phone from the nightstand, turning it off.

“What time is it?” Her morning voice has a drowsy deepness to it that is utterly adorable.

“Eight.”

I plant a kiss on her shoulder. Verity snuggles closer to my chest, looping one of her legs around my waist. Her sweet cunt lines up with my half-hard cock, stirring it to life.

“I don’t wanna get up.”

“I can think of other things to do.”

I run my hand down her back, slipping it under the band of her sleep shorts and cupping her plush ass. I hoist Verity farther up my body, forcing her pussy to slide against my shaft in the most delicious way possible.

“Cullen,” she warns.

“Yes?” I drop a hot kiss to the exposed skin on her neck, my tongue darting out and licking a line to her ear.

She shivers in my arms, a short gasp popping out. Despite her protests, her hips grind against my own, seeking relief. I smirk to myself as I maneuver my hands from her ass cheek to her cunt. She tries to wiggle out of my touch.

“Stop, I’m on my period.”

“So?”

Her eyes pop open, and she places a firm hand on my chest, trying to push me away.

“You are not fingering my bloody vagina.”

I don’t typically mind a little blood, but even I wince at the blunt remark. The way she says it is verging on the unsexy side of things.

“You sure? Blood doesn’t faze me.”

“I’m sure. You might not mind it, but I do. I can’t get in the right head space.”

“Fine, fine.” I relinquish, retreating my hand.

“I have to get up anyway. Can’t be late for that corporate grind.” Her words are thick with sarcasm.

She peels herself out of my arms and swings out of the bed, rubbing her eyes as she goes to open the blinds. Early sunlight filters into her small bedroom, signaling the end to our morning cuddle session.

“You could skip work. I don’t have any showings today.”

“Sweet offer, but even if we weren’t finalizing things for Frankie’s project today, I wouldn’t. I have perfect work attendance.”

She beams, proud at that statement, as she pulls some clothes from her closet.

“You are aware that work is not school; you don’t get bonus points for that. It’s why the government gives you PTO.”

“And that PTO is precious. I’m saving it.”

“For what?”

“I don’t know, but I don’t want to waste it all willy-nilly.”

“If you always wait for the perfect moment to use it, you never will.”

She frowns. “It’s too early to argue about this.”

“All right, all right.” I slink from the bed, wrapping my arms around her waist. “How are you feeling?”

“Better. The worst of the pain is the first two days; I’ll be fine today.”

I watch her as she goes about her routine getting ready, admiring the mundane morning that feels special just because she is by my side. I slip back into my clothes from last night and fiddle around with the coffee machine, prepping her a cup as she wiggles her feet into a pair of shiny black loafers. I know she likes her coffee sweet, so I open the fridge and spot a couple of creamers inside. After pouring in a healthy glug of birthday cake creamer, I bring it over to her.

“Here.”

“Thanks.”

She takes the mug and continues to flitter around the apartment. I’m slightly concerned as she gulps down the coffee in record time, while I take small sips of my bitter brew. We each grab one of the donuts I brought over last night, tucking them into paper napkins before leaving her apartment.

“You know, donuts are the best way to start the day.” She hums happily, biting the strawberry jam-filled dessert.

“I’d argue with that.”

“Oh? All right, let’s hear it then. What’s better than a donut?”

“Sex.”

She chokes on her beloved donut as I continue scrolling through my emails, sorting through the listing inquiries I received overnight.

“Seriously?”

I give her a wicked grin. “What? You’re going to argue donuts are better than morning sex?”

A commuter passing us falters in their steps, giving us a sidelong glance before continuing on their way. Verity gives me a glare.

“Could you be any louder?”

I laugh before biting into my own hazelnut donut, eliciting an eye roll from my girlfriend.

A new email populates to the top of my inbox, the sender and subject line capturing my attention. I click on it, giving the contents a quick scan. Not even a moment later, a text comes through from Alonso.

ALONSO: check your email

ME: I did

ME: you asking me out on a date?

ALONSO: you’re hilarious

ME: then why are you inviting me to a charity gala?

ALONSO: because Clifton donated half a mil to it

Interesting.

“Hey, what are you doing on the twenty-ninth?”

“Uh, I don’t think I have anything planned. That’s a few weeks away.” Verity looks back at me before scanning into the turnstile in the subway station. “Why?”

I swipe my watch after her.

“Want to come to a charity gala with me?”

Her eyebrows rise. “Charity gala?”

“Yeah, one of my clients will be there, and I need to woo him.”

“Is this that guy you were telling me about?”

“Yeah, the bank deal.”

She mulls it over for a moment, the wind in the tunnel whipping the stray hairs that have escaped her ponytail as the train enters the station.

“I’ve never been to one of those before. It sounds kind of fancy. What would I even wear?”

“It’s black tie, so anything like what you wore to Jace’s event.”

“Oh.” Her brows furrow as she plants herself onto one of the plastic seats. She gnaws on the corner of her bottom lip, seemingly affected by my suggestion. I have no idea why, though.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing, it’s just—” She lets out a deep sigh, gaze averted. “I don’t really have anything else like that dress. Hannah has some, but she’s about two sizes smaller than me.”

“Not an issue. Why don’t I go shopping with you?”

“You would willingly go shopping with me?” She looks at me like I’ve grown three heads.

“Yeah, why not?”

“Men don’t normally jump at the prospect of shopping trips.”

“Most men don’t have a Chloe and a Bridget in their lives. Those two have dragged me around the city on more unsuspecting shopping trips than I can count.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. They love using me to carry all their bags. Plus, Bridge says I have a pretty good eye.”

“You three have a cute relationship,” she laughs.

“I consider them both my annoying younger sisters. Bridge gets a bad rap in the media, but she’s as loyal as they come.” An odd look passes over Verity’s face, my words having caused some unforeseen effect. “How about we shop in SoHo tomorrow? I have a showing at ten but could meet you at twelve.”

“Cullen, you really don’t have to. I’m not even sure what I’d do at a charity gala.”

“You’d have fun with me.”

“I don’t know…”

“Just say yes.”

If there’s one thing I’ve learned about Verity these last few months, it’s that she doesn’t like to take the initiative if she feels it’ll be a burden on the other person. Which is why I always push her with my own agenda.

“Fine, I’ll go to the event. But you don’t need to take me shopping. I’ll sort something out myself.”

“No way. The shopping is just a selfish excuse on my behalf so I can spend more time with you.” I plant a quick kiss on her lips. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“But—”

“Your stop is here.” I stand up and hold out a hand, letting her use me as leverage to stand from her seat. I give her another quick kiss before tapping her on the ass and urging her out of the train car. I can tell she wants to protest, but the train doors threaten to close, so she scurries out.

She turns back and gives me a stern look, pointing a finger at me and shouting just before the doors shut.

“I’m not going!”
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Verity’s lips are pursed, hands balled into fists, as she approaches me outside the café I’d asked her to meet me at. Despite all her protests yesterday, she’s shown up. It isn’t in Verity’s nature to leave someone hanging.

“I don’t want to be here.”

I haul open the café door, gesturing her inside with a smile. “I’m sure you don’t.”

“I’m serious, Cullen. We don’t need to go shopping.”

“This place has a mint chocolate coffee.”

“Wait, really?”

The carefully crafted annoyed expression she’s been holding onto melts instantly. She quickens her pace, scurrying to the cash register and scanning the menu board printed on the back wall.

She gasps, turning back to me with sparkling eyes. “They even make a blended version. It’s basically a coffee slushie.”

“You don’t say.”

I quickly figured out that, while Verity has a sweet tooth for desserts, nothing makes her more excited than trying new coffee flavors. Honestly, the coffees could be considered desserts in their own right, if you ask me. A benefit to living in the city is that there is always a new coffee shop opening up somewhere or some strange new seasonal flavor making the rounds, so I am never out of options on where to take her. I even started a list on my map app, with locations saved for us to try.

I order our coffees, but Verity insists on paying. I let her this once, only because I’ll use it as leverage later when I buy her a dress for the gala. She is in a stubborn mood, so I’ll need to play my cards right.

“Okay, this is amazing.” She hums happily, sucking on the pale yellow straw.

“It’s barely sixty degrees, and yet you ordered a slushie.”

“It could be twenty degrees, and I still would’ve ordered it.”

“Of course, you would’ve.” I hold my elbow out and wait for her to grasp it.

Her small fingers loop around my arm, and I tug her closer, keeping us side by side as we lazily walk down the street. The sunny weather brought everyone out, clogging up the sidewalks as they bask in the rays.

After a few minutes, I direct us into a department store. Verity is so distracted by telling me about the drama on the latest Manhattan Millions episode she watched that she doesn’t realize where we are until the air-conditioned interior blasts around us.

Her feet halt, dragging on the tiles.

“Cullen.”

“Yes?”

“What are we doing in here?”

“I thought we could take a little break from the heat.”

“Uh-huh, sure. Says the man who complained that it was only sixty degrees.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.” I shrug, placing my hand on hers and keeping her grip securely on my arm so I can continue pulling her through the various displays of makeup to the escalators.

Despite her protests, Verity allows me to lead her up three flights of escalators to the second-highest level of the department store. The right half of the floor is filled with designer brands, their latest collections dripping from various mannequins.

“Cullen, seriously. I talked to Hannah about this last night. She is going to take me to this boutique out in Brooklyn that has really good prices. We don’t need to shop here.”

“Just humor me, okay? I need to look for a suit for myself, anyway.”

I don’t. I already have enough suits in my wardrobe, including two custom-tailored pieces, but I figure it will help Verity if she thinks this endeavor isn’t solely focused on her.

She lets a frustrated huff out through her nose, but her eyes start to wander around the floor.

“I guess it can’t hurt to get a little inspiration.”

“That’s the spirit.”

She’s hesitant at first, using just her eyes to scan the different brands displayed on the floor. She stops in front of a few of the mannequins, giving them a thoughtful appraisal before moving on to the next. After about ten minutes, her reservations start to slip away. She begins to run her hands along the clothing racks, pushing hangers aside and pulling out a few dresses that catch her eye. She doesn’t keep any in her hand, always replacing them on the rack before continuing on.

I take note of every piece she picks up while she is distracted by the next dress that catches her eye.

Verity finishes her slushie, an empty hiss coming out of the straw as she sucks on the last few icy chunks. I reach out to take the plastic cup from her.

“Here, let me throw that away for you.”

“Thanks.” She goes back to sorting through the dresses by a particular French designer that have caught her eye. Out of all the ones she’s looked at so far, she seems most drawn to his satin gowns.

I leave her be, searching for a place to trash our empty coffee cups—which seems to be awfully complicated. There doesn’t appear to be a single trash can anywhere.

It’s not until I locate one of the cashier desks that I ask the bored woman working it if I can dispose of them in the small wastebasket by her feet. She seems to mull it over for a moment before nudging the can with her kitten heel so I can drop the empty cups inside. She gives me a lifeless smile as I thank her.

I weave back through the racks, finding Verity exactly where I left her. She has a floor-length midnight blue gown in her hands, fingers trailing over the beaded bodice in adoration. The soft smile on her lips squeezes my chest, and I know that must be the one for her.

She catches the price tag, flipping it over and wincing. With one last adoring glance, she places the dress back on the rack.

I wrap my arms around her waist, resting my hands on the center of her stomach.

“Something catch your eye?”

“Not really.”

“You sure?”

“Yup.”

“Verity.” I lean down, brushing my lips against the shell of her ear. “Don’t lie to me.”

She shivers in my arms, and I can feel her abdomen tightening at my words.

“Cullen, I—”

“Verity?”

She inhales sharply, abs contracting even further at the voice interrupting us.

“Oh no.” She turns her head to the side, worry bleeding into her eyes. “Do not turn around,” she begs.


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE



VERITY

Fuck my life.

This cannot be happening right now.

I stay stock-still in Cullen’s arms, silently praying that I hallucinated the voice.

“Verity, that you?”

Nope. That voice is very much still here.

I want the ground to swallow me whole. I want to dive forward into the clothing rack and have it transport me to Narnia or literally anywhere that is not here.

“Seriously, do not turn around,” I hiss at Cullen.

His brows wrinkle, the greens in his hazel eyes wavering with uncertainty, but he nods all the same. I take a steadying breath, contorting my face into one of ease and slip from his arms to greet the woman standing behind him.

“Imani, hey.”

“I knew it was you.” She gives me a massive smile, capturing me in a hug even with the six different clothing hangers in her hand.

I give her a stilted laugh, mind whirling as I try to keep myself together.

“What are you doing here?”

“Oh, you know.” She flicks a few of her box braids over her shoulder. “Just a little bit of retail therapy. After Celine chewed Jay’s ass out yesterday for losing the Fiori Diamond deal to the ACE Agency, I ended up working until eight p.m. making sure my deck for Monday is spotless. What about you?”

“Oh, same same.” I wave an airy hand around the store. “Just a little shopping.”

“With company, I see.” Her sly eyes move behind me, a feline smile gracing her lips.

“Hm?”

“Verity, do not try to act like there isn’t a six foot three hunk of man behind you. I have eyes.”

I swallow, desperately trying to come up with some sort of excuse. While I know that Imani wouldn’t recognize Cullen, that she has no idea Celine had previously been married, it doesn’t mean I can risk her seeing him. It will just be a matter of time until someone at the company spills the beans to her, just like Jenna had with me.

I trust Imani, but Delute Designs is cutthroat. If push comes to shove, there is a chance she would use the information to get a leg up. I’m not naive to think otherwise; I’ve lived in this city long enough to know that everyone fights for themselves.

“He’s shy.”

Imani blinks at me three times in rapid succession. “What?”

Cullen lets out a cough that is actually a stifled laugh in disguise. I am fully aware that my excuse was awful, but I am grasping at straws here.

“Yeah, he’s super shy. Doesn’t really do well around people. His therapist is getting him to go out more, you know, which is why we came here. Most people don’t crowd the more expensive floors. Makes it less stressful for him instead of wandering the streets where everyone is bustling about. It’s a hard thing, having social anxiety in a city like this. But we’re trying with some baby steps. He’s making great progress.”

The crappy lies start tumbling off my tongue, my bad habit of panic rambling reappearing in full swing.

“Really?” Imani doesn’t buy it in the least. We’ve worked together enough that she can sniff out the reasons behind my ramblings, that they’re the by-product of a lack of preparation.

I dig my metaphorical heels in the ground.

“Yup. He’s a social recluse, hates parties. Doesn’t really interact well with human society. In fact, we had just hit his hard limit.” I pull out my phone, checking the time. “Look at that, it’s five past two. We’ve got to get going. I’ll see you on Monday, okay?”

I turn around and grip Cullen’s shoulders, keeping him angled away from Imani and pushing him. I guide us toward the escalators, glancing back every few seconds to check that she isn’t following.

This has to be the worst performance I have ever given in my life—even worse than the time I had to present a summary of the summer reading on the first day of eighth grade for the Great Gatsby and recited the plot of the Titanic because my brain just merged all versions of Leonardo DiCaprio together.

When we finally make it out of the department store and back onto the busy street, I shift my grip to Cullen’s hand and start dragging him away. I need to put as much space between us and Imani’s general vicinity as possible.

We make it probably five or six blocks before Cullen halts his feet, causing my arm to almost pop out of its socket at the sudden stop. I turn back to protest, only to find him doubled over, shoulders shaking with silent laughter.

“Cullen.”

The silence turns into full-blown howling, and I screw up my lips in response to keep my composure.

“That was awful,” he chokes out.

“Shut up,” I whine. “I tried my best, given the situation.”

“Social recluse? Really? Who am I, Rafe?”

“I don’t know! I couldn’t think of anything better.”

I try to stay mad, but his laughter is too contagious. Chuckles wheeze out of me. Tears prick at the corners of my eyes before a few roll down my cheeks at the sheer absurdity of the last ten minutes. We’re both bent over, clutching our stomachs for a good two or three minutes before we have to catch our breaths.

I wipe at the stray tears on my face, calming my erratic pulse. I catch sight of Cullen’s grin, and my heart does one of those loop-de-loops.

“I have to be honest. I think you only made her more suspicious.”

“I know.” I let out a huff, fully acknowledging the fact that Imani is going to corner me on Monday to poke for more details.

Actually, I think I made the situation worse. I’d acted so cagey that there is no way she will be subtle about it. Anne sits in the cubicle next to me. She will hear Imani needling me.

God damn it. I’ll have to find a way to talk to Imani without everyone else nearby and come up with a better reason as to why she needs to keep my dating life on the down-low.

I shuffle forward, letting out a groan as my forehead falls against Cullen’s chest. He strokes the back of my head as I let out an even deeper groan and grip the sides of his shirt.

“Why was she even there? There are like a million people living in the city, and she happens to be at the same department store, on the same floor, at that very time, really?”

“Actually, it’s over one and a half million people.”

I give him a shake, whining, “That doesn’t help.”

“Who was she, anyway?”

I lift my head and peer up at him. “Imani. She’s one of my co-workers. She works on a different team than me but is my closest friend at Delute.”

“Ah. Well, if she’s your friend, it should be fine.”

“I hope so.”

Paranoia starts to creep up my spine. It is easy to forget in a city as big and busy as this that you can run into people so easily. I’ve built up a false sense of comfort, assuming that the likelihood was close to zero percent.

Now, I can’t help but wonder how close we’ve come before. Does anyone else live near Cullen and did they see me leaving his place the other week? What about the time we got donuts from his sister? There are all these different scenarios spinning around my mind.

Even the prospect of jumping on the train right now is giving me a small shot of anxiety. Everyone rides the subway. Maybe not Celine, but my co-workers for sure.

How did none of this occur to me before? How could I have been so oblivious?

“Hey, what’s going on?” Cullen grips my shoulders, running his thumbs along my collarbones.

“I’m worried someone else is going to catch us.”

“I get that, but I promise, what just happened was a fluke.”

“You can’t promise that.”

“Why not?”

“Because. You’re not some all-seeing, all-powerful being. You can’t possibly predict where people are going to be.”

“No, but as someone who grew up here, I’m telling you that something like that happening is a rare occurrence.”

“You’re telling me you don’t run into people you know on a daily basis?”

“No. Not unless I’m in their area. Then it’s fair game.” He shrugs. “Think, how often do you go to the very same places?”

I chew on my bottom lip. He has a point. There are probably three neighborhoods in the city I frequent weekly; the rest are rare occurrences. I can count on one hand the number of times I’ve run into someone I know in the last twelve months while just out in the city. Maybe I am overthinking it a little, but to be fair, the stakes are a lot higher now. There might only be a few people who know Celine was married once, but it would only take them seeing us together one time for everything to come crumbling down. And while I’ve made peace with the fact that dating Cullen is a risk, it doesn’t mean I am any less nervous about getting caught.

My mind halts its spiral as Cullen’s lips land on mine. All the noise that had been buzzing around my head, causing it to go haywire, suddenly quiets. I melt into his touch, sighing into his taste. His soft lips contrast with the light stubble on his jaw. I loop my arms around his neck as his hands hug my back.

I don’t even remember what I was worried about.

With a single kiss, everything washes away.

It is an odd realization, to acknowledge how this man has such a profound effect on me. I’ve always been a worrier, an overthinker, but Cullen is a calm breeze soothing my nerves. He makes me feel safe in a way no one has before.

He pulls back, and I instantly mourn the loss of his touch.

“What were you saying?”

“I have no idea.”

He plants another quick kiss on my lips and then threads his hand through mine, tugging me alongside him.

“Feel better?”

“Yes.”

“Good.” He squeezes my hand. “I know you’re putting a lot on the line to be with me.”

I’m quiet for a beat before I let out a small confession. “You’re worth it.”

“No, Verity, we’re worth it. The two of us together. We’re a team, angel, and I’ll always be fighting in your corner.”


CHAPTER FORTY



VERITY

“Ow! Can you be a little gentler, please?”

“Oh, hush. Stop being such a baby.” Hannah stabs another bobby pin into the updo, scraping it along my scalp.

“Hannah,” I grit out through clenched teeth.

“It’s not my fault you have such a sensitive skull. Like, seriously.”

The process repeats itself another five or six times until she is satisfied that the braid won’t move. I would like to be a little more pissed, but she is doing me a favor. The stunning braided updo she’s spent the last half hour working on is gorgeous—it looks just like the girl in the video tutorial. She even pulls a few tendrils of hair loose to frame my face and uses an obscenely thin curling wand to give them a soft curl.

“Hold your breath.” Hannah gives the command at the exact same time she releases a cloud of hairspray onto my hair, basically cloaking my head in the stuff.

Our tiny bathroom fills with a vague haze, a testament to the sheer quantity she just sprayed out. There isn’t a chance in hell of even a single strand coming loose tonight.

“There. All done.” Hannah grins at me like a proud parent.

“Thank you, my goddess.”

She lets out a sigh. “I’ll admit. I’m a little jealous. I haven’t gotten all fancied up in ages.”

“You are literally wearing a bedazzled mini dress.”

The skintight, strapless bodycon dress she currently has on is covered in pink rhinestones, with a heart cutout between the boobs. One of her DJ friends is playing at a new rooftop nightclub, and she went all out.

“This is completely different. You’re wearing a gown; I’m wearing a party dress. There’s a big contrast between a black-tie event and a nightclub.”

I’m not wearing said gown just yet. I was way too nervous to put it on while doing my makeup, worried that a stray drop of foundation would splotch onto the rich fabric.

The gown was delivered three days ago, courtesy of Cullen. The sneaky asshole had bought it for me even though I’d told him not to. I tried to give it back; I went so far as to bring the garment bag down the next morning while he was waiting by the lamp post with two fresh croissants. He told me he cut off the tags and threw away the receipt, so there was nothing I could do unless I wanted it to collect dust in his closet.

“It would look far better on you than wasting away on a dressing rack,” he told me.

I was torn. It’s the same stunning dress I had been captivated by at the department store before Imani had scared the ever-loving crap out of me. It is utterly stunning, a gorgeous midnight blue satin with a pleated bodice that flows into a rippling skirt. It is like the night sky reflected in the ocean.

I am in love with it, but I also know that it cost half my yearly salary—and that terrified me a little.

“All righty, let’s get you zipped up.” Hannah grabs the gown from where it hangs off one of the light fixtures in our living room. We didn’t have anywhere else to hang it without the bottom of the dress getting all crumpled on the floor. “Come on, strip.”

I slip out of my sweatpants and then contort my arms out through the neck of my tank top before shimmying it down my body so I don’t mess up my hair.

Hannah’s upper lip curls.

“What?” I raise my hands over my boobs, suddenly feeling self-conscious even though we’ve seen each other nude a million times.

“You’re not wearing that underwear, are you?”

I look down at the plain black briefs. “Why? They’re seamless.”

“I don’t care if they’re seamless, you have to wear something sexier with this dress.”

“No one can see my underwear, Han.”

“Your boyfriend.”

My cheeks heat up at the thought of Cullen unzipping the dress and laying me bare in just a small thong and fuckable heels. “Good point.”

I run into my bedroom and dig through my drawer for one of the four lacy thongs that I own. I find the white one first and swap it for my briefs.

“Happy?” I strut back out to the living room with a dramatic flair, swaying my hips and raising an arm in the air for her.

“Delighted.” She smirks. “Now get that sexy ass over here.”

Hannah helps me step into the gown and zips up the side, mindful not to catch any of my flesh in the process. I hold her hand as I carefully step into my heels—they are the same ones I wore to the Kelton event, but this time I’ve taken the precaution of lining my feet with Band-Aids beforehand.

Hannah lets out a squeal, pressing her hands into a prayer in front of her lips, grinning from ear to ear. “You look so hot.”

I give her a twirl, letting the material swish around my legs. The dress makes me feel like Anastasia, just a little bit like I could be royalty.

The buzzer to our apartment goes off. Hannah scurries over, pressing the button.

“Hello, hello.”

“Hey, it’s Cullen.” His comforting voice crackles through the shoddy intercom.

“Come on up!”

Hannah buzzes him in and then quickly disappears and reappears from her bedroom, a small bottle of perfume in one hand and a packet of mints and a lip gloss in the other. She doesn’t wait for my approval before giving me a few spritzes of the jasmine scent.

“Put this in your purse for when you need to reapply and then take these, just in case.” She hands the lip gloss and mints over and then pops back into her bedroom. Her head sticks out a moment later. “Do you need any condoms?”

“No.”

“You sure?”

“Where do you think I’m going to bang him? The table in the middle of the room?”

She shrugs. “Exhibitionism is a popular kink among the rich folk. One of Caleb’s artists is known to get a lil freaky in public with her boyfriend.”

“Hannah.”

“What? There’s no shame. Haven’t you ever been curious about the thrill of getting caught?”

My memories wash back to the night of the ballet when Cullen had me pushed up against the wall of the opera box, fingers curling into my pussy as the orchestra rang around us.

Something must show on my face because it sets off Hannah’s senses and she comes rushing up to me, a dangerous glint in her eyes.

“Stop. Did you do something and never tell me?”

“What? No.”

“Vee.”

“It was nothing.”

“Doesn’t sound like—”

There’s a loud knocking at our door, my boyfriend saving me from the scrutiny of my roommate.

“Well, gotta go.” I shove the lip gloss and mints into my clutch before snagging my phone from where it’s charging next to the toaster. “Love you lots. Stay safe, okay?”

“Uh-huh. Love you, too. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”

“That’s not saying much.”

“I know.”

She blows me a kiss and I let out a laugh before opening the front door. My entire world stills for a moment as I take in the man in front of me. My knees almost go weak at the three-piece suit Cullen is sporting, something about the vest causing my ovaries to go into overdrive. He’s even gone so far as to wear a suit that complements the midnight blue of my dress.

His stubble is perfectly cut, highlighting his strong facial features. His hair is parted and styled to the side, the long strands on top making it look like he rolled out of a meeting of the British aristocracy.

Cullen’s hazel gaze travels slowly up and down my body as he takes a step forward, looping his hand around my waist and tugging me close. “You look absolutely gorgeous.”

I suppress a shiver, toes curling in my heels.

“Thank you, you don’t look half bad yourself.”

He presses in even closer. “Mm, is that right?” The side of his nose grazes against my own, lips ghosting my skin as his gravelly tone scrapes against my soul in the most delicious way.

My thighs squeeze together, my mind already melting under his hypnosis.

Our breaths mingle, dancing to a silent, seductive tune before he catches me in a kiss. All my hesitations and reservations about tonight fade away. I smile against his lips, my soul happy to just be with him again.

The slow, tantalizing taste morphs into a feast. His grip on my waist tightens and his other hand comes up to cup my jaw, drawing me into him. I become dizzy, totally lost to his spell.

I think I could make out with Cullen until the world burned down around us, and even then, I wouldn’t stop until we were sitting among the charred remains.

“I know I said I was all for exhibitionism, but I highly advise against fucking in our doorway, because Randy put up security cameras in the stairwell the other week after Ms. Warble slipped down the steps and blamed it on poor management.”

Hannah’s drawling commentary interrupts our rhythm, slicing the mood in half. Cullen pulls away, slowly looking over my shoulder at where my roommate must be.

“Thanks for the advice.”

“You’re welcome,” she taunts, ignoring his deadpan.

I finally calm my heart rate, clearing the fuzz in my brain from his kisses. But just when I think I’m back on solid ground, he throws me off-kilter.

Cullen swipes his thumb under my bottom lip with a smirk. “Come on, angel. We’ve got a show to put on.”


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE



CULLEN

Verity holds my hand with an iron grip, eyes bouncing around the large event space. The gala is being held inside a converted music hall. I’ve come here for functions before, but the event planners have clearly gone all out with the Western theme.

Even if I hadn’t known the charity of the night was a bison conservation organization, the haybales and servers dressed in chaps would’ve given it away. It is a little odd to be wearing black tie when the overall ambience makes you feel like you’ve stepped into a small western town. Up on stage, there are four entertainers swirling around lassos, performing perfectly timed routines to the country music the live band plays.

Aside from the main bar handing out champagne flutes and specialty cocktails, there is a dedicated whiskey bar set up on the side, with some of the most expensive top-shelf liquor one could hope to find. I order myself a glass of whiskey on the rocks, but Verity opts for one of the signature cocktails that comes in a special crystal glass shaped like a cowboy boot. She relinquishes her iron grip on me to accept the glass and takes a sip, surveying the floor.

“Have you seen your guy yet?”

I give her a small shake of my head. “No.”

Clifton will turn up; it is just a matter of when.

After Alonso’s tip, I did a dive into the charity myself and confirmed it is a side passion of the old man. Why he is so taken by saving bison, I have no clue.

The event space quickly fills up, more than I anticipated. This gala isn’t my usual crowd, but I recognize a few people milling about whom I’ve met previously, including some brokers and agents in the city. I don’t see Powers anywhere, but a few other realtors from Vanguard are here. Not a great sign, knowing that Clifton will be showing up. I’ll need to intercept him before they do.

“Who are you looking at?”

Verity tilts her head, almost resting on my shoulder. One hand is wrapped around my bicep, holding me close, while the other balances her cocktail. She takes another sip of her drink, her body much more relaxed than when we first arrived.

“Some other agents are here.”

“Think they’re here for your guy?”

“Probably. I doubt they’re invested in bison conservation.”

“You never know. People have their passions.”

“Yeah, I’m sure Garrett Price is super into saving bison.”

“What? Garrett Price is here?” Her grip tightens as she starts darting her head, searching for the guy.

“You sound excited.”

“You know he’s on Manhattan Millions. Of course I am. It’s not every day you get to meet a celebrity. Did you know he’d be here? Hannah is going to freak when I tell her. Oh my God.”

“He’s not that big of a deal.”

“If he’s not that big of a deal, does that mean you can introduce me to him?”

I lightly grip her chin, drawing her attention back to me. “Do I need to remind you that you’re my date?”

“I thought you didn’t get jealous?” she teases.

“Not jealous.” I tilt her chin higher and drop my lips to within inches of hers.

The air thickens around us, the world quieting to a hum as we get lost in one another. It is so easy to forget about everything else when I am with her.

I draw her into a slow, sensual kiss, sucking on her soft bottom lip and eliciting a small inhale. When I pull back, her shiny blue eyes have darkened a few shades. Her focus is solely on me, and I run my thumb back over her bottom lip, pressing it down and forcing her mouth to open a fraction.

“I’ll introduce you to him,” I whisper. “Just remember that it’s my taste on your tongue when you’re talking to him.”

I remove my grip from her chin and place it on the hand she has around my bicep, guiding her in the direction of the group of men milling about by the bronze bison statue. One of them stands out from the rest, not because he is any taller or broader, but because his personality seems to pour out of him.

I don’t know Garrett well since he’s a good few years younger, but you can’t work real estate in the city without knowing him. Even before he became a reality star, he was a lion in the jungle, snatching the best listings and closing billion-dollar deals at the young age of twenty-three. I work more in the commercial sector, while Garrett specializes in the residential sector. He sells the best penthouses, brownstones, and condos in the city to buyers from all over the world. Even I can admit that Garrett has a better network of clients than I do—that is just his game.

He notices us walking over almost immediately and steps away from his conversation, throwing out his typical charming smile.

“Cullen Ross, I heard you were back in the city.”

“Been back for a few months now,” I shrug.

“Heard you’re making inquiries about the Stallons’ place on Sixty-first. Getting bored of commercial?”

He is referring to the penthouse Alonso has me helping with. I shouldn’t be surprised he knows about that. Unlike most agents, Garrett doesn’t stick to one or two areas in the city to specialize in; he focuses on whatever has the highest price tag attached.

“Just doing a favor for Alonso.”

“Hmm.” He takes a sip of his Old Fashioned, gaze slipping to Verity. His energy perks up, that easy allure oozing out of him. “Forgive my rudeness. I’m Garrett.”

Verity unlatches her hand from my bicep to shake his offered hand. I refrain from allowing my jaw to tick.

“Verity.” Her smile is so wide, I’m worried it’s going to split her cheeks. “I’m—wow. You—I watch your show. I love it.” Her stuttering praise instantly feeds his ego—as if he needs that.

“Thanks. Do you have a favorite on the show?”

“I love Leslie.” A part of me sighs in relief that she didn’t name him. “But you’re my roommate’s fave by far.”

He lets out a teasing cluck, that smirk still on his lips. “Since it’s Lez, I won’t be offended you didn’t pick me.”

She giggles, and my patience wears thin. I snake my hand around her hips and step next to her. The lack of subtlety isn’t lost on Garrett, who instantly zeroes in on the motion.

“Dating?”

“She’s my girlfriend.”

It’s not until those three words pass my lips that I realize this is the first time I’ve properly introduced her to anyone as my girlfriend. We’ve been exclusive for almost a month now, but because of the nature of our relationship and our busy schedules, we’ve kept mostly to ourselves.

I must not be the only one having that thought because I feel Verity perk up beside me. She glances up at me with a smile that rivals the one she gave Garrett earlier, and it washes away any jealousy that was rising within me.

“Nice. It seems like everyone is cuffing up at the moment.”

“Yeah?”

“You remember Dale Allen? He just got engaged. And Steven from my team has a new boyfriend.”

Verity gasps. “Steven from the show?”

“Yes. The episodes haven’t aired yet”

He wiggles his brows, and the two of them share a conspiratorial grin that has me wanting to roll my eyes.

“Is it the guy Angela introduced him to? Are they here?”

“Yeah, want me to introduce you?”

“If you don’t mind. He’s my second fave to watch after Leslie.”

“I’ll try not to take offense to that.”

Garrett turns and heads back to the group he had been chatting with before we came over. There are around eight to ten people who have broken off into smaller conversations, including at least two of Powers’ colleagues from Vanguard Realtors whom I would like to avoid, if possible. Vanguard is one of the largest realty groups in the city, with over fifteen thousand agents, each with their own agenda—I have no doubt their goal tonight is Clifton.

“Steven, I want you to meet my new friend, Verity, and her boyfriend, Cullen.”

I recognize the man from watching the show with Verity over the last few weeks. His relaxed demeanor is exactly as he presents himself on TV, greeting us with a genuine smile as he diverts his attention from his current conversation.

“Hi.” He takes an extra second to run his gaze over Verity. “Well, aren’t you just stunning. That dress is like liquid on your skin.”

“Thank you, Cullen got it for me.”

He gives me a look of approval. “A straight man with taste, how rare.”

“I can’t take all the credit. She did pick it out herself.”

“That makes more sense.” His gaze narrows slightly. “You seem familiar.”

Garrett slaps a hand on my shoulder. “Cullen here is part of RARE Realty.”

Steven snaps his fingers. “Ah, you must be the infamous Ross. You were out in Miami, weren’t you?”

“Yeah, I worked down there for a few years, but I’m back on the home turf now.”

He nods before turning back to Verity. “And what about you, gorgeous? Are you in real estate?”

“Oh, no.” She waves her hand dismissively. “I’m a graphic designer specializing in branding and product design.”

“Really?” He shares a quick look with Garrett, some unspoken message passing between them. “Tell me more.”

Verity bubbles with joy at the attention of the reality star, and while it sucks not to have her undivided attention, I’m happy to see her enjoying herself. She’s been stressed these last few weeks dealing with Frankie and other work drama. And whenever we’ve gone out, she’s always been a little on edge due to paranoia after the incident with her co-worker.

We’ve mostly stuck to places near her apartment or made the trek out to Brooklyn so she doesn’t worry as much. The ease with which she is interacting with everyone tonight is a refreshing reprieve. All I really care about is her comfort.

Verity chats with Steven and Garrett about her job at Delute, showing them the same images she’d shown me the first time we met, of her work on the HP Energy campaign, but also the pictures from the Kelton event and a couple other projects she’s worked on. Steven’s boyfriend joins, having returned from the bar with glasses of champagne for himself and Steven, and is almost immediately taken by Verity.

They’re all lost in conversation, and I’m more than happy to sit back and let her run the show. I take her empty cocktail glass and pass it off to one of the servers milling about the floor. I use the opportunity to do a quick scan of the event, checking to see if Clifton has shown up yet.

While I am having a good time, I can’t forget the main reason why I came here.

“Verity?”

The foreign voice calling out to my girlfriend snags my attention back. I land on a young guy in a dark gray suit, who had been chatting with the two agents from Vanguard. His focus on Verity brings their gaze to our group, and they instantly clock me.

Great.

The Chad-looking bro pushes over to us, and I reflexively take half a step forward, positioning myself slightly in front of Verity. It’s then that I notice how still she has gone, the widening of her eyes bordering on the verge of pure horror. It raises my hackles, telling me that something is wrong with this situation.

The guy gives me a dismissive glance, his focus solely on my girlfriend.

“Verity, what are you doing here?” His tone is light, friendly even, but his gaze lingers on her breasts in a way I don’t fucking like. It’s like the asshole can see through the fabric, and it makes me want to punch him.

Instead, I slip my hand into Verity’s giving her a reassuring squeeze. It seems to reboot her system.

“Mike.” His name sounds like torture on her tongue, and the smile she attempts to give him is full of cracks.

Mike.

Why does that sound familiar?

I give him another rundown, trying to figure out if I’ve met him before. Vanguard has many agents, but this guy seems too young to have been around when I was last in the city, and I know he isn’t someone I’ve met since coming back.

His very presence annoys me, but I don’t know why.

“Long time no see. How’ve you been?”

There is something off about his words. On the surface, they seem harmless, but my senses tell me otherwise.

His question sets Verity off like a firecracker. Any pretense of niceties falls away as her upper lip twitches with irritation, her eyes narrowing with ire.

“Long time no—” She cuts herself off with a light scoff. “I’ve just been peachy. Thanks for asking. How about you? Busy, I assume.”

He ignores the clear anger in her voice, giving her a relaxed shrug. “Of course. You know the real estate market is always a grind; my schedule is always packed.”

“I bet.”

“Still, I didn’t expect to see you here.”

“My boyfriend invited me.” She punctuates the word boyfriend with purpose, a tight, sugary smile on her face as she uses our clasped hands to pull me against her body. Her free hand crosses over to clutch my bicep, making it so she is practically hanging onto my arm.

“Boyfriend.” Mike squares up with me, finally deciding that I’m worth his attention. “I didn’t realize you were into older men.”

“I’m into men who can communicate their emotions and show up to dates.”

“That sounds like a pretty low bar.”

“And yet, you couldn’t reach it.”

Verity’s venom is surprising. The entire time I’ve known her, I’ve never seen her get truly mad. Yes, we’d had our fight when she first found out I am Celine’s ex, but even then, she wasn’t angry, just hurt and upset.

There have been plenty of scenarios she has been in where she’s had the right to get mad and yell but didn’t. Like the time we’d been crossing the street and a taxi turned the corner, almost taking us out. Or when she’d gone downstairs to collect her laundry and found that someone had taken her stuff out of the washing machine and just dumped it in the corner. She’d come back upstairs, lips pursed tightly and crawled into my arms with a grumbled curse. Even on the night I first met her and she’d been stood up, she didn’t have this level of heat pouring from her.

It’s then that it finally clicks.

Shitty Mike.

This is the guy who stood her up.

With the puzzle pieces all connected, I am able to toss my coin into this game.

I reach my hand out to Mike and formally introduce myself. “Cullen.”

He stares at my proffered palm like it’s coated in crap. That doesn’t bother me. I didn’t expect him to shake it. My goal was to make him look like even more of an asshole.

I tuck my hand into my front pocket.

“I have to thank you. If you hadn’t stood Verity up, we never would have met.”

The knowledge that his upper hand, his manipulation of her, had backfired, twists like a thumb in an open wound in his thigh. His upper lip curls, all prior jovial pretense melting away.

“Isn’t that sweet,” he grits out.

“It is. Can’t believe I scored myself such a sexy girlfriend.”

“Whatever, man. You think I care? Chick’s clingy as fuck. She texts like twelve times a day. That shit’s such a turnoff.”

Verity stiffens at the insult, tears instantly beading her bottom lashes.

Fuck this guy.

I step away from Verity, tugging out of her hold and closing the distance between me and Mike.

“You better watch what you say, kid.”

“Or what, old dude? You think you can take me?” He steps even closer, getting up in my face.

He’s probably two or three inches shorter than me, which means he has to turn his gaze slightly up. Something he didn’t realize till now. It’s not a huge difference, but to someone like him, it’s irksome.

Getting into a fight here would be dumb. I have enough sense to know that. But Mike doesn’t have the same social intellect.

I rest a hand on his shoulder, squeezing it tightly as I lean down and whisper my threat.

“I don’t have to fight you with my fists to take you down.”

He raises his hands to my chest and shoves me. He’s not that strong, but I still shift a few steps back.

My hand balls into a fist.

A warm hand grabs onto it.

“Cullen.”

I look back at Verity, centering myself again, before turning back to Mike.

“You’re not worth it.” My voice is cold as ice, but it lights a blaze in his eyes.

I don’t fucking care about him. He is a waste of time.

I unclench my fist and take Verity’s hand, not bothering with goodbyes, and I lead us back through the event. People are still coming and going, the double doors to the hall filled with foot traffic.

The night air is chilly as we step out of the music hall, and I stop for a moment to take off my jacket and place it around Verity’s shoulders.

“Are we leaving?”

There’s still a stray tear clinging to the lashes on the outer corner of her eye. I reach up and brush it away, my heart squeezing. Fuck, I want to go back in there and tear his tongue out.

“Did you want to stay?”

She looks over my shoulder, avoiding my heated gaze. “You didn’t get to talk to Clifton.”

“I don’t care about Clifton. I care about you.”

“But—”

“But nothing. I’ll figure something else out with him. What matters most to me right now is you.” I run my thumb over her cheek. “You think I’m going to make you stay there when some asshole made you cry?”

She reflexively reaches up to dab her eyes.

“I’m so embarrassed.”

“Don’t be.”

She gnaws her bottom lip. “Do I text too much?”

God. Fuck that guy for making her feel insecure.

“No.”

“Really? Because I know I sometimes send a few in a row, and I’m not trying to be annoying. I just—”

“Verity, you could send me a thousand texts, and I would read every single one of them. They could be utter nonsense, and I would hang on to every word. When I see a message from you, it makes my day. You are not an annoyance; you never could be.”

“How did I get so lucky with you?”

“I’m the lucky one who gets to be your boyfriend. Don’t forget that for even a minute, Verity. You took the chance on me.”

I don’t give her a chance to refute me, silencing her with a kiss. I pour all my earlier words into it, flooding her with all the love I can possibly give.

Her hands slowly snake over my shoulders, the distance between us closing completely. We don’t care about anything else at this moment. There is just us and our connection.

There’s Verity and there’s me.


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO



CULLEN

“She’s going to sign.” Halston’s words send a shock wave through my body.

I stop spinning in my office chair, feet dragging the motion to a halt.

“Seriously?”

“They called this morning, wanted to set up a time to get everything sorted.”

I have a showing this afternoon and three scheduled for tomorrow, but I could easily cancel all of them if it means getting this shit with Celine finally over and done with.

“Just tell me when. I’ll make it work.”

Halston chuckles. “I figured.”

“Did anything seem off?”

“Not really. I’ll admit, I didn’t think she was ever going to sign. I thought I’d have to take this to a judge soon.”

That makes two of us. With the way Celine kept stalemating everything, it seemed like I was going to be legally stuck with her unless I actually went through on my threat to bring this into court. That would have been a messy, public battle—something neither of us wants.

Maybe that’s what it is. Maybe she realized she’d pushed my hand too far. Reputation is everything for Celine, especially now with the rapid growth of her company. The publicity of our fight would be a tarnish on the shiny exterior she presents to the world.

“I don’t want to jinx it by overthinking it.”

“Fair. Looks like they want to meet this afternoon—that good?”

“I’ll cancel my showing.”

“I can always ask them to meet later?”

“And risk her changing her mind? Fuck no. I’ll be there.”

“Okay, we’re meeting at my office.”

“Sounds good.”

My foot taps on the ground after we hang up, my mind spinning.

Finally.

I will finally be free of Celine.

“Mr. Ross?”

There’s a knock at my door, and I spin around as Amy walks in.

“What’s up?”

“Mr. Ryan just called and said he sent the information you needed to your inbox. I also wrote down the listings and associated phone numbers for you.” She places a piece of notepaper on my desk.

“Thanks, Amy.”

I give her a nod and she leaves, shutting the door behind her. I pick up the paper, giving it a quick scan. Looks like there are about six or seven properties.

I open my email, finding the one he sent over. There is a bunch of extra information included, but what I care about right now is what each of the listings are.

I click on each link, doing a quick analysis of the properties. They are all residential apartments out in Brooklyn, which isn’t a borough I bother myself with normally. Going out there is going to be a bit of a pain, but it will be worth the look on Mike’s face when he finds out he lost all the listings to me.

Normally, a seller picks one agent to represent them and lets the agent parse through the fodder of buyers and bring them the offers that are the best options. What I am about to do is extremely underhanded and a little unethical when it comes to common decency among realtors.

However, Mike pissed me off. So, this is just—as Chloe would call it—karmic retribution.

I will go to each of the sellers and convince them to drop Mike and Vanguard in favor of working with me and RARE. Most of these properties have been on the market for at least ten weeks. I will have them sold in under seven days. That alone will sway the sellers.

Honestly, the housing market in the city has one of the quickest turnovers in the whole country. The fact that he’s had these listings for more than four weeks is telling enough.

I should probably be putting my effort into Clifton right now, but I can’t. This is more important. Verity is more important.

That kid will regret challenging me.

I get to work on doing a deeper dive on each of the listings, taking in the notes Sam sent me and cross-checking them with what I can find online. Mike’s commission percentage is probably smaller than my usual, but I will be able to get more money than he could, so I should still be able to  make a decent amount from these deals.

I’m completely absorbed in my computer, in between calls to the different sellers, when there’s another knock at my door.

“Come in.”

I jot down a note that one of the sellers out in Greenpoint has an additional property they’re looking to rent. It’s not on Mike’s list, but I’ll take it anyway. It’s been a while since I did a rental commission.

“Hi.”

My head whips to the side at the voice. Verity stands in my office, cheeks flushed and a white paper bag in her hand. I shoot out of my chair, stalking over to her in just a few long strides and taking her with a kiss.

She melts against me instantly. Her sweet taste is like a jolt of energy, amping me up. The sound of the bag dropping to the ground as she wraps her arms around me brings me back to reality.

I pull away and she laughs, which causes my cock to twitch.

“You’re in a good mood.”

“It’s been a good day. Fantastic now that you’re here.”

She rolls her eyes, but the smile on her face tells a different story.

“I came to see if you wanted to have lunch.” She picks up the white bag from the floor. “I grabbed us sandwiches from Vinnie’s Deli.”

“Mmm.” I place my hand on her hip, fingers pressing into the flesh right above her ass. “That’s not the kind of hungry I am right now.”

“And here I thought I’d tired you out this past weekend.”

After fucking each other senseless post-charity gala, we spent the rest of the weekend practically locked in my apartment. I’m not sure there was a surface left untouched. I want Verity every which way she’ll let me have her.

“When it comes to you, it’s never enough.”

“I see.” She lets the bag fall again and places both hands on my chest. A fire dances in her eyes.

My voice drops low. “How long do you have?”

“Twenty, maybe twenty-five minutes.” Her fingers tease higher, playing with the collar of my shirt, flicking the button.

“I can work with that.”

She gives me a feline grin before our lips crash together, some unbridled desperation fueling us both. It’s hot and messy. Our hands fight for purchase as we make quick work of our clothes. She kicks off her shoes as I rip off my tie. My shirt buttons are of little concern as she tears me out of the fabric.

I pull her silky top over her head, revealing her glorious breasts underneath. The sheer, nude fabric of her bra does little to hide her tightening nipples. I lean down and suck them through the fabric, causing her to thread her hands through my hair. My cock grows harder with each moment, and I fumble to unbuckle my belt and lob it across the office.

She shimmies out of her skirt and I step out of my pants, both of us careful not to trip as our lips continue to meet with heated passion, our focus only on each other’s bodies. I kiss a line down her neck, my tongue hot on her cool skin. She squirms against me, and I run my hands down her back and grip her ass. Our breaths are rapid as we continue to lose ourselves to the frenzy.

I pull her underwear down before lifting her onto the edge of my desk. A few papers go floating off the table, but I pay them no mind as I kneel before her.

I spread her legs and smirk at her glistening pussy before running my tongue through her folds.

“Oh, fuck.”

Her thighs squeeze inward on reflex, and I put my hands up to keep her open for me.

“So wet for me already, angel. It’s almost like you came here begging to get fucked.”

She whimpers as I dive back in, lavishing her pussy with my tongue and devouring her. She tastes like fucking heaven, and I am a greedy sinner, taking all that I can.

I could eat her out for every meal of the day and still not be satisfied. She is fucking addictive, her cum my own personal drug.

Verity’s nails drag along my skull, prickling a dash of pain with pleasure. My cock continues to harden in my briefs, twitching as her moans fill the room. My control wavers, my desire to be inside her becoming a necessity.

I shift my position slightly so I can slip my hand between us and play with her clit. I rub her sensitive bud with my thumb in quick circles, increasing the speed just the way I know she likes. Her thighs quiver in response, pussy walls tightening against my tongue.

“That’s it,” she moans. “Keep going, please.”

She moves her legs to rest over my shoulders, hooking her ankles behind my neck and locking me against her pussy. I could suffocate like this and die happy, no doubt. Knowing that she’s near, I switch out, curling three fingers inside her pussy and sucking on her clit. The extra pressure draws out more moans, wet sounds filling the office as my fingers plunge in and out in rapid succession.

“Fuck, Cullen. I—”

Her thighs tighten for a brief moment before going lax as her orgasm hits her. I pull my hand away, moving to lick her juices as she rides the wave of pleasure. I take in every last drop, lapping it up until she is a twitching mess.

At some point, she must’ve lain back. She’s spread out on my desk, documents and pens strewn about in the chaos. I don’t give a fuck. I reach for my wallet and pull out the condom I keep there, ripping the foil. I tear off my boxers, relieving my heavy cock.

I swirl the pre-cum over my head, biting my lip. I give it a few strokes, admiring her spent form. Thighs glistening with her cum, chest heaving with heavy breaths, tits lifting with the movement. I wish I could take a picture of this exact scene—I’ll just have to settle for committing it to memory.

I roll on the condom and then grip her thighs, dragging her body farther forward and lining her pussy up with my cock before taking her in one smooth stroke. Her back arches off the table with a gasp as I groan at the feeling of her sweet heat around my dick.

I pump into her and watch as her hand feels around my desk for some sort of purchase. She grips the edge of the desk, head bowing up as she looks at me with that perfect O-shaped mouth.

“Look how well you take me.”

Her eyes dip to where we are connected, and we watch the way my cock disappears into her cunt over and over. My short, hard pumps push her right to the edge, filling her to the hilt. Her legs wrap around my ass, forcing me to go even deeper.

I groan at the pure heaven.

“That’s it, baby, squeeze me. Fucking take it.”

The desk shakes as I continue pounding her, her tits bouncing with the movement. I could do this all day. The tightening of my balls, however, says otherwise. I rut into her senselessly, jerking my hips so hard that my balls slap against her ass.

“Fuck, I’m going to come,” I grind out, my hands digging into the soft flesh at her hips.

“Come. Come for me, babe. Fill me.”

Her words send me over the edge, my hips straining against her as black spots fill my vision. Pure euphoria takes over as I hit my release, nothing but the thought of my twitching cock in her pussy.

Sweat drips down my back as I struggle to catch my breath. I’m still sheathed inside her, not wanting to remove myself from her heat.

I give in to my temptation, wrapping my hands around her shoulders and lifting her so her chest is pressed against my pecs. She subconsciously wraps her arms around my neck, so I move my hands to her ass and hoist her up, keeping us connected as I move to my office chair and sit down.

She’s perched perfectly in my lap, her pussy still taking my dick as we rest there.

Skin to skin, breath to breath.

Nothing but our pulsing heart beats.

She nuzzles against my neck, resting her head on the slope where my collarbone is. I run a finger down the line of her back, feeling her shiver in response.

“You should come over for lunch more often.”

She lets out a laugh, and it causes her pussy to tighten. I groan at the feeling, part of me wondering if there is any chance we could go for another round.

“Want to eat those sandwiches before I leave?”

I wrap my arms around her back, squeezing her closer to me. A selfish part of me relishes the way her tits press against my chest.

“Can’t I keep you like this?”

“Fine, a few more minutes.”


CHAPTER FORTY-THREE



VERITY

Ireally hope no one can tell I just had sex.

I spent a solid ten minutes in the bathroom at Cullen’s office, fixing the smudged mascara under my eyes and brushing out my hair into a new ponytail. I even had to ask his assistant if I could borrow her hairbrush, which was totally embarrassing because she one hundred percent knew we just banged.

I mean, it’s not like his office is soundproof. I am just grateful she was the only other person present. I’ll have to bring her a coffee or Danish or something the next time I come over.

Because I will definitely be repeating that again.

Who knew office sex could be so hot?

I hadn’t planned on fucking Cullen when I went to surprise him with lunch, but the thought had crossed my mind. My pussy is thoroughly wrecked, and I’m glad I don’t wear heels to work, because my legs are still a little wobbly.

I’ve barely recovered from our weekend sex-fest. I am going to need a few days of rest before jumping back into action. Maybe. I have a feeling that my resolve isn’t going to last long. I am weak when it comes to Cullen.

The elevator dings and opens onto the floor of our offices. I triple check that my top is tucked into my pants and rub my freshly glossed lips together. My chin presses to my shoulder as I give myself another quick sniff, inhaling the lily and bergamot scent.

I stopped into a nearby makeup store after leaving the RARE offices and went to the perfume area to spritz myself with literally anything I could find. I was worried someone would be able to sniff out the sex on me. The last thing I need is to walk back into Delute smelling like I’d been freshly fucked within an inch of my life on a glass office table—which isn’t as uncomfortable as it sounds, surprisingly.

I am starting to understand more and more what Hannah meant by just banging anywhere. It is pretty fun.

I get back to my cubicle without issue even though I’m technically a few minutes over my allotted break time. It is unlikely that anyone will notice. Everyone takes their lunch at different times anyway.

I check the unread messages that cropped up while I was out, scanning to see if anything needs to be handled immediately. There is a request for some transparent files from a project I closed last week and then a reminder from Anne to send over the final files for Frankie’s PR box, among other things that could be dealt with later. I click on the alert that has been flashing on my bottom bar, opening it to see that our normal Monday meeting with Celine has been canceled.

Odd. We rarely cancel that meeting. In fact, I can’t think of the last time we didn’t have it. Even when Celine travels, she will dial in on video.

I shrug it off, instead going to work on the open requests so I can check them off before the end of the day.

I’m deep into messing with the layered files for Frankie’s PR box, cursing myself out because I put the font file on the same layer as the graffiti I’d drawn for the background, when a message chimes through on my laptop.

I move my tablet and digital pen to the side, grabbing my mouse to click on the notification.

CELINE: Can you come to my office?

What the hell?

Why is Celine calling me to her office, and via the Groupo chat at that?

My nerves go on high alert, my fight-or-flight response kicking in and tempting me to do a runner.

Then again, the last time she called me into her office, I’d been worried she knew I’d banged Cullen, and instead she let me know that a promotion is on the table. Considering the way everything is going with Frankie’s stuff…maybe this is the follow-up. She’d said that a project would be opening up within a few weeks, and it has been way over a month since then.

This could be the break I’ve been waiting for.

I shoot a message back to Celine that I’ll be there in a moment before saving my file and shoving my phone in my back pocket.

Butterflies swarm my stomach with anticipation as I walk over, my palms growing a little sweaty. I wipe them on the sides of my pants and then tuck any stray pieces of hair behind my ears.

I knock twice on the glass door to her office, waiting until she looks up and motions her hand for me to enter.

“Hi.” I give her my warmest smile.

Her office is like an igloo, and I have to stop myself from rubbing my arms as goosebumps prick along my skin. Celine sits perfectly poised in her expensive leather chair, the red blouse she wears a stark contrast to the black material behind her. She rolls her Versace pen in her manicured fingers, allowing silence to fill the space.

My nerves get the better of me, forcing my rambling response.

“The Frankie project is coming along nicely. PR boxes are almost done and will be headed to print tomorrow. His agent said if everything goes well with the launch, we could be looking at a pop-up down the line. They mentioned the way we ran the Kelton project and said they could see us as a great partner. Which is fabulous news; means that we could have a repeat client on our hands. And if the agency likes us enough, they could recommend us to others on their roster.” I swallow my tongue. “I know it’s Anne’s project, but I just thought I’d give you my updates because…you know.”

“Take a seat, Verity.”

“Right.”

I slip into the armchair that is angled to the left half of her desk. It’s still as uncomfortable as ever. I cross my legs and then fold my hands together on my knee, reminding myself not to bounce my leg. Celine hates it when people do that.

She opens a drawer in her desk, pulling out a manila folder, and then offers it to me.

“Open it.”

There’s nothing written on the folder, nothing to hint at what could be inside.

Maybe it’s a contract with a new client, one of the big ones she’d been hinting at. I’m not naive enough to think it’s a promotion letter. She’d said I need another win under my belt before taking me to the next level. If this is the project, though, it means I could be looking at a promotion before the end of the year—which would be amazing for my bank account.

I pinch the metal closure open and thumb open the folder. My heart starts beating a million miles a minute, a pressure building right below my sternum. I grab onto the paper that peeks out and pull it free.

What.

The.

Fuck.

There, on premium bright white printer paper in full CMYK vibrancy, is a picture of Cullen and me at the charity gala talking to Garrett. His arm is wrapped around my waist, and he is smiling down at me like I hold the world, while I look like a giddy schoolgirl fawning over Garrett.

Nausea rushes through my stomach and clogs my throat. The air leaves my lungs as the world around me turns to a buzzing hum. It feels like I am about to pass out, my body shutting down from the absolute shock. I don’t even register the shaking of my hand until I notice the way the paper vibrates in my vision.

This can’t be real.

Inexplicable fear plunges through my chest, creating a hollowness in my body that slowly fills with pure ice.

“I—” I can’t think of anything to say.

“Yes?” Celine’s voice is devoid of emotion, and it throws me off.

I thought she’d yell at me, curse me out or something, based on the way I’ve seen her react to Cullen in the past. I slowly raise my gaze to find her still lounging comfortably in her chair, that Versace pen tapping rhythmically on the table and pure hatred in her eyes.

Her patience is unnerving.

“I can explain.”

“Can you?” She stops tapping her pen, opening her side drawer back up and pulling out additional pieces of paper. She collects the thin stack in her hands, bouncing them on the table to organize them before handing them to me. “I would love to hear your explanation. Think carefully about what you are about to say—those pictures are from credited paparazzi and photographers at the event, if you plan to claim that they’re doctored.”

I take the stack with clammy fingers, leafing through all the incriminating evidence. It’s picture after picture of us at the gala. I hadn’t even noticed someone taking photos of us. There’d been cameras everywhere, but I didn’t imagine any were trained on me. Naive. So damn naive.

I fell into a false sense of safety, and now I am paying the price.

“I didn’t know.” The words sound so meek, my explanation pathetic.

“Didn’t know?” She lets out a haughty scoff. “You saw me arguing with him at the Kelton event. I even met with you for a postmortem on the matter, and you said nothing.”

“That was after I’d already met him. I swear I had no idea who he was. I didn’t even know you’d been married.”

“And you think that makes a difference? You think your ignorance absolves you?” Her voice rises an octave with slight hysteria.

I have no clue what to say. Any response I give will be wrong.

“I’m sorry, Celine.”

“Sorry doesn’t make up for sleeping with my husband.”

“I didn’t—”

“Didn’t sleep with him? You really expect me to believe that. Do I look like that much of an idiot to you, Verity? Do I? Tell me. Do I seem that naive?”

“No, but—”

“Am I a joke to you? Did you think it was funny? Coming into work every day, sitting across from me in meetings with the knowledge that the man in your bed is one whom I loathe with every fiber of my being. Did it make you feel special to take what I lost?”

“That’s not—”

“Tell me, Verity.” Her eyes thin to slits, venom spitting from her tongue. “Does he still have that scar on his hip?”

I am going to be sick. Everything is getting out of hand, getting to be too much. I can’t even process the situation. It doesn’t feel like it’s truly happening to me.

My vision starts to go blurry.

“Celine, please. I didn’t mean you harm.” I’m begging her, the whine clear in my voice. But I have no dignity left. I left that behind the moment I decided to enter into this relationship with Cullen, knowing this could happen.

“You should have thought about that before whoring yourself out.”

Her words hit me like a slap.

“Celine—”

“I want to hear you say it.”

“Say what?”

“That you slept with Cullen.”

“I—”

“Say it.” Her voice punches louder.

“But—”

“Say that you screwed him!” She’s yelling at me now, bullying me, but my spine has snapped in half. I have no backbone to fight her.

“Cel—”

“Say it!”

“Okay! I slept with him!”

The confession rips out of me.

“Get out.” She tosses the papers around the room, cluttering the space with pictures of my sins.

“Please, just listen to me. Give me a chance.”

“A chance? You had your chance all these weeks, and you did nothing. You happily fucked my husband like the little wannabe tramp you are!”

Something in me finally snaps back, my whines turning into a shout to match hers.

“For the love of God. He’s your ex-husband!”

“Not in the court of law, sunshine,” she mocks with a hiss.

Everything stills.

“What?”

“Cullen and I may be separated, but we are not divorced.”

“That’s not possible.”

“Oh, I can assure you, I am still wed to that piss-punk man. I have tax returns from the last decade to prove it.”

“I don’t…”

This doesn’t make sense.

He said he was divorced.

They said they were exes.

They hate each other.

How could they be married?

Something close to manic glee shines across Celine’s eyes. She relishes my sudden confusion and goes in for the kill.

“That’s right, Verity. You just screwed away your entire career for a married man.”


CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR



CULLEN

“They’re late.” Halston checks his watch for the fiftieth time in the last two minutes.

“It’s Celine. What did you expect?”

I pull out my phone to check my text messages.

ME: Want to come over tonight? We can continue our lunchtime activities for dinner ;)

Verity read it over an hour ago and hasn’t responded, which is unlike her. Even when she’s up to her eyes with work, she finds a way to respond with at least an emoji.

Halston lets out a sigh.

“If they’re not here in the next—”

“So sorry. Hope you weren’t waiting too long.” Darcy glides into the office, not sounding the least bit apologetic.

Celine follows, and I pick up on her energy immediately. There’s a satisfied smirk pulling at the corner of her lips. Her eyes are slightly hooded with an air of haughty superiority.

She’s up to something.

And that is never good.

I should’ve fucking known she wouldn’t cave this easily.

My gaze shoots over to Halston, whose jaw tightens an almost imperceptible fraction. He can tell something’s wrong as well.

The women take their seats on the sofa while Halston drops into the armchair beside me. He gestures to the documents on the table, perfectly laid out with an ornate blue and gold Montblanc pen to the side.

Darcy picks up the ten-thousand-dollar pen, tapping it against her chin as she makes a show of looking over the papers.

The silence ticks on.

One minute.

Two minutes.

Five minutes.

Halston stretches his arms over his head and then leaves. He fucking leaves the room, like he is bored.

It feels like ants are crawling over my skin, and I have to fight not to fidget. I’m not normally like this; I’m someone who can keep their cool through most situations. But Celine keeps looking at me like the cat who got the canary. I hate not having the upper hand, and right now, I know I don’t have it. Whatever they are drawing out, it isn’t good.

Halston reappears with a mug—coffee by the smell of it—and reclaims his seat. Then he pulls out his phone, turns it sideways, and begins streaming some college football game.

“Isn’t that a little rude?” Darcy notes.

“Says the person pretending to read a twenty-page document,” Halston drawls.

“I’m not pretending.”

“It’s the same set of divorce papers I’ve been sending to you for the last three months. Don’t act like you don’t know every word in there by heart.” 

“You can never be too careful. I wouldn’t put it past you to switch up a clause last minute.”

Halston lets out a dramatic sigh, shutting off his phone and placing his mug on the table. He rests his elbows on his knees and leans forward, tilting his head slightly.

“Stop with the dog and pony show, Ms. Brinks. Let’s hear whatever new demand you have.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Don’t insult me. We both know you aren’t signing those documents as they are. I could smell the sour glee pouring off the two of you the second you walked in.”

Darcy stops leafing through the papers and places the pen back down. She crosses her legs and leans against the back of the sofa, hands clasped in her lap.

“We want eleven percent of the shares in RARE Realty.”

“What?”

Halston glares at my outburst, and I clamp my jaw shut.

I couldn’t help it.

What a fucking ridiculous ask. The shares in RARE are split between me, Alonso, Ryan, and Evrett from when we first started—we each hold twenty-two percent of the total stock other than Ryan, who owns thirty-four percent. There’s no way I would give her half my shares. That would be absolutely insane.

She doesn’t even need them. All she would do is use them to try and make my life even worse. No way in hell I’ll let that happen.

“We would also like fifty percent of the sale on the Miami apartment.”

“Serious—”

Halston glares at me again, forcing me to bite my tongue.

I bought that place myself.

Yes, technically, we are still married so it would be considered marital property—but that is a thin thread to be tugging on because we sorted most of this shit out ten years ago when Celine and I signed the separation agreement. The fact that they are looking to make amendments now is a load of bullshit. At this rate, they would probably demand a portion of the rent I get for my old place in Nashville or the investment property in Orange County.

Where the hell do they get off making these demands?

“Anything else?” Halston gestures his hand half-heartedly for her to continue on with the ridiculous list.

“Mm.” Darcy makes a show of peering up at the ceiling, pretending to think.

Halston was right. The whole thing is a dog and pony show. They are taking us for a ride.

“There are the Nashville and OC properties as well we need to take into account. Then, we should be good.”

I fucking—

My blood boils.

We’ve been negotiating this damn divorce for three months—ever since we reached the ten-year clause in our separation agreement—and not once have they brought up any of this shit.

Sure, Celine had tried to get me to leave the city again, but she hadn’t looked at changing anything else that we’d previously settled on. The whole point of the ten-year clause was so this divorce would be uncontested, but all she’s done since I came back to the city is contest the damn thing time and time again.

Fucking hell. At this rate, we are going to have to take this to a judge. I’m not going to deal with this anymore. The fact that we had been legally separated for ten years and still have to jump through all these hoops to get the divorce finalized is bullshit.

As far as my life is concerned, Celine and I are divorced—but because I’d been a naive idiot back in the day, I’d caved to a separation decree instead, making it so we are still legally bound together and a marital unit, according to the government. It is a nightmare. I just want to be free of the damn woman.

There is no love between us, no emotional or physical connection. We are exes—hell, we are enemies.

Why the fuck does she have to keep holding on?

“Yeah, that’s not happening.” Halston leans back in his armchair. “The papers are drawn up according to the settlements outlined in the separation agreement they signed previously.”

“Cullen here never signed a marital property partition agreement with my client; therefore, any property he purchased is considered community property.”

“Except he purchased those properties using solely separate funds. I have the papers—” he reaches for a set of documents on the small table between our armchairs, flicking through and pulling a paperclipped stacked out “—right here.”

Darcy purses her lips, staring at the proffered documents.

She had to know that Halston anticipated this scenario. I mean, neither of us knew for sure that they would try to weasel the houses from me, but Halston had made me take the precautions anyway. Everything I have done over the last ten years Halston has combed through to prevent any potential loophole they would exploit. It has been a brutal process, but I know that I am covered.

Darcy flicks her gaze to Celine, an unspoken agreement passing between them, before squaring back up to Halston.

“Doesn’t matter. Your client committed adultery; therefore, we are requiring additional compensation for emotional and mental damage in the divorce settlement.”

“My client has not committed adultery.”

“No?” Darcy tilts her head and looks at me. “Are you sure you want to stick by that statement?”

What the hell is she on about?

Adultery? What is this, the medieval times?

How could I—

Oh. Fuck.

FUCK.

They can’t mean—

How did they find out?

No, there’s no way she knows about Verity. If she did, she would’ve kicked up a way bigger fuss. Hell, Celine would’ve gone fucking apoplectic. Instead, she’s sitting here all smug. Maybe they know I’m dating someone, but not who. Verity and I haven’t been very public.

I slowly crane my neck to Halston, who regards me with a slight frown.

“Can we talk outside for a second?”

There’s a triumphant smirk from Darcy, causing an easy mask of apathy to slip onto Halston’s face as he nods and goes to exit the office. I follow closely behind.

He pulls me into an empty meeting room, shutting the door with more force than necessary.

“What did you do?”

I raise my hands defensively. “Look, I forgot to tell you.”

“You forgot to tell me what?”

“I’m seeing someone.”

He slowly curls his hands into fists, like he is imagining strangling me in his mind.

“How the hell do you just forget to tell me that?”

“I don’t know. It’s not like I tell you every little thing I do.”

“This isn’t little, Cullen.”

“I know that. I just—fuck.” I run my hand through my hair. “Is dating someone really considered adultery?”

Halston sighs, moving to lean on the edge of the large table in the middle of the room. “No. Dating someone isn’t considered adultery. The law states that adultery occurs when you have sexual intercourse with someone who isn’t your spouse.”

“And if I did have sex…”

“They would need to have proof.”

Well, I doubt they have that unless Celine put cameras in my apartment—which would be illegal.

It would be…right? Unless she claimed my apartment as her own because we are still married. In which case, would it not be illegal because you can’t break into your own place? But surveilling someone without their knowledge would be illegal. Also, filming people having sex without their consent has to be illegal pornography.

Fuck.

I am spiraling.

“We’re separated. I even lived in a completely different state for ten freaking years. How is she still claiming this shit?”

“Honestly, they can’t. If we were in Virginia or Georgia, yes, it could still be considered adultery and mess with the divorce proceedings. In New York, there is no law that stops you from seeing someone while legally separated with the intention of divorce, which your decree clearly outlines. The only issue would be if you had a clause in the separation agreement stating that neither party could date—which you don’t.”

“So, we’re fine?”

“Not exactly. The bigger issue, which I warned you about, was not to do anything that could provoke them and draw out these proceedings more than they already have. Which is precisely what you’ve gone and done. You couldn’t keep your dick in your pants for a few weeks?”

“It’s not like I went out searching for love.”

“Love?”

“That’s not what I meant.”

“Sure.” Halston straightens. “Look, I don’t want to leave them in there any longer. Is there anything else I should know?”

“No.”

“Okay, so—”

“Well. Maybe.”

“Yes?”

I take a step back from him. “I don’t want you to get mad though.”

He crosses his arms, and for a young guy, he’s damn intimidating. “No promises.”

“She works for Celine.”

“Who does?”

“The girl I’m seeing.”

Silence.

Pure silence.

Steam rolls off Halston as his right eyelid begins to twitch.

“I’m going to kill you.”


CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE



VERITY

Istand on the busy street, people pushing and shoving, taxis blasting their horns, the recognizable nutty scent from the corner street vendor, all surrounding me—and yet, I’m unable to move, unable to function after watching reality shatter before my very eyes.

I don’t know what to do.

Everyone heard our yelling match, heard Celine implicate me.

Every pair of eyes in the office stared at me as I ran to my desk and quickly packed up my stuff, whispers following me as I booked it out of the building. I couldn’t even look at Jenna, let alone Imani or Anne, who just seemed confused by the situation.

By tomorrow, everyone will know that Celine has an ex-husband and that I am dating him.

Husband.

She has a husband, no ex at the start.

Because apparently, they aren’t divorced.

How can that even be possible?

Why would Cullen date me if he is still married?

This doesn’t make sense. He isn’t that kind of guy. He can’t be.

I need to talk to him, yet I can’t bring myself to text him back. I’m paralyzed by the idea of facing him and hearing a truth that I can’t accept. Do I go to his apartment anyway? Do I confront him or do I run before I can get hurt? I can’t do that, can’t be a coward again. I owe our relationship that much.

It’s like someone has gripped my heart between their hands and is squeezing it with all their strength. My head feels like it is about to explode, a grenade ticking down to detonation.

I have no clue what the hell I am going to do, but I can’t do nothing.

I shut my eyes, take a deep breath in through my nose to fix the mild hyperventilation issue I am dealing with, and open them again.

This is a nightmare.


CHAPTER FORTY-SIX



CULLEN

“Okay! I slept with him!” Verity’s voice shouts through Celine’s phone.

Red fills my vision as I shoot out of my armchair, patience blown to pieces.

“You recorded her?”

“You said we had no evidence. I have evidence.”

“You clearly forced her to say that.”

“I did not.”

“Did we not hear the same recording?”

“I told the tramp to tell me the truth, and she did.”

“Don’t call her that.”

“What? A tramp? She is.”

“She’s a better fucking person than you ever were.”

“Oh, really?” Celine stands up, her heels bringing her to my eye level. “She’s the one who slept with a married man.”

“Stop saying we’re married.”

“According to the law, we are.”

“Only because you made me sign a stupid separation agreement that stipulated you would only sign the divorce papers if I left the fucking state for ten years because you have some fucked-up superiority complex. Which I did. We should’ve been divorced the moment I landed back in the city. Three damn months ago.”

“Maybe if you never came back, I would’ve signed the papers.”

“That’s not what we agreed to.”

“I don’t care.”

“God!” I run my hand through my hair. “Why are you even going after Verity? We are not together, Celine. We are exes. We are separated. We are basically divorced, and we don’t have any love for each other. Why can’t we just end this?”

“Because I refuse to let you be happy.”

“Are you serious?”

“Dead serious.” Her eyes narrow.

I think there’s something wrong with her head.

“I’ve said I was sorry a million times for playing a role in our marriage falling apart. Sorry that I put myself first when I vowed to be a partner. Sorry that I started ignoring you. Sorry that I stopped loving you. But I’m done.” My voice is cold, spewing shards of ice, and Celine flinches at my shift.

“Done? You can’t be done.”

“I am. I don’t even have the energy to hate you. I feel nothing for you, Celine. Nothing. Sign the papers now or don’t. It’s up to you. But if I leave this room today and those documents lack your signature, I’ll bring this to a judge. I don’t care about protecting you anymore. Not when you’re threatening to ruin the first good thing to happen to me since I left you.”

She clenches her jaw, molten hatred pouring from her eyes.

“You think Verity will stay with you?” She lets out a bitter laugh. “You should’ve seen her face when she found out we were still married. There was pure anguish there. The poor girl broke.”

I clench my fists, trying to keep myself from losing it completely. It is one thing for Celine to come after me, but I won’t let her ruin Verity. I promised Verity that I’d protect her from the fallout.

“You’re nothing but a bully.”

“A bully? You better watch your accusation, hubby.”

“Don’t start with me, Celine. This is all BS. We haven’t been husband and wife in over ten years. This crap you’re pulling stinks like a load of horseshit.”

“Insult me all you want. It won’t change a thing. What do you think she’ll choose, Cullen. You or her career? Because I won’t let her have both.”

“You gave her an ultimatum?”

She shrugs. “Did I? All I said was if she wants to consider maintaining her employment, she had better think carefully about whose dick she’s sucking.”

“That’s not legal. You can’t fire someone for dating your ex.”

Celine turns to Darcy. “This is an at will state, no? I can terminate as I please.”

I turn to Halston. “That’s still wrongful termination, isn’t it? And harassment.”

Our lawyers sigh.

There’s a small chance we’ve broken them.


CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN



VERITY

The apartment is pitch black.

I’m curled up on the sofa, knees to chest, and gnawing on the skin around my thumbnail. I really should stop, but the anxious energy within me is bursting for release.

My mind hasn’t stopped whirling, but I’m trying to keep some of my sanity. I need a clear head for when he—

The telltale beeps of Cullen pressing the code to his apartment set me on alert. I think I stop breathing for a few seconds as I whip my head to the door and watch for him to enter.

“Verity?”

He comes bursting inside, and my chest squeezes at his state of dishevelment that still somehow looks sexy. His hair has clearly been messed up from running his hands through it, and the top button of his shirt is undone, the sleeves rolled up to his elbows. The desperation of my name passing through his lips matches the worry in his gaze, which softens slightly when he spots me on the couch.

“Oh, thank God, you’re here.” He tosses his expensive leather bag to the floor, not even bothering to take off his shoes as he rushes over and cradles me in his arms.

It’s hard not to waver as his scent fills my senses. My body is trained to relax under his touch, the rigidity in my muscles softening.

He lets me go, rocking back on his heels and cupping my cheeks. He searches my face for something, his brows frowning to create thick wrinkles.

“Verity, I’m so sorry.”

My heart drops a fraction.

Please tell me he is apologizing for her lies and not because he is married.

Please.

“I don’t know what Celine said to you, but I swear I can explain.”

I open my mouth to speak, but instead draw in a deep, shaky breath. I swallow thickly, trying to right myself.

“Okay.” My voice is small and hesitant.

It feels like I am walking the perimeter of a rooftop, placing one foot in front of the other as I teeter on the precipice. The risk of falling to my death is close, but safety isn’t far either. My fate lies in how this conversation plays out.

“I want you to know that she can’t fire you. Well, she can, but you would have concrete grounds to file for wrongful termination. My lawyer assured me that there’s no chance you would lose the case.”

I wince slightly.

Celine’s threat still echoes in my mind, but with everything going on, I’ve become slightly numb to the whole situation. It doesn’t seem real. But there is no denying the nausea that spins in my stomach at her shifty ultimatum.

She threatened to terminate my employment if I didn’t stop seeing Cullen, but I don’t see any situation where I would win. Even if I did break up with him and she let me keep my job, I doubt things would progress as normal. She holds grudges. She would probably make my life hell. I’d be relegated to shitty projects, or my career would stagnate with no promotions. And everyone would still find out. We are a tiny company, and I would always be the girl who slept with her boss’ ex.

It is over.

I can taste the fear on my tongue, and my heart starts to speed up as my brain pounds with racing thoughts.

Oh God.

I really fucked up.

“Verity?”

I come back to Cullen’s voice, catching my blank gaze on the wall behind him and blinking everything into focus.

“Is it true?”

Hope is the one thing keeping me together.

I can get through this if I have Cullen by my side. I can sort this out. It will be rough, and I’ll have to dip into my meager savings to pay rent while I find a new job, but I can do it.

“Which part?”

“Your marriage.” There’s a beat of silence. “It’s over, right?”

“Yes.” His grip strengthens on my jaw, finality in his voice to match. “Our marriage is over. It’s been over for a decade. We are not together. We do not love each other. There is nothing between me and Celine. You are the only person in my heart, I swear to you.”

I asked the wrong question.

“Okay, but...”

For some reason, I can’t say it. The words I need to speak most won’t form. They get lodged in my throat and thicken on my tongue.

“But?”

God. I hear the emotion in his voice, hear the affection that shines through. It makes everything harder.

“But are you divorced?”

The D-word is like an anvil dropping on the ground between us. He recoils slightly, his hands flinching on my skin.

“Cullen, please,” I beg. “Please tell me you’re divorced.”

I see the moment pain slashes through his hazel eyes. I can feel the guilt pouring from his skin and smell the panic in the air.

“Not technically.”

My heart plummets to the ground.

“What do you mean?” I place my hands on his chest, pushing him back to create some distance and forcing his hands off my face. “What do you mean?!”

“We’re separated, legally separated. I have the agreement. But—” he falls back on his ass, resting on one arm while the other hand threads through his hair “—but she never signed the divorce papers.”

“Ohmigod. Oh my God.”

“Verity, listen. Please. For all intents and purposes, Celine and I are not married.”

“Not according to the law and not according to Celine.”

“Celine is well aware that even though she refuses to sign the papers, we are not together.”

“Not being together and not being married aren’t the same thing.” I push up from the couch, pacing the floor. “I can’t believe this. You led me on. You lied to me.”

“No, I didn’t—”

“Don’t you dare try to spew another lie. You told me you were divorced.”

“I didn’t say I was divorced.”

“What?”

“I told you we were separated, that she was my ex, but I never said I was divorced.”

Anger begins to boil under my skin at his lame attempt at a technicality.

“Are you serious right now?”

“I’m not saying it as an excuse, Verity. I just—I don’t want you to think I lied.”

“Lying by omission isn’t any better. You never corrected me when I referred to you as divorced. You chose not to tell me that you were still legally married. You had every opportunity to.” I cross over and stand before him. “You should’ve told me that night at the Kelton.”

“I know.”

My heart shatters with those words, and it opens the floodgates. Tears bubble up, the water beading on my bottom lashes before slowly trailing down my cheeks.

“What is wrong with you? Why would you make me fall for you when you knew you were unavailable? Why would you ask me to risk everything without letting me know the truth? Why would you do that to me? I thought you cared.”

“I do.” He scrambles to his feet. “I care about you so fucking much, Verity, that I’m falling in love with you.”

“Don’t say that,” I cry. “Don’t you dare say that.”

Because I am already in love with him, and now, I don’t know what to do.

“It’s the truth.” He holds my shoulders. “Yes, according to the law, Celine and I are still married, but that doesn’t mean anything. I’ve been—”

“Doesn’t mean anything?” I step out of his hold, cutting him off. “It means everything, Cullen.”

“Please, Verity. Let me explain.”

“No. No, I can’t.” I shake my head. “I can’t do this. I can’t be with you. I need space. I need to think.”

I back up, grabbing my tote bag and heading for his door.

“Verity, don’t go. I’m begging you, please. We can work this out.”

He holds onto my wrist, but his grip is light.

“I’m begging you. Don’t text me. Don’t call me. Don’t anything. I need space. So, please, let me go. Let me go before I hate you just as much as she does.”

It’s hard to watch the way my words slice his skin like a sharpened blade, blood pouring from the wounds I’ve inflicted. But the pain he is experiencing is a mirror of my own. It is as though my entire soul is shattering, and with each word we speak, we step on the broken pieces, crushing them into dust. I need to get out of here before there is nothing left of me, before I become a hollow shell with a heart that can never be repaired.

I pull out of his hold and grab my loafers, slipping them on. My hand reaches for the metal door handle, the cold biting into my skin. I crack open the door, and he doesn’t try to reach for me again, but I hear a sickening thump behind me.

I’m still weak enough that I look over my shoulder, and the sight behind me causes more tears to flow down my cheeks.

Cullen has fallen to his knees, his head dropped to his chest.

“I’m so sorry, Verity. I’m sorry.”

My soul cries out to the broken man who holds half my heart, and I know that walking through this door means that I might never get it back.

“Goodbye, Cullen.”

I cross over the threshold, the door falling shut behind me. The click of the automatic lock setting back in place punches through my stomach, the finality of my actions rocking me to my core.

I take one step.

And then another.

And another.

Until I make it to the elevator and down to the lobby, my entire body numb and functioning solely on autopilot as I head outside and hail the nearest taxi.

It’s only when I slide onto the leather seat that I realize exactly what just happened, and I break down into full-blown sobs.


CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT



CULLEN

“Where is he?”

“Seriously. Do you see anyone else here other than the sad man draped over my bar?” There’s a pause. “Don’t give me that look. I needed your help. I can’t leave him here overnight, and I’m not about to lug him back to Brooklyn.”

“It’s four a.m.”

“And you answered my call on the first ring.”

“And now I’m considering blocking you.”

“Just help me so we can both go home.”

A hand grabs the back of my shirt, lifting me off the bar with excessive force. Rafe’s nose wrinkles as he scans me before glaring back at Sonny.

“How much did you give him?”

“I didn’t give him anything. Anthony, on the other hand, might’ve given him a few glasses.”

“He’s barely coherent.”

“A few is a relative term.”

“I’m fully coherent.” The words are slightly slurred, countering my argument.

Rafe lets out a sigh, pulling me off the stool and positioning my arm over his shoulders to support me.

“You better be able to walk. Otherwise, I’m dragging you out of here.”

[image: ]


My head pounds. It’s as though someone has taken a sledgehammer to my skull and keeps whacking it like a drum. I groan, pressing the heel of my palm against my right eye as I push up from my bed.

Not my bed.

Or my room.

Memories start coming back to me in fractured pieces. After five days of radio silence from Verity, five days of respecting her wishes and not reaching out to her, five days of still swinging by her apartment in the hopes of catching a glimpse of her and seeing nothing, I cracked.

I had dinner with some clients after closing out a deal for their new retail space on Fifth Ave. It should’ve been a celebration from the sheer amount of commission I am going to make, but one of the clients brought his new fiancée. Spending three hours hearing them talk about their wedding plans and being all lovey-dovey with each other just reminded me of all I was missing with Verity, and no amount of expensive red wine fixed the issue.

The restaurant had been near Sonny’s place, so I’d dragged myself over there and continued to order drinks in the hope that it would erase her from my mind for even a minute.

It hadn’t worked.

It just made me miss her more.

At some point, things got hazy, but I vaguely remember Rafe shoving me into a car because he had the care of a giant and cracked my elbow on the door.

I am in the spare room in his brownstone by the look of it. He hadn’t even bothered to put me in the bed; he’d just dumped me on top of the sheets and hoped for the best. I am still in my suit, but at least he’d taken my shoes off—although I suspect that was more for his benefit than my own, so I wouldn’t scuff the duvet.

I slip off the bed, loosening my tie and undoing the buttons around my wrists. I roll my shirtsleeves to my elbows as I stumble to the bathroom. My mouth tastes like ass, and I feel like shit.

Because Rafe isn’t exactly the hospitable type, there’s absolutely fuck all in here other than towels and hand soap. I run the water in the sink, splashing my face before gulping down a few mouthfuls.

I brace my hands on the sides of the marble, staring at myself in the reflection. My stubble has grown out, bordering on unkempt. The dark circles under my eyes create a hollowness to my overall appearance.

Everything sucks.

Halston is back in daily negotiations with Darcy, but we don’t seem to be getting anywhere. Celine has completely reneged on everything, using my relationship with Verity as fuel for her ire.

Oh, fuck.

I vaguely remember calling Halston while I was at the bar.

Shit. What did I tell him?

I shove my hands in my pockets, searching for my phone. I scour the bedroom to see if Rafe put it somewhere or if it fell under the bed. When I come up empty, I decide to trek out of the room and down the stairs to the main floor. There’s a good chance he tossed my phone and wallet on the entryway table, not giving it a second thought.

I’m halfway down the steps when he calls out to me.

“The princess has risen from his slumber.”

He’s lounging on the couch, laptop perched on his thighs and mug of coffee in his hand. Even though it’s a Saturday, he’s dressed in chinos and a loose, short-sleeved shirt.

I give him a half-hearted smile. “You’re hilarious.”

He sets his mug down and grabs a pill bottle from the coffee table. He tosses it at me without any warning.

Despite the sluggishness crawling through my body, I manage to catch it before it clocks me in the face.

“Seriously?”

He shrugs.

I open the bottle, pouring out four capsules before screwing the lid on and chucking it back at him with the same lack of warning. He catches it without giving me a glance.

You’d think he’d be a little nicer to me, but you’d be wrong.

“Where’s my phone?”

I trudge down the last few steps and then turn in the opposite direction to head for his kitchen. I grab a glass and fill it with water before popping the pills and swallowing.

“What phone?” he calls back.

“Don’t be an ass.”

I take one of the blue coffee pods and place it in his machine, letting it whirl to life and create its magic. My stomach turns, reminding me of all the alcohol that’s still sloshing its way through my system. I scan the rest of Rafe’s kitchen for something to eat, but it is abysmally empty due to how often he travels.

I grab my coffee and then trudge back to the living room and drop next to him on the couch. The motion sends my brain rocking in my skull, and I let out an unfiltered groan.

“Here.”

He hands me my phone, and I immediately unlock it to search through the unread notifications. There are a handful of texts from Halston this morning, each of them confirming exactly what I expected.

In my drunken depression, I gave him the final go-ahead to bring our case to a judge.

I hate that everything has gotten to this point. I spent so long hoping that Celine and I would be able to resolve this on our own, that we wouldn’t have to resort to something like this.

To wind up in the exact position I’d been trying to avoid feels like a failure. It makes me sick because I spent years suffering and trying to appease her—for what?

I double-check my recent calls, and my stomach bottoms out.

“Oh, fuck.”

There are six outgoing calls to Verity.

Rafe peers over and taps twice on the screen, bringing up the log.

“Well, at least she didn’t answer. Although, looks like you left a five-minute voicemail.”

“That doesn’t make me feel better.”

“Would you rather see that she picked up and you had a conversation?”

“No.”

He closes the lid of his laptop, placing it on the coffee table, and then shifts to face me.

“I’m going to regret saying this, but—” he lets out a sigh “—do you want to talk about it?”

I haven’t completely filled Rafe in on the situation. Mostly because he isn’t exactly the person to go to for relationship woes, but also because I hadn’t wanted to get into the details. I told him that Celine found out about Verity and me, and everything had gone to shit. The wound is still too fresh, and talking about it would just be like pouring alcohol onto the raw flesh.

But I am slowly dying inside.

If I don’t let the poison out, it will kill me.

“I don’t know what to do, man. She said she wanted space, but for how long? Will enough time pass where she is able to forgive me, or am I already fucked? Is she just doing it to distance us? I didn’t mean for this to happen. I didn’t mean to deceive her. But, fuck, I did. I lied to her. I didn’t tell her that Celine and I were still married because I thought it would ruin everything.”

“But it did anyway.”

“I know! But how was I supposed to tell Verity that, yes, Celine and I are exes, but also, we are still legally married because the chick refuses to sign the divorce papers even though we signed a separation decree that stated she would sign them if I left the state for ten years. So, yes, according to the law I’m in a marital relationship, but for all other intents and purposes I am single, and that’s why I would like to date her. Do you think that’s an easy situation to explain?”

“No, because everything involving Celine is always a little fucked.”

“God, I wish I’d never married her.”

“I did tell you to wait.”

“You are no help.” I drop my head in my hands.

I don’t know what to do. I don’t know how to gain her trust back. This is the second time we’ve gotten into a fight because I hadn’t been transparent with her regarding Celine. The worst part is, I don’t blame her for turning her back on me. In fact, I’d be more surprised if she’d stuck around.

I fucked up.

I know that.

But I also don’t know if I could’ve gone about it any better way.

Maybe if she’d heard it from me, maybe if Celine hadn’t gotten to her first, I could’ve softened the blow but…

It doesn’t matter. I’ll do whatever is necessary to win Verity back. I did it once before, and I will do it again. I might be a flawed human, but I know I can’t let her go.

I spent ten years closing myself off and believing that I would never be capable of love again. Ten years thinking that I’d had my one chance at love and that it had turned to dust. Ten years thinking that there is something wrong with me, that I’m not worthy of someone else’s affection. Ten years believing that I’d never find someone who could spark my heart again.

And then I met her, and she turned my world around.

Verity is the one truth in my life, the one shining light who proved to me that my heart could heal and that Celine hadn’t shattered it to pieces.

I never got a chance to tell her that.

I never told her just how broken I was in those first few years after the separation, the way I threw myself so heavily into work because, if I had a second to breathe, I’d realize just how isolated I was. Celine cut me off from everything I loved. She ran me out of the city I’d grown up in. I was wallowing in hurt but also self-pity.

As the years went by, I started to hate Celine just as much as she hated me. I shifted the blame onto the two of us, and that anger fueled my determination to come back to the city and prove to her that she hadn’t won.

But even still, there was a gaping hole in my chest. I missed having someone to share my life with, missed having a person I could turn to at the end of the night, and I thought that I had traded that chance away—until I met Verity.

I don’t know what I am going to do, but I won’t give up.

I’ll fix this, somehow.


CHAPTER FORTY-NINE



CULLEN

“How long do you plan to keep this up?”

Hannah crosses her arms, leaning against the tree opposite me. She’s dressed in a sparkly two-piece outfit and three-inch heels.

It’s 9:00 a.m.

On a Friday.

“It’s not illegal for me to sit here.”

“It’s creepy. She doesn’t want to talk to you, and yet every single day you sit on these steps down the street and wait for her. It’s been three weeks.”

“I’m not waiting for her. I know she won’t talk to me. I just...I don’t know. I want to be near her. I want her to know that I’m still thinking about her—that I haven’t given up.”

She walks over and sits next to me, taking my half-drunk iced Americano, popping off the lid, and draining it. This close, there’s a slight cigarette smell coming off her, almost like she spent the night surrounded by it.

I have no idea how she and Verity are friends. They are totally different people, but they’re loyal to each other. I’m surprised Hannah is even giving me the time of day.

“Look, dude. You fucked up. You need to own that and move on.”

“I know I fucked up, and I do own it, but I won’t move on.”

“Why not?”

“Because I love her.”

“Really.” She says it with an air of disbelief. “You love her after, what, four months?”

“Yes.”

“Do you have a habit of falling in love that quickly?”

“No.” My voice is sure and steady. “Hannah, I didn’t even think I could fall in love again until I met Verity. Celine broke me, but Verity put me back together.”

That seems to spark her attention. She rests her elbows on the step behind her and leans back, tilting her head toward me.

“If that’s the case, why’d you lie?”

“I didn’t mean to.”

“Doesn’t matter if you didn’t mean to. You still did.”

“I know, but my divorce with Celine is messy. It’s not black and white. We’ve been in this fucked-up gray area for ten years.”

She sighs. “You know, my parents are divorced. I was thirteen when they were going through it, and it fucking sucked.” She shakes around the empty coffee cup, letting the ice vibrate against the plastic. “Their divorce dragged on for years, too. I was a pawn being tossed between them, and I hated it.”

“I’m sorry.”

“It’s fine.” The smile she gives me says otherwise. “What I’m trying to say is I understand how fucked up a divorce can get and how it can ruin every aspect of your life. I know you didn’t mean to drag Verity into the middle of it, but you had to have known it was inevitable once you started seeing her.”

Did I?

I’d really thought that I could keep her out of it. I thought the less we talked about Celine, the more we avoided her, the further I could distance Verity from the issues. I thought that Celine and I were days away from being divorced. I thought she would sign the papers. I didn’t bank on her contesting it. I thought she had enough decency in her to at least honor the godforsaken separation agreement she’d pressured me into all those years ago.

I guess it is my own fault for having a shred of faith left in Celine, and it led to my downfall once again.

“I swear, I never meant to hurt her.”

“I believe you, but…” Hannah stares down the street at their apartment building. “She’s struggling right now. Her whole world just fell out from under her. Verity comes from a simple life, but if there’s one thing she takes pride in, it’s her work—and now that’s gone. She’s lost, and I don’t know how long it’s going to take for her to find her feet again.”

“I know we still have a chance. I’m hers, and she’s mine. It’s been that way from the moment I met her. I don’t care how long I have to wait, Hannah, I’ll do it. I waited ten years for the chance to fall in love again, and I’ll wait another ten if that’s what it takes for her to come back to me.”

“You’d seriously wait ten years?”

“For her? Yes.”

She’s silent for a second and then lets out a laugh. “You know you’d be super old by then.”

“Forty-five isn’t super old.”

“Sure.” She pats me on the knee.

“I’m serious. I know she still needs space, that she still doesn’t want to talk to me. And while I hate that she’s going through this alone, I respect that it’s her decision. The moment she’s ready, I’ll be here.”

Hannah stands up, dusting off the backs of her thighs.

“You’re not a bad guy, Cullen. You just made some bad decisions.”


CHAPTER FIFTY



VERITY

Applying to jobs might actually be the death of me.

It’s been a month since that awful day in Celine’s office, and I’ve applied to over one hundred and six jobs, submitted ninety-seven design portfolios, had eleven interviews, and zero job offers. I knew the market was tough, but I didn’t think it was this tough.

Maybe I am being too ambitious. Maybe I need to take a lower role.

No.

No, I can’t do that. I can’t settle for less pay at a shittier job. Not only will it not help with my rent issue, but it would also just be embarrassing. I take pride in my work, and I know I would be an asset to someone…I just need to find the right fit.

Jenna agreed to be my reference, thankfully, and on paper, it just looks like I quit—not that I’ve been run out of my job. However, there is still a chance that there are rumors floating around about me almost getting fired and that I slept with my boss’s ex. Delute is well-known in the city, and while I’ve tried to apply to companies that have the least likelihood of ever crossing paths with Celine, there is no way to know for sure.

For all I know, she could be sabotaging me from the sidelines.

That, or maybe I’m not as good a designer as I thought. Maybe I’ve grown an inflated perception of myself while working at Delute. Maybe I am just mediocre in the grand scheme of all the other applicants.

The daily nausea I’ve been experiencing rolls through my gut. I paw through my handbag for an antacid and chew it.

I am probably taking too many of these things, but I don’t really have a better solution.

I shut my laptop and rest my cheek against the cool metal, staring out at the other patrons in the coffee shop.

Hannah made me leave the apartment this week.

She pulled me out of bed Monday morning, forced me into human clothes and makeup before dragging me onto the subway all the way to her office, got me a guest pass, and plopped me at an open desk. After three days, I started to feel like I was overstepping. Her coworkers were noticing, and while Hannah said it was no big deal—that she had forty guest passes that would just go to waste otherwise—I convinced her to let me camp out at the coffee shop across the street from her office.

I am mildly regretting my decision.

There is a couple making cute faces at one another while they swap pastries and try each other’s drinks.

It’s exactly what Cullen and I used to do.

Throwing myself into this job search is the only thing keeping me sane, the only thing preventing me from falling into a heartbroken, depressive spiral. But the moment I stop and take a breath, everything comes flooding back. My distractions are only a temporary fix.

I haven’t spoken to him in a month, and he hasn’t tried to contact me, other than that first week when he left a drunken voicemail.

I’ve listened to that message too many times.

I should probably delete it, but I can’t bring myself to.

His voice was so raw, so full of hurt and pain, but beneath it was desperate longing and unabashed desire. I know he is sorry. I know that he regrets not telling me the truth. I know he cares about me…that he loves me.

That is the worst part.

The last few words of the voicemail.

“Verity, I know I shouldn’t be calling you. I know you said not to contact you. But I’m dying over here, angel. The world is boring without you in it. Food tastes like ash. Sleep is filled with nightmares of you walking away again and again. I fucked up. I fucked up. I fucked up the most I have in my entire life. I’ve never truly regretted any of my decisions before, but I regret hurting you and only giving you half-truths. I promised I would keep you safe, and I failed. I hate myself for that. But please, don’t hate me, too. I’ll hate myself enough for the two of us, so don’t hate me, Verity. Don’t look at me like I’m the worst person to have ever walked into your life. I love you, and I don’t think I could bear to keep breathing if you hated me. I…”

I don’t hate him.

I want to. I really, really want to. I’ve spent the last four weeks telling myself to forget him, telling myself that I can’t be with a man who lied to me. Because what’s to stop him from lying to me again?

I’ve always been the type to forgive and forget, but everyone just walks all over me. All the guys I’ve dated before tossed me to the side without a second thought. I’m replaceable.

I don’t want to feel like that again.

I want to be the first choice. I want to be the person they can’t stop thinking about. I want to be the one they care for, because all my life I’ve cared about everyone else, and I just want a break. I worry every second of the day if what I’m doing is right, and I just want someone to hold me tight and tell me they’ve got me.

I spend all my energy trying to be successful, trying to live up to the expectations I’ve placed on myself. And the one time I was selfish, the one time I allowed myself to follow my heart, I ended up falling from the ladder I’ve been climbing, landing on my ass.

And now I’m back at square one. With no job. No money. No nothing.

It sucks.

I wish someone would help me without me needing to ask, and I can’t deny that Cullen showed me he could be that person.

Ever since I met him, he has done all the little things.

He hears what I say when I don’t even speak a word.

He has never given up on me.

Would it be so bad if I forgave him?

I squeeze my eyes shut and let out a deep sigh. I don’t need this added existential romantic crisis on top of everything else I am dealing with. I need a job; that is my priority. As much as I want to deal with the Cullen issue, I can’t do that if I’m not even able to get my own life sorted.

“Excuse me, Verity?”

I bolt up, almost clocking the person in the chin with my forehead.

“Garrett?”

The real estate star gives me his signature swoon-worthy grin as he pulls out the chair opposite me. “Mind if I take a seat?”

“Uh, no. Go for it.”

This is random. Are their offices around here? I would’ve thought someone like Garrett would be constantly at showings or at least busy in front of the camera for the show.

I dart my eyes around for a hidden videographer or something. I’d realized quickly that the only reason why there were pictures of Cullen and me at the gala was because we’d stepped into the Manhattan Millions bubble. It should’ve occurred to us sooner that they are always in the public eye. It was a misstep on both our parts. A few people in the café are staring at us, but it’s more so due to Garrett’s notoriety than anything else.

Garrett stifles a small laugh, and I self-consciously smooth down my hair, running a hand over my ponytail.

“What?”

“There’s an imprint on your cheek from the laptop.”

“Oh my God.”

I grab my phone, opening the camera app to see exactly what he is talking about.

Sure enough, there is a bright red line running down the center of my cheek. Just great. I press my fingers against the line, willing it to go away.

“So, what’s up?”

He crosses his forearms, resting them on the table, and leans forward. His full attention creates this undeniable aura, and I have no doubts as to why he is as successful as he is. I feel like this man could sell you a house on fire.

“You said you work in design branding, right?”

“Yeah.”

Although, I’m currently unemployed.

“We’ve been discussing a rebrand of the company. With the next season of the show beginning filming in a few months and the expansion to the Miami and Malibu branches, we want something fresh but cohesive across all three.”

“Miami and Malibu?”

He grins and leans in even closer, dropping his voice to a whisper. “This stays between us, but they’re going to be creating a spin-off for Malibu Millions and Miami Millions.”

“Really?”

Oh my God, Hannah is going to absolutely die when I tell her!

“Yeah. Steven and I have been talking to Nick about it; he’s Harver Group’s CEO. When we met you at the gala the other week and saw the work you did for Jace, we made a note to show him your profile. He was impressed. We know you’re at Delute, so we’d be happy to come in and chat about hiring your agency for the project, with the stipulation that you be the lead. Does that sound interesting to you at all?”

“Oh.”

Garrett must take my embarrassment as hesitation because he keeps trying to sell me on the project even though I would’ve agreed to it without half the details he already gave me.

“I know it’ll be a bit of a longer project than you’ve done before since we are looking at the brand across three separate subcompanies, but—”

“No, no that’s not it.” I curl my fingers in my lap, trying not to wince. “It’s just that I no longer work at Delute.”

“Did you move companies?”

“No, I…I quit.”

I give him the most awkward smile known to man, and it makes me want to jump into a hole and bury myself with dirt.

“Ah, I see.” He nods like he totally understands, which is most assuredly not the case. “So, you’ve gone freelance. Good on you. That takes a lot of guts, but it must be rewarding being your own boss.”

Okay, no.

“Do you have an hourly rate for your freelance work, or is there a flat fee depending on the project? We can send a formal proposal for you to look over, and you can let us know. Honestly, this will probably be a lot easier than having to go through Delute. Nick didn’t seem too pleased about having to hire them in order to work with you, so it’s a win-win situation. Don’t you agree, Verity?”

I have absolutely no idea what the hell is going on right now.

What I do understand is that there is a job falling into my lap right now, and I’d be bonkers not to accept.

“Sure.”

“Great.” He reaches into his suit jacket for his wallet and pulls out a business card. “Here, in case you have any questions. You can contact me via phone or email, whatever suits you best.”

“Thanks.”

I take the card, running my finger over the embossing. The logo for Harver Group is quite basic and outdated. The font looks like Garamond, and nothing about it sets it apart from other companies.

“I have to head to the High Line to inspect the apartments of a new building in the area, but give me a buzz, okay? I’ll let Nick know you’re open.”

He exits with a quick wave of his hand, leaving me to my stunned stupor.

What the hell just happened?


CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE



CULLEN

“These divorce proceedings are draining,” I groan.

“You better suck it up because you’re in it for another month until we get this finalized—and that’s only if we’re lucky.” Halston jogs down the steps beside me.

It’s been six weeks since he brought our case to a judge. Normally, it would take a while for them to set a court date for a contested trial because the judge has to go through all the disputes and assets. But because of how prominent Halston and Darcy both are in the circuit, they used their connections to expedite the process with a couple of favors that I decided not to question.

However, no amount of bribery will accelerate the trial itself. Celine and I are stuck in a courtroom every week until we get this sorted. The poor judge, having to hear us rehash all our issues.

I’d thought it would be simple since we have the signed separation agreement, but because Celine is still set on her bullshit, it is getting drawn out.

Halston believes we are getting close. The judge finally agreed today that Celine has no claim over my investment properties, and that the assets belong to me in the divorce. As of now, it seems like everything will be settled as it always should have been according to the separation agreement—nothing more and nothing less. This pissed Celine off, naturally. She stormed out of the courtroom the minute we adjourned.

She is losing the battle, and I have no remorse.

“Where are you headed?”

“Downtown. Got a meeting with Clifton Bank.”

Calling it a meeting is a bit of a stretch. Clifton is supposed to be meeting with the guys from Vanguard to sign the contracts, so it is my last chance to sneak in there and grab the deal. I got the information from Garrett, of all people. He called me last night, offering the tip free of charge. It is suspicious, but I’m not about to argue with it, so long as he is right.

“All right, I’m headed back to the office. I’ll see you next week.”

Halston gives me a nod and takes off in the opposite direction.

I readjust my backpack and head for the subway. The proceedings had lasted longer than I’d anticipated—which happens every time because Celine and Darcy keep arguing shit claims—but I should still be able to make it downtown before the guys from Vanguard are set to arrive.

I go to scan my watch to buzz me through the turnstile, when it starts vibrating.

I step to the side and fish my phone out of my pocket, swiping to answer the phone call.

“Bridget, isn’t this a pleasant—”

“No time. You have to come to Common Catch.”

“I’m on my way to a meeting, B. I can’t come play.”

“Yeah, well, Verity’s on a date.”

My body locks up. The noise around me turns to a deep hum. I focus on nothing except the words crackling through my phone.

“She’s what?”

“I was just at Bergdorf doing some shopping, and then I got a little thirsty. So, I thought I’d walk around and pick a place with a cute happy hour deal. And then—”

“Bridget, I don’t need the whole story.”

“And then,” she repeats with emphasis, “I passed by Common Catch and saw Verity having lunch with a seriously hot dude. They were smiling and laughing. Very red flag behavior. And I know I’m supposed to be on the supportive girlie side, but I am still your number one shipper, so I can’t just stand by and pretend I saw nothing.”

“Stop. What hot dude? Did you recognize him?”

“Yeah, it’s Garrett Price.”

My knuckles turn white, gripping my phone within an inch of its life.

That dick.

That’s why he’d been so nice, because he was planning to swoop in on my girl.

Well, good fucking luck trying.

Yes, I agreed to give Verity time and said I’d respect her space, but that doesn’t mean that I’ve given up and would just let her slip away. And if Garrett Price and his suave smile think they can take advantage of that, well he has another think coming.

“I’ll be right there. Keep an eye out for me.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO



CULLEN

Isprint down the street, the balmy air causing sweat to pool down the center of my back.

The lunch-hour congestion is a complete bitch. Taking a rideshare in this traffic would’ve been pointless, so the best I’ve been able to do is grab a subway that got me close to the restaurant and book it five blocks.

Bridget’s updates haven’t been helpful. They are just iterations of all the ways Garrett seems to be flirting.

How did he even know that Verity and I aren’t together?

I slow down as I get to the corner, spotting Bridget. She’s sitting on a stool inside the wine bar, sipping a glass of frosé and watching the restaurant across the street through her ginormous sunglasses. It’s a nice day out, so the wine bar has raised all the windows, exposing the counter seating in the front of the house to the street.

I slap my palm on the dark wood counter, jolting her.

“Am I too late?”

“Well, they’re over there.” She slides her sunglasses down her nose a fraction and then flicks her eyes behind me. “See him in the white shirt, pouring the red wine?”

I don’t need her description of Garrett, because I zero in on Verity in an instant. My body is trained to pick her out even in the densest crowds.

“They’ve eaten their meal and are now just chatting and drinking. It’s all very chill but also kinda flirtatious on his end. I honestly didn’t expect this based off Hannah’s updates. I thought Verity was still...” Bridget trails off, pursing her lips together.

“Still what?”

“Nothing.” She takes a deep suck through her straw, using the frosé to avoid my question.

It doesn’t matter; I have to deal with this Garrett issue.

“Hold this.”

I take off my backpack and slide it onto the counter. I smooth down the sides of my hair, straighten my suit jacket and vest, and then start heading over to the restaurant.

“Wait!” Bridget calls out. “What’s your plan?”

I peer at her over my shoulder. “I don’t have one. Why? You got any bright ideas?”

“For once, no. Good luck. Gimme a signal if you need backup.”

“Like what?”

“I don’t know, just something.”

“All right. Sure. Thanks, B.”

“Any time.”

I check the street for traffic before jogging across the asphalt, not bothering with the crosswalk. With each pound of my foot on the pavement, my heart beats faster in my chest. The distance between Verity and me closes with each second that passes, and I start to get nervous.

I’ve spent the last few weeks observing her from afar, letting her go about her life without any direct interruptions from me. It has definitely bordered on being a little creepy, like Hannah pointed out, but it was all I could do.

I crave Verity like a drug, and no amount of detox can rid her from my system.

God. I didn’t think it was possible for her to get any more beautiful, but somehow, she has.

The light turns her golden hair into rays of sunshine. She tucks a stray tendril behind her ear, exposing the smooth skin of her neck. That natural urge to run my tongue down the column to her collarbone rises with a twitch of my cock. She smiles, drawing attention to her rose-tinted lips. I’ve missed kissing those lips, missed sucking and biting on them in a way that causes little moans in the back of her throat.

They’re sitting at a table that is set up for three people, but only the two of them are present. For some reason, Garrett has inched his chair so he’s practically sitting next to Verity. He leans his head a little too close for my liking, so he can whisper something. Why he needs to whisper with no one else present is lost on me. It just cements Bridget’s observation that he is making a move.

Garrett rests a palm on her shoulder, his fingers touching her bare skin, and any common sense I possess goes flying out the window.

I grab his hand and peel it from her skin, barely containing myself.

The two of them startle, Verity looking up at me with a doe-eyed expression, while Garrett seems as though he doesn’t have a guilty bone in his body.

“You good, Garrett?” The words pass through clenched teeth.

“Cullen, hey. What’re you doing here?”

“Keeping you in check, it seems.”

“What’re you on about?”

“Really. Did you think you could take Verity on a date behind my back?”

“Wait, Cullen.” Verity pries my hand from Garrett’s, taking it between her own. Her touch grounds me, causing reality to reappear. “It’s nothing like that.”

“You two aren’t on a date?”

Garrett scoffs. “Why would I be on a date with your girlfriend? That’s weird, even for me.”

Wait.

He doesn’t even know we broke up?

Verity didn’t mention that to him?

I eye her cautiously, trying to get a read on the situation. I stormed in here believing one thing and am now finding myself lost and potentially looking like an ass. I don’t want to fumble this any more than I already have.

Verity averts her gaze and subtly chews on the corner of her bottom lip. She releases my hand and balls her own in her lap.

“You’re both still here? Wonderful.” A shadow falls across the table, the assured voice breaking into our little bubble.

“Nick.” Garrett stands up, straightening his tie as he greets the man. “We just finished, but there are still a couple of glasses of red left in the bottle, if you have the time?”

Verity follows suit, rushing to her feet and mimicking Garrett’s eagerness. “Mr. Harver, it’s a pleasure to officially meet you. Thank you for putting your trust in me.”

“The pleasure is all mine, Ms. Moore. I look forward to your work.”

He pulls out the extra seat at the table, and I start to wonder what exactly I’ve walked in on.

Nick is an imposing man. He runs the Harver Group with a tight fist and is even hungrier than the agents in his employ. He reached out to me a few months back about heading a new office in Miami, hoping that the extra dollar signs could poach me from RARE.

He takes a sip of the red wine Garrett pours, noticing me off to the side.

“Ross, what’re you doing here?” He gives me a teasing smirk. “Don’t tell me you’re taking me up on my offer?”

“You wish.”

“Worth a shot. I see you followed through on your promise to return to the city. You’ve been quite the pain in the ass, I heard. You nabbed that storefront on Fifth Ave and the one on Madison, didn’t you?”

“You’re paying close attention to the commercial sphere. Don’t tell me you’re interested?”

“I just like to know where all the players sit on the board.” He seems to remember something, and frowns, checking his watch. “Weren’t you looking into Clifton Bank? They’re supposed to be closing the deal with Vanguard today—this very second, actually. Right, Price?”

“They are, and I told him.” Garrett rests an arm on the back of his chair, nodding at me. “I even went through the effort of giving you the time and the location of the meeting as a favor for introducing us to Verity. So I don’t get why you’re up here and not there.”

Well, that sort of answers one of my thousand questions.

Now, how do I walk away from this without seeming like a jealous ex-lover?

Before I have a chance to come up with something, Verity’s sweet voice slices through my train of thought.

“Wait, you skipped out on a meeting with Clifton Bank to come here?”

“Yes.”

“Why? You’ve been chasing that deal for months. It’s important to you. How—”

“Because Bridget saw you with Garrett.” I toss my thumb across the street to where Bridget still sits, sipping her drink. She raises her hand in a twinkling wave. I let my soul bleed through my eyes as I center my gaze on Verity. “Nothing else mattered in that moment. You’re my priority, Verity. Always have been, always will be.”

I can see her mind racing, taking my words and replaying them to hear everything I’m not saying.

“But couldn’t you lose the listing?”

“I’d rather that than lose you.”

There’s a beat of silence. My implication lies heavy in the air.

Garrett clears his throat, reminding us awkwardly that we have an audience.

But I don’t really give a fuck about Garrett, or Nick, or anyone else for that matter.

I want to talk to Verity. I want to work things out. I want to get on my knees and beg her to take me back.

Fuck it.

I drop to my knees before Verity, my suit scuffing on the pavement. Her eyes blow wide as I reach out and hold her hands, the stares of everyone around me fading to nothing.

“Verity, I know I shouldn’t be here, but when it comes to you, I don’t think straight. You occupy my mind every minute of every day. All I want is to make you happy, to make you smile, and it kills me to know that my mistakes caused the opposite. I fucked up and I broke your trust, broke your heart—and that’s on me. But I’m begging you to give me another chance. I don’t care if it makes me look ridiculous, and I don’t care if it costs me millions of dollars; that all means nothing when it comes to you.”

Tears start to well up in her eyes, turning those baby blues into a watery ocean.

“I’ve spent the last ten years believing that I’d never find love again. Except you appeared like an angel sent from the heavens to save me, and I realized that the world was giving me a second chance. You have changed my life for the better—you are the rainbow that appears after the rain. I’ll never give up on you, never stop loving you, because I know that for the rest of my life, you are the one I am meant to be with. But the last thing I want to do is cause you more pain. So, tell me to stay, tell me we can work things out. Just say the words, because I’m already yours.”

A tear rolls down her cheek, but she says nothing.

Minutes pass, questionable chatter from the patrons around us filling the silence, and my heart cracks in half.

I give her hands a final squeeze and then push to my feet, brushing the dirt off my knees.

I drag my attention to Garrett and Nick.

“Sorry for interrupting.”

I leave with a short nod, turning on my heel and walking away. There’s a burning embarrassment in my chest at ripping my heart out and leaving it on the ground. I’d thought she might say something, but I’d been prepared for her to say nothing.

I fucked up.

I broke her trust.

But I’m not giving up.

I will keep showing up until I earn her trust back.

I’m not afraid to grovel and to put in the work.

I’ll play the long game.

Because this is no longer about making her mine. This is about her choosing me.


CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE



VERITY

Ignaw on my thumb, staring dazedly out the window and watching the rain pound against the glass. It is seventy degrees this morning, but Mother Nature doesn’t seem to care. I wasn’t expecting the downpour.

I hadn’t expected to see Cullen yesterday either.

And I certainly didn’t expect to see him drop to his knees.

My stomach flips at the memory.

I’d headed to Common Catch to meet with Garrett and Nick to celebrate our upcoming partnership. I’d gone into their offices beforehand to sign the work-for-hire contract and chat about their deadlines for each aspect of the project. They’d even agreed to give me thirty-five percent of my pay up front, with the remaining sixty-five split upon the completion of each of the three brand projects. That amount will have me more than set up for the next few months, which is nuts to think about. I’ll be making more with the Harver Group than bi-weekly with Delute—minus the fact that the Harver contract is for a set term and Delute had been a steady income with health insurance.

I am excited about this new journey, about what it could mean for me. Yes, it might not totally work in the long run, and I might end up needing to go back to a corporate job if I can’t get consistent pay—but I can’t live in that might mindset. Right now, it seems like this could work. I will have the freedom to take on whatever client I desire, not one that has been preapproved and vetted by Celine, and not one that has been forced on me with no choice.

But while it seems like my work life might be sorted, my love life is still in shambles.

I’d been so tempted to run after Cullen, to call his name and grab his hand. Watching his back as he walked away had been like hammering nails into my heart. But I needed the time to think about what he’d said and not just leap back into his arms without a second thought. They were sober words, not drunken declarations left over voicemail, and I needed to process it sincerely.

The issue is, the more I think, the more I realize that I don’t need the time.

At this point, it feels like I am just delaying the inevitable. I want to be with Cullen. Yes, I am still hurt that he lied about still being married to Celine, that he never made the distinction between separated and divorced, but I also understand why he didn’t tell me.

At the end of the day, I know in my heart of hearts that if he’d told me on the night that we met that he had an ex-wife that he’d been separated from for ten years and hated but was still married to because she refused to sign divorce papers…I would’ve walked in the opposite direction. Even just imagining that scenario in my mind gives me a headache from how messy it sounds.

So, what do I do now?

Do I just take him back? Is it that easy?

“Hey, I have a latte for you.”

The smiling barista places a tall ceramic mug next to my laptop, a hexagon pattern dusted onto the foam. Her name is Aisling, and we’ve become quite familiar these last couple of weeks. Actually, I’m pretty sure everyone who works at this coffee shop knows me by now.

“You messed up another order?”

“Life’s a bitch. We can’t all be perfect.” She shrugs before heading back behind the counter.

I lift the mug off the napkin and give it a sniff, trying to decipher what it could be. My gut is saying honey, especially considering the design.

A small sip confirms my suspicions, the sugary sweetness coating my tongue. There is a slightly nutty, almost roasted almond undertone on the back end. It is freaking delicious, as always.

I turn and give Aisling a thumbs up, and she gives me a mock bow.

I am starting to get suspicious of these lattes.

The first few times they brought them over to me, they’d claimed they were mistakes. Orders that had gotten botched because they used the wrong milk or syrup. I’d tried to refuse, but they said if I didn’t want it, they’d just end up tossing it down the drain.

I’m not proud enough to let them go to waste, not when they are almost nine dollars a pop.

It’s been weeks, though. There is no way they are capable of messing up this many coffees in a day if they are still in business.

I think they just feel bad for me after overhearing Hannah and me talking about Cullen and my lack of employment. Which says a lot because I’m the one imposing on their coffee shop, so I should feel even worse. I’ve turned this place into my own personal workspace, claiming the table in the front corner as my own every morning while Hannah goes to work across the street.

I take another sip of my drink, scrolling through the design brief Nick’s assistant sent me and sketching a few ideas on my tablet.

After an hour, I shut my laptop and head to the bathroom. The coffee I drank is killing my bladder.

I finish drying my hands and give them a quick wipe on my hips as I head back into the main shop. I pass by the back room, lost in my thoughts, when a conversation halts my steps.

“Do you really think she believes all those coffees are mistakes?”

“I have no clue.”

“I mean, it’s been weeks. She has to have caught on by now.”

“I dunno, Josh. She seems pretty happy every time we give her one. I’m so jealous. I wish I had some rich guy buying me drinks every day.”

“I mean, she’s hot, so...”

“Seriously?”

“What? I’m not wrong.”

“Whatever. Have you seen him, though? Aisling snuck a pic when he came in the other day. He is soooo freaking sexy.”

“Sexier than me?”

“Obviously.”

“Oh, come on, Gracie. I’m a hunk.”

“Oh my God.”

The back door opens unexpectedly, and I’m caught red-handed as the two employees just about bowl me over.

“Oh, shit. Sorry, Verity. Almost ran right into you.” The guy, Josh, reaches out to steady me.

“It’s fine.”

The three of us stand there awkwardly for a moment.

I might be a little paranoid but…

“Were you talking about me?”

They share a look. The kind that says oh shit, now what?

The girl, Gracie, grimaces. “Um, well. You see—”

“Yes,” Josh cuts her off. “Yes, we were talking about you.”

“Joooosh,” she whines. “You can’t say it like that.”

“What? She clearly heard us.”

She lets out a huff, rolling her eyes at him before turning to give me a pitiful smile. “Sorry. We didn’t mean to gossip—”

“Yes. We did.”

“—but it’s just that you’re probably the most interesting thing to happen here in, like, forever.”

“Okay.” I try to sort through the facts. “What did you mean about some guy?”

“You mean your secret admirer?”

“I guess?”

“Well, you see—” Gracie starts talking with her hands, eyes lit up in a way that tells me she one hundred percent does, in fact, love to gossip, despite her earlier statement. “A few weeks ago, this guy came in at the end of the day and asked Aisling if it was possible to pay for someone else’s drink whenever they came here. Aisling was like, ‘What, dude?’ But he said he upset his girlfriend, and that she’d been coming here to work, and he wanted to do something for her. And Aisling, I mean, I know she seems like such an I don’t care kinda person, but she’s actually pretty kind, so she agreed. And so, once a week he comes in and just gives her a wad of cash to cover the girl’s drinks—and that girl is you!”

I think this Gracie chick gives me a run for my money on rambling.

But also.

What?

“Did you happen to catch his name?”

“No, but Aisling has a picture. Come on.” She beckons me with a wave, skirting around me in the narrow hallway and heading back into the shop.

I trail after her, watching as she waits for Aisling to finish making a coffee for the couple that came in while we were all busy chatting. When she’s done creating the perfect layer of foam on the cappuccinos, she pulls her phone from her apron and scrolls through it for a few seconds.

“Here. It’s not super clear because I didn’t want to seem like a weirdo, but...”

She flips her phone around, and even though the picture is pretty blurry, it’s easy for me to recognize him.

Who am I kidding? Of course, it’s him. At what point did I think it could be any other guy?

There isn’t a universe that exists where it wouldn’t be him.

We’re talking about the same man who sent me a bouquet of flowers every day for weeks until I agreed to be his girlfriend. The man who teamed up with my best friend to get me tickets to the ballet. The man who rented out the restaurant where we first met for a date. The man who commuted to work with me every day even though he lived in the opposite direction. The man who still gets me a coffee every day when I work even though I shut him out. The man who came running to me when he thought I might be on a date with someone else.

I always wanted to find someone who would put me first, someone who would notice the little things about me and go above and beyond to fulfill them…and I found that person. I found that person and then I let him go.

But it’s not too late to get him back.

Fuck Celine. She’s stolen too many years from me as it is.

I won’t let her steal my happiness…and I won’t let her continue to steal Cullen’s either.

I run back to my table in the corner, not even giving it a second thought as I pull up Cullen’s contact on my phone and hit dial. I shove the phone between my ear and shoulder as I work at tossing all my crap into my tote bag as quickly as possible.

The call barely even rings once before he picks up.

“Verity? Are you okay?”

My heart melts into a puddle of goop. Trust that to be the first thing he says to me.

“Where are you?”

“Where am I? Hudson Yards.”

“Send me the exact location.”

“Sure, one sec.” There’s a pause before my phone vibrates with a text. “Why?”

“I need to see you.”

“Wait, where are you?”

“Midtown. I’ll be there in fifteen.”

“Hang on, it’s pouring. I’ll come to you.”

“No. Don’t move.”

“Verity—”

“Wait for me, Cullen. Please.”

There’s a beat, and I worry he’s going to fight me on this. He always cares about putting me first, but there is no way I can just sit here. I’ve made up my mind, and there’s zero chance I’ll go back on it. I have to see him. The need burning in me is stronger than anything I’ve ever felt before.

“Always,” his voice is steady. “I’ll always wait for you.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR



VERITY

Rain drips from my lashes. The downpour has gotten a million times worse.

Most people are waiting off to the side, hiding under any awning or scaffolding they can find. Smart people are huddled under their umbrellas. I’m clutching my tote bag to my chest to protect it as much as I can while I sprint down the street.

I hop over the large puddles pooling at the crosswalks—grateful I chose to wear my sneakers today—and lick the water running down my lips. My hair must be absolutely soaked by now; I can feel the heavy weight of the ponytail swinging against the rain.

“Verity!”

The sound of my name cuts through the loud patter of rain and zooming of cars on wet asphalt. I slow my steps, whipping my head around to locate the man who called out to me.

Cullen is jogging up the street, ripping his suit jacket off without breaking his stride. I continue sprinting until we meet in the middle.

“What are you doing? I said I’d come to you.”

“What am—” He cuts himself off as he throws his suit jacket over my head. “You’re completely soaked.”

He wraps his arm behind my back and draws me close to him as he jogs us back down the street and into the lobby of a fancy office building. He pulls back, those hazel eyes filled with concern. Cullen repositions his jacket over my shoulders before moving to undo his tie. He uses the fabric to dab at my damp face, muttering to himself.

“Are you okay? This is why I said I’d come to you. What if you catch pneumonia?”

“It was important.”

“Nothing is more important than your health, angel.”

“You are. You’re more important than anything else.”

Cullen’s hand pauses, and I see the wariness in his expression, the way he is battling against hope.

“What’re you saying?”

“I’m saying I forgive you. That I’ve spent the last few weeks trying to live my life without you but realized that it’s impossible. I don’t know when it happened, but you became my rock, Cullen. You became the clear sky after a stormy night. You look out for me without me even asking. You make me feel like I matter, just by existing. I don’t have to prove anything to you. You see me for me and love me anyway.”

“That’s because you’re special, Verity. Anyone can see that.”

“That’s not true.”

“It is.”

I shake my head. “It’s you who makes me feel special, and it’s you I want to be with.”

He smiles, but it’s fleeting. Something crosses over his features and causes him to avert his gaze to the ground. He swallows for a beat.

“Even though my divorce isn’t finalized?”

“Yes.” I take the fist that is holding the tie and wrap my hand around it. My skin is chilled to the bone, but warmth bursts where we connect. I force him to look at me, to look at my unwavering belief. “Don’t get me wrong. It’s still shitty that you omitted the truth, but I know you regret that decision. And if you ever lie to me about something like this again, I will toss you in the Hudson River and pray to God that you get the worst case of norovirus known to man from ingesting the water.”

He lets out a laugh through his nose, and seeing the corners of his lips tick up settles my heart.

“I swear to you, Verity—no more secrets.”

“So, there’s nothing else you haven’t told me? Nothing else you’re keeping hidden?”

“Nothing else.”

I quirk my brow. “Then do you care to explain the mysterious coffees I’ve been receiving lately?”

“You found out about that, huh?” He rolls his eyes and then wraps his arms around my shoulders, tugging me against his chest. He places a kiss on the crown of my head, murmuring against my hair. “I promise not to keep any big secrets from you, but I’m not going to promise to stop spoiling you with secret gifts or surprises. Let me love you, Verity.”

“Okay.” I nuzzle into his pec, feeling the most at peace that I have in weeks.

“Verity.”

“Mm?”

“Can I be your boyfriend again?”

I lift my head back, peering up at him through my lashes.

“Yes.”

Cullen cups my jaw and draws me into the sweetest kiss. The connection feels like coming home after a long day; it washes away all my stress and worry.

I missed this.

I missed us.

I missed him.

When I first jumped into this relationship with Cullen, I’d known I was making the decision for myself even though it put my carefully crafted life at risk. And despite everything that has happened, I still don’t regret it. Because jobs come and go, but love is limited. Finding that true connection with a person is something you can’t let slip through your fingers because there is no guarantee you’ll be able to pick it up again.

So, I kiss Cullen back with all my might, soaking wet in the middle of a fancy office building because that is what I want. I kiss him for every moment we spent apart. Our tongues twirl in a memorized dance, moving to the tune of a heart.

He sucks on my bottom lip, creating a deep heat in my core.

“You’re mine, Verity. Forever and always.”


EPILOGUE



CULLEN

“Here you go.” Halston slides the document across the table.

“That’s it?”

“That’s it.”

I pick up the paper, staring at the four words printed in all caps smack in the middle.

FINAL DECREE OF DIVORCE

It is over.

It is finally fucking over.

I have no ties left to Celine—not physically, not mentally, and now, not legally.

It took longer than Halston had anticipated, an extra two months before the judge settled our case and another month after that till the decree was processed and our marriage dissolved.

“Halston, I’m so happy I could kiss you, man.”

“Save that for you girlfriend.”

Verity.

I have to see her right now.

“Thanks for everything, Hughes.”

“I’ll send you my final bill.”

“I’m sure you will.”

“And Cullen?”

“Yeah?”

“If we ever have to work together again in this lifetime, I will kill you.”

“You don’t have to worry about that.”

I stand up and gather my stuff, carefully placing the decree in my backpack, and then make my way to my girl.
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I use the spare key Verity gave me the other week and let myself into her apartment. She hasn’t texted me back, but I know she’s working on some stuff for the Harver Group.

I still don’t love all the time she is spending with Garrett, but I am beyond proud of all the work she is doing for their company. Her branding for their new Miami and Malibu branches has been iconic, and they’ve extended her contract to create some advertisements, with the new season of Manhattan Millions starting up.

Her freelance business is taking off. She has old clients from her time at Delute reaching out, but also new companies who are hearing about her through the grapevine. Even Kelton put in a good word for her business.

I knock on her bedroom door before opening it.

Verity is seated at her desk, headphones on, humming along to a tune. Her back is to me, and I watch as she fiddles around with the shading of the graphic she’s working on.

I slip behind her, resting my hand on her desk and leaning forward to squint at her screen.

She lets out a screech, her desk chair rolling back and narrowly missing my foot. She rips off her headphones and uses them to whack me in the middle of my chest.

“Oh my God, Cullen! You almost scared the living hell out of me.”

“Sorry. I did text you.”

She lets out a huff, placing her headphones on her desk and picking up her phone, giving it a quick glance.

“Well, I was busy—in the zone.”

“I figured.” I brace my hands on either arm rest, caging her in. “Guess what.”

“What?”

“I met with Halston.”

She sucks in a breath. “And?”

“And it’s done.”

“Done, done?”

“Done, done.”

She lets out a squeal, throwing her arms around my neck and dragging me down. I can feel her smile against my neck, and it makes me grin back.

“Congratulations, Cullen.”

“Thank you, angel.”

She pulls back, giving me the full wattage of her expression. “We have to celebrate. What do you want to do? Hannah said we should throw you a divorce party, and I think that could be super fun. Do you think we could get Chloe to make some custom donuts? We can have them say ‘finally free’ or something else that’s, like, divorce branded. Or is that kind of insensitive?”

“No, it’s not a bad idea, and I’m sure my sister would love that, but…”

“But?”

“We can save that for later. For now, there’s just one way I want to celebrate.” I place my hand on her ribs and then slowly drag it down to her waist.

“Oh?” she teases. “Do tell.”

“Well first—” I lean down and brush the tips of our noses together “—I was thinking I would kiss you.”

I press my lips against hers with just enough pressure that she melts back against the chair.

“And then I was going to carry you to your bed and have you sit on my face until you are moaning with pleasure, and just when you think you can’t take it anymore, just as your orgasm is about to crest, I’d flip you over and fill you to the brim with my cock. And I would take you, stroke for stroke, pushing you to the edge until you are crying my name and your pussy is begging for relief. My cock would have you feeling delirious, and you would come all over it right as I come inside you. Sound good?”

Just talking about what I am going to do to her has my blood pumping straight to my cock. I can’t help but tease my fingers under the edge of her tank top, brushing them along her skin. She’s not wearing a bra, and the temptation to just reach up and squeeze her tits has my mouth watering.

Her lids are hooded, heat swirling in her baby blues.

“That’s not a bad idea, but I think it could use a little improvement.”

“Really?”

“Mhm.” She slips off the chair, kneeling on the rug at my feet.

“Verity.”

“Yes?” She blinks up at me innocently as she reaches to unbutton my pants.

It’s my undoing.

She pulls down my pants and then grazes her fingers across the fabric of my briefs, teasing my cock. I groan as she takes her time toying with me, as she runs her hands down and cups my balls, giving them a squeeze.

“Verity, please,” I beg.

She smirks, gripping the waistband and letting my cock spring free from its confines. The first touch of her dainty fingers against my sensitive skin causes my cock to twitch. She wraps her hands around my length, pairing her squeeze with an upward motion. Pre-cum leaks from my tip, and her thumb swirls it lazily around my throbbing head.

It’s pure torture.

Even more so when she pops that same thumb into her mouth and sucks it with an audible hum.

“Stop playing games, sweetheart, because I can only be nice for so long.”

“And if I don’t?” She runs her tongue up from the base to the tip.

I reach down and hold her chin, tilting her face up. “Then I might be forced to make you take this cock until you are choking on it with tears. I’ve heard it’s quite the sight to see an angel cry.”

“I’d hate to disappoint.”

She pops open her mouth and sticks out her tongue, waiting, and fuck if isn’t one of the sexiest sights I’ve ever seen. My cock twitches again, and I have to remind myself not to blow my load on this alone.

I grip the base of my dick and press the tip against her hot tongue, basking in the feeling for a second before pushing myself farther in. She starts to gag with only an inch left, and the sound sends a lightning bolt through my veins.

“Come on, you can take it.” I get that last inch in, tears beading at the corners of her eyes. “That’s my girl. Now, suck.”

Her saliva coats my cock, and I let out a moan as she closes her lips and does as I command.

I grip her hair, keeping it out of her face. She bobs back and forth, alternating the pressure as she hollows out her cheeks. Her tongue swirls around my length, and she reaches up and plays with my balls, squeezing them in time with the motion of her mouth.

It’s pure fucking heaven.

Verity uses her hands at the base while she moves her plush lips just to the tip. She sucks on the sensitive head, making my eyes feel like they’re rolling back in my head. She hums, a little vibration running through my cock in a way I’ve never felt.

I tighten my grip on her hair, pushing her to take me deeper. The sound of her choking fills the room. She takes my cock like her life depends on it, and it’s not long before I feel the pressure building in my balls, that telltale tightening.

“Fuck, I’m going to come.”

She smiles and starts to go even harder, hollowing her cheeks even more. My hand basically forms a fist around her hair, holding her still against the base of my cock as thick jets of cum coat the back of her throat.

“Take every last drop.”

When I’m finally spent, I pull free from her mouth. She swallows my cum, her tongue poking out from the corner to collect any spillage.

God, she’s so fucking hot.

I watch as she rubs her thighs together, her squirming giving her away.

“Did sucking my cock make you wet?”

I reach down and lift her up, carrying her the short distance to her bed. The little athletic shorts she has on are nothing. They cling to her skin, and when I nudge her thighs wider, there’s a dark patch soaking through right at her pussy.

My cock begins to twitch back to life at the sight.

There’s nothing sexier than the knowledge that she gets off on sucking me.

I run my hand along the patch, her thighs spasming slightly at my touch.

I smirk.

“Take them off and then come to me.”

I make quick work of my shirt and then lie on her bed, positioning myself near her headboard. I prop one arm behind my head and watch as she peels the spandex shorts off her skin. Her plush ass and round hips are mouthwatering. The treat comes when she grabs the hem of her tank top and pulls it over her head, those sweet tits on full display.

“You’re a fucking vision, Verity,” I tell her as I stroke my sensitive dick. “Now crawl over here and place that pussy where it belongs.”

She kneels on the mattress and slowly makes her way over, like a lioness approaching her prey. My attention is glued to the way her breasts sway. She crawls over my body, stopping halfway to sit, her bare pussy on my crotch, her wetness slick on my skin.

She trails her hands along my chest, those short nails tracing lines.

“Have I told you how crazy your body makes me?” She leans down and places a kiss between my pecs. “I could stare at it all day.”

“You can touch it all you want, angel.”

I let her explore the lines and divots of my body, every pass of her fingers lighting a fire under my skin and heating the blood in my veins. She shifts and that slick pussy glides over my cock, making me groan.

I place a hand on her wrist. “Let me help you with that.”

She averts her gaze, pink blossoming on her cheeks. “I’ve never, um, done this before.”

“What do you mean?”

She tucks a piece of hair behind her ear. “Sat on someone’s face.”

“Oh, baby.” I wrap my hands around her ass, giving her a squeeze. “That’s the best fucking news I’ve heard.”

“What?”

“Means I get to be your first. Now, move that ass and give me a taste of that pussy, or I’ll do it for you.”

“Okay, but if I’m bad at this—”

“No chance.”

She moves up, lining that sweet cunt up with my lips. It’s one hell of a view from down here.

I hold the backs of her thighs, giving her a long lick with the flat of my tongue.

Fuck. She’s so fucking wet for me.

Her taste is unbelievable.

There’s just one issue.

“Don’t fucking hover; sit and take what you want. Ride my face.”

I grab her thick hips and pull her down so her pussy is flush with my face. I could easily die in this position and be happy about it—but despite her worries about suffocating me, that won’t be the case.

My tongue dives into her sticky sweetness, taking her for all she’s got. She’s still a little tense, but after a few minutes I feel her relax. The tension releases, and she melts against me. Her hips begin to move in a steady rhythm and a quick grin slips to my lips as she starts to ride me in earnest.

There’s nothing sexier than this moment right here.

I peer up, watching as Verity grips the headboard for leverage, using it so she can rock her hips with more pressure. Her tits bounce with the movement, and I release one hand so that I can reach up and play with her nipple.

I run my thumb over the peaked tip before giving it a tug. She lets out a gasp, so I continue the motion while I eat her out.

“Oh God, Cullen. Oh my God, yes. Yes, that’s—right there.”

Verity’s movements quicken; her pace becomes short jerks that have her basically grinding on my face. I love every minute of it, my cock getting harder and harder as she takes and takes.

“Please. Please. Please.”

Her begging fills the room, desperate pleas as she chases her peak. There’s a short gasp as she reaches the top, and her pussy quivers around my tongue, tensing as she finds her release. I drink in every last drop, the thirst within me utterly insatiable.

This must be what heaven tastes like.

She rolls off me, flopping onto the mattress, completely spent.

“Wow, that was—” she chuckles “—now I understand.”

“Don’t tell me you’re done just yet.”

She glances at me then down to my cock and back up.

“Where do you want me?”

Music to my ears.

“Flip over. Show me that pretty ass.”

She moves onto her stomach, kneeling so her ass is perched to the sky and that tender pussy peeks out from between her thighs. I run my hands over the globes of her ass and then spread them to admire her. I grip my dick with one hand and run the tip over her folds, gathering that slickness. She spasms at the motion over her sensitive cunt. I play with her a few more times, basking in the feel of her on my tip, and then press the head in—just the head.

It’s like I’m edging myself, teasing this out, but the torture is so sweet.

I pump just the tip in, over and over.

“Are you trying to kill me?” Verity peers over her shoulder.

“Want to say that again?”

I push myself into the hilt, watching as her eyes widen at the sudden fullness and then glaze over. There’s nothing quite like watching her get dick drunk. I pull back out and then slam in, repeating it over and over, little gasps escaping her lips with each powerful thrust.

Verity and I stopped using condoms a few weeks ago, and the raw feeling of her pussy gripping my dick is insane.

I switch to short pumps, rutting into her and leaving marks on her ass as I hold her close to me. I lose myself to the feeling, to the bone-deep lust that takes over my body and has me thinking just with my cock.

Being with Verity is an absolute dream, and when we both reach our peaks again, when we both crash over the waves, it’s together, as one unit.

I pull out and drop down to the mattress beside her. I grab Verity by the waist and drag her against me, our sweaty skin sliding against one another’s. My chest moves with the rapid beating of my heart, and I pepper small kisses along her shoulder.

“I love you, Verity Moore.”

She twists in my arms, looping a leg around my waist and cuddling against my chest. She looks up at me with those clear sky blue eyes, pure affection rippling through them.

“I love you, too, Cullen Ross.”

This woman was mine from the day that I met her, and I will do everything in my power for the rest of my life to keep her by my side. There is no other love for me. I have found my true soulmate, and while it took a lot of trial and error to end up where we are, I would suffer through everything all over again if it led me to this moment right here with her in my arms. Verity makes the future that I once thought was completely gray, one that is filled with a kaleidoscope of colors. She is the reason why love exists, and I will be grateful for her forever.

THE END


Thank you for reading Hard to Resist!

Curious about how Cullen proposes to Verity?

Download the bonus content by, visiting:

https://bookhip.com/LBZAKDZ
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***

Did you know? The paperback edition has a cute art print of Verity and Cullen inside and comes with designed chapters, text messages, and Cullen’s notes!

***

Looking for more books from me? Check out my debut gamer romance series, THE SYSTEM, which is complete for you to binge today (and features from characters seen in Hard to Resist)!

https://amzn.to/3FJss79
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Thank you for reading, Hard to Resist.

If you enjoyed this book, I would be grateful if you could leave a review on the platform(s) of your choice. Reviews are one of the best ways to support an author!

Kisses,

Madison Fox
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