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This book more than any other gave me an extensive and eclectic
playlist that got me over many bouts of writer’s block. And with

each song, not only did the words come, but so did the smiles. So
many memories came to mind from a time so long ago and the
friends I’ve been blessed to have. The summer of 1987 where

“Slippery When Wet” played on a constant loop will always be one
of the best.

You all know who you are.

This book is for them, and for the readers who have loved this
series and the men of Shaughnessy. I hope I did them justice.



Prologue

On any given day, Julian Grayson considered himself to be a big fan of
music. Any music.

Not today.
Right now, the strains of classical harp music were grating on his last

nerve and it took every ounce of strength he had not to scream out to stop.
He chuckled softly to himself at the image. After all, how would it look if

the groom threw a fit while standing at the altar as he waited for his bride?
The lighted garden of the Hotel Bel-Air was set up for their evening
nuptials, and Julian felt it was only right that he refrain from doing anything
to upset his guests or his bride.

Another laugh—only this was mirthless.
His bride. Right. Dena was many things, but his seemed the least fitting.

It was an odd thing to be going through his mind on his wedding day, but
there it was.

Standing to his left were his four closest friends—bandmates Riley
Shaughnessy, Matt Reed, Dylan Anders, and their manager, Mick Tyler.
Julian had hit the jackpot where these guys were concerned. Not only were
they a tight unit within their band, Shaughnessy, but he genuinely liked
them and knew—no matter what—each of them would have his back.

“You sure about this?” Riley asked from beside him. “It’s not too late to
back out.”



Julian’s back instantly stiffened. To any onlooker, they were five smiling
men facing the front of the garden where the bride would appear at any
moment. The road to the altar had been rocky, to say the least, and the guys
all knew it. He wasn’t proud of it and he knew most people wouldn’t
understand why he’d stuck it out for so long or put up with so much.

Honestly, neither did he.
“Jules,” Riley murmured without breaking his smile or turning his head.

“I’m serious. Say the word and—”
“I’m good,” Julian said quietly but firmly. He knew exactly what to say

and how to say it to make sure people didn’t argue with him. Between the
tone and his six-foot-two frame, people knew better.

Looking around the garden, he had to admit he was impressed. It felt
intimate, and yet there were two hundred and fifty people sitting and
smiling at him.

Dena had insisted on booking this space, and the staff had been beyond
accommodating. No one had batted an eye at any of their requests—which
came in the form of menu changes, lighting suggestions, and privacy
clauses.

And then there was today’s last-minute addition.
Julian had to hide a satisfied smirk. He wasn’t a man who left anything to

chance and he almost never did things on the spur of the moment.
But today he had.
And he couldn’t wait to see the look on Dena’s face when he surprised

her.
The ceremony was set to begin, and as the music changed to the

“Wedding March,” Julian straightened and turned his head briefly to look at
his buddies. They all thought he was crazy—had told him so on numerous
occasions—and yet they all stood beside him to support him.

Mick caught his eye and gave the barest of nods, and for some reason,
that small gesture calmed Julian’s last-minute nerves.



Everyone stood and turned to watch Dena float down the aisle on her
father’s arm. She looked beautiful—like an angel in miles of white satin
and lace. Her blond hair was long and curled, and even from where he was
standing, Julian could see her signature pink-glossed lips. She caught his
eye and gave him a beautiful smile, her blue eyes gleaming.

She was everything.
She was perfect.
She was…he couldn’t find the words.
Swallowing hard, Julian moved to take her arm as she stepped up beside

him. They waited for her father to take his seat before facing the minister,
who smiled serenely at them.

“Dearly beloved,” he began, “we are gathered here today to witness the
union of Julian and Dena in holy matrimony, which is an honorable estate.
It is not to be entered into unadvisedly or lightly, but reverently and
soberly.” He paused and looked at Julian. “It is my understanding you have
a special presentation for the bride that you would like to make before we
begin, is that correct?”

Julian forced himself not to turn and look at Dena even as he heard her
soft gasp. She didn’t like surprises. She had orchestrated and planned every
detail of this wedding down to the second, and was probably more annoyed
than curious at his messing with her schedule.

“That is correct,” Julian said.
With a curt nod, the minister stepped to the side as a large projection

screen was revealed behind him. For a minute, Julian was seriously
impressed with how the staff had disguised it behind strategically placed
greenery and flowers.

“Julian,” Dena whispered with a hint of annoyance, but he simply
removed her arm from his as he took a step to the side—close to Riley—
and waited for the images to play on the screen.



The sound came on first, and you could have heard a pin drop in the
garden as the guests listened in stunned silence.

Heavy breathing.
“Oh, just like that.”
“You like that, don’t you, babe?”
“So much…you’re so good…so perfect…”
“Better than Julian, right?”
Female laughter.
“So much better…always so much better.”
An image finally appeared on the screen. It was a little dark, a little

grainy, but not so much that you couldn’t see what was going on.
A couple in bed.
There wasn’t any chance of disputing who the woman was.
And the much younger guy was a studio technician who had worked on

the last three Shaughnessy albums.
And was currently a guest at the wedding.
“Why are you marrying him, babe?”
She stopped moving and smiled at him, stroking his cheek. “Because he’s

Julian Grayson and he’s rich,” she said simply. “And I want to be rich.”
“I’m rich.”
“No, your father is rich,” she corrected. “You’re just living off his name.”
“Isn’t that what you’ll be doing with Grayson? And besides, money isn’t

everything.”
“Oh, please. Yes it is,” she snapped. “And don’t worry, you’ll be able to

enjoy it too after I’m married. Julian gives me whatever I want no matter
what I do.”

“That’s just cold, Dena. Even for you.”
She shrugged and went back to moving with her lover. “Agree to

disagree. I want it all and I want Julian to give it to me.”



The screen went black and Julian finally allowed himself to look at his
bride. He forced a smile and willed himself not to fall for the shocked look
on her face.

How many times had her tears worn him down? How many times had he
believed she was sorry for the things she’d done?

“You want it all, sweetheart?” he asked as he took a menacing step closer.
“I guess you’ll get it from your latest fling.”

Turning, he looked at his buddies, who were all trying to hide their own
shock and amusement. Only Mick looked serious. Reaching into his pocket,
he pulled something out and tossed it to Julian. “Everything’s out front,” he
said.

Nodding, Julian grabbed the keys Mick had thrown and stalked up the
aisle as chaos broke out in his wake.



Chapter 1

Dirty, dusty, and more than a little sweaty, Julian tossed his keys on the
table and stood in the entryway of the home he hadn’t seen in three months.
He’d say it was good to be home, but he wasn’t a liar.

With a mixture of dread and curiosity, he forced himself to move. He’d
been told what to expect, but if he’d learned anything over the last five
years, it was that there were some things you just couldn’t prepare yourself
for.

Stepping into his massive living room, he froze. The place looked
completely different—void of anything personal. It could have been a
picture out of a decorating magazine, and as much as he hated it, he
couldn’t help but let out a sigh of relief.

Every trace of Dena and their life together was gone.
Good riddance.
The entire room was white—the couches, the rug, the curtains. The back

wall was made of windows, and with the sun shining through right now, it
was almost blinding. Looking down at himself, he knew there was no way
he could even walk further into the room—let alone touch anything.

He kept waiting to feel something. Anything. But after three months of
riding his motorcycle around the country, he supposed he had dealt with
most of his feelings on just about everything.

Maybe.



After walking out on the wedding, Julian had found a car waiting in front
of the hotel and a valet holding the door open as if he’d known exactly
when Julian was going to need it. Then he had gone to Mick’s place and
picked up the motorcycle he’d dropped there the previous day and the
duffel bag that was already packed with things he’d need for however long
he wanted.

Amazing how when the band traveled on tour, he required half a dozen
pieces of luggage, but for this particular trip he had managed to condense it
down to one duffel bag. And he’d made it work. He’d looked like
hammered shit most of the time, but it worked. It fit his mood, and really,
the only one he’d been hanging out with was himself, so what difference
did it make?

There wasn’t a doubt in his mind that most people thought he was crazy
for what he’d done. Not just taking off on his bike for three months, but the
whole wedding thing. Looking back, he knew it was the only way for him
to do it. For years, Dena had been playing him, and he’d been so blinded by
love and loyalty that he kept taking whatever she threw at him. So many
people had warned him and tried to talk him out of staying in the
relationship, but Julian wouldn’t listen. Couldn’t. He’d been too determined
to make things work.

It wasn’t until a week before the wedding that he’d been confronted with
the truth—some things were never going to work no matter how much you
wanted them to. And some people weren’t worth wanting.

It was easy to say, not so easy to make himself believe.
Hence the three months on the road.
Julian wasn’t stupid. Well, maybe he had been stupid, but after spending

so much time in his head these last several months, he’d learned a lot about
himself. For starters, he knew he’d stayed in a toxic relationship way too
long. It didn’t matter how much counseling they had or how much they had
talked through their problems, Dena had always found a way to make him



feel like her behavior was somehow his fault. He worked too much, didn’t
give her enough attention…on and on it had gone. And he’d believed her.

When that video had surfaced—and he had thanked Mick and the private
investigator he’d hired for it—Julian had been hit with the hard truth.

It didn’t matter how much or how little he worked.
It didn’t matter how much attention he gave her.
Dena didn’t love him. Probably never had. He was a means to an end. She

wanted fame and money and he was her ticket.
Her words on the video had devastated him, but he couldn’t help but be

thankful for them as well.
Given his tendency to cave where Dena was concerned, Julian knew the

only way he was going to stay strong was to put some major distance
between the two of them and not let anyone know where he was. He’d
periodically checked in with his family, along with Mick and the guys, but
other than that, Julian had spent the better part of the last ninety days on the
back of his motorcycle and sleeping in some of the crappiest motels he had
ever seen. It made staying under the radar and not being recognized a whole
lot easier.

As if on cue, Julian’s phone rang. Pulling it from his pocket, he grinned
and answered. “You adding ESP to your list of skills, Mick?”

A low chuckle was the first response. “Nah, just know that you’re
punctual if nothing else. You said you’d be at the house at two. I figured I’d
give you ten minutes to get in the door and get your first look around.” He
paused. “Everything okay?”

“I made it as far as the living room.”
“My decorator, Joanie, did a fantastic job, don’t you think?”
Julian shrugged even though Mick couldn’t see him. “It’s very…white.”
“White’s in. It’s classic. Trust me, in time you’ll love it.”
“Maybe.” Not that it mattered. Now that Julian was back, he had no

intention of keeping the house. He thought back to how Dylan had felt after



completing his stint in rehab—the first thing to go had been his house.
“My Realtor will be over to meet with you tomorrow,” Mick said with a

sigh.
Now it was Julian’s turn to chuckle. “How’d you know?”
“Please. I know you better than you think. Just like I know Riley, Matt,

and Dylan better than they think. Personally, I was surprised you didn’t
want me to sell it before you got back.”

“I thought about it, but I need to have my own closure.”
“Makes sense.”
They were silent for a moment and Julian almost willed his manager to

tell him something—anything—even if it wasn’t what he wanted to hear.
“She’s back in Phoenix,” Mick said solemnly.
It was where Dena had been born and raised, so it wasn’t really a surprise.

“And?”
“And he’s no longer employed.”
“You mean with the label? Encore?”
“No. I mean anywhere,” Mick clarified. “Word spread pretty fast after…

well, after. Let’s just say as of right now, he’s not welcome at any of the big
labels. In time, I’m sure he’ll find work again, but for now, not so much.”

The kicker was that Julian had actually liked the guy. He’d always been
nice to everyone and was easy to work with, and even though they hadn’t
had a lot of interaction, Julian couldn’t find a bad thing to say about his
work.

On a personal level? That was another story.
Right now, all he wanted to do was sit down, but all the white furniture

gave him pause. With a muttered curse, he walked into the kitchen and sat
on one of the leather barstools by the massive granite island.

“So now what?” Julian asked with a sigh. “Do I need to be prepared for
anything? Is Dena gonna come sniffing around? Does everyone think I’m
the bad guy for the way it all went down?”



Mick laughed. An honest-to-goodness hearty laugh. “Julian, you’re
joking, right?”

Raking a hand through his black—and seriously overgrown—hair, Julian
stiffened. “What?”

“I have been fielding calls about this since it happened—people wanting
to interview you and get your story.”

“And that’s funny…why?”
Mick sighed loudly. “Because you had given me a heads up about what

you were planning, I had things in place.”
“What kind of things?”
“Things like talking to our legal team and our PR people. I knew Dena

would immediately go to the press to play the victim, and I needed to make
sure that didn’t happen.”

“So, what did you do?”
He let out a low chuckle. “It’s not important right now. What I need to

know is what you want to do from here. I have a house that’s available for
you to rent for the next three months if you want it. No pressure or
anything. But if you want out of that place and you’re not ready to go house
hunting, this could be a solution.”

He really didn’t want to deal with house hunting or anything else right
now, and even though, from what he could see, there was no trace of Dena
in the house, it didn’t matter. His brain remembered her everywhere in the
space—new furniture or not. This offer was really a blessing.

Julian had known he would have to come home and deal with his life, but
he certainly didn’t have to stay and let it mock him.

“Text me the address,” he said.

* * *

There was efficient, and then there was Mick-efficient. As Julian stood on
the deck staring out at the ocean two hours later, he had to admit his



manager had outdone himself.
The rental house was right on the beach in Malibu. It was prime real

estate and the house itself was magnificent. Three bedrooms, four
bathrooms, and decorated for people who wanted to live in the house rather
than use it for display. The moment he walked inside he had felt at home.

Something he hadn’t felt in a long time.
Along with the address, Mick had informed him that the place was only

lightly stocked, but there would be a housekeeper coming in tomorrow to
do his shopping—all he had to do was give her a list of the things he liked.
On top of that, she would come in twice a week to clean and would cook for
him too if he wanted.

Not a bad deal at all.
Living here for the next several months certainly wasn’t going to be a

hardship, but he also knew he would have to start giving some serious
thought to his future.

Part of the problem was how much he had isolated himself since walking
out on his wedding. It was a completely selfish thing to do—after all, he did
have a commitment to the band and they had all been talking about getting
back into the studio. But even after all his soul-searching, he wasn’t feeling
much like making music. If he were honest, he would just admit that he was
burned out. Besides all of his years with Shaughnessy, he had pulled double
time trying to help Dena launch her own music career—which had failed.
And on top of all of that, if it hadn’t been for this career of his—his fame
and notoriety—Julian wouldn’t be in this position right now. Not the
standing in a five-million-dollar home on the beach, but realizing how
people weren’t real or genuine. People would use you and betray you all
because of who you were.

There was no way he was going to open himself up to that again.
Ever.



He’d made his fortune and invested well. There wasn’t a doubt in his
mind—especially after the past few months’ nomadic life—that he could
live comfortably for the rest of his life without stepping into a recording
studio or up on a concert stage again. He knew he’d catch a lot of crap for it
and he’d be disappointing some of the greatest people he’d ever known, but
at the end of the day he needed to have peace for himself. And stepping
back into the limelight meant he would always be looking at the people
around him with suspicion and wondering who was going to stab him in the
back next.

The guy in the video with Dena had been one of many, but he was the
only one Julian could look at and know with any certainty who he was.
How many others at the label or in his circle of friends and acquaintances in
the music business had done the same thing with her? And what was worse,
how many had looked him in the eye and lied to his face while sleeping
with his girlfriend?

So yeah, he wasn’t too keen on going back to his music career, because
that trust was broken and he knew he had to be some sort of laughingstock.
He prided himself on being a good person—an honest person—and the type
of man who would be there for anyone who needed a hand. And just
knowing that people knew—really knew—what Dena had been doing…
well, it was almost too bitter a pill to swallow.

Had people warned him? Yes. Had anyone been willing to give names?
No. Julian thought of his wedding day and how Riley had asked him if he
was sure about going through with the ceremony. He sighed when he
realized all the guys had been asking that for years—not about the wedding
but about the relationship in general. How many conversations had they had
as a group or one-on-one where they wondered why he would opt to stay in
a relationship that was so clearly toxic?

Good question.



How many times had he asked himself the very same thing while riding
across the country? And how many times had he come up with no real
answers, only excuses?

The truth of the matter was that Julian had been raised to not be a quitter
—to go after what he wanted and fight for it. He’d done it with so many
different aspects of his life that when he met Dena and felt like he had been
hit with love at first sight, he knew he’d do anything to make it work.

And he had.
To the point of turning into a damn joke.
It didn’t matter how much you loved something, and whoever came up

with the old adage If you love something, set it free was a true genius. If
Julian had listened to that sooner, he could have saved himself a lot of pain
and a lot of embarrassment. He could have saved himself from having to
change his whole lifestyle so he wouldn’t have to feel that way ever again.

With one last glance at the ocean, Julian turned to go back into the house.
Entering the living room, he sat down and turned on the TV.

For several minutes, he simply channel surfed. That was something he
hadn’t done in ages. When he was home and not on tour, Julian spent his
spare time either playing or writing music. He found that he hated being
idle.

But right now, he didn’t want to think.
He didn’t want to feel.
And if he had his way, he wasn’t going to any time soon.

* * *

The sun was coming up and Julian didn’t remember seeing it go down.
He’d been watching all kinds of boring documentaries since he’d first
turned on the TV. Slowly he rose from the couch and stretched. With a
quick glance around he spotted a clock and saw it was barely six a.m.



“To sleep or not to sleep,” he murmured, walking toward the kitchen.
“That is the question.”

It didn’t take long for him to realize he hadn’t eaten anything the night
before and there really weren’t any options that were appealing for him to
make now.

His body ached, and after three months of either camping out or sleeping
in crappy motel rooms on lumpy beds, he needed a decent night’s sleep in a
real bed.

With a shrug, he slowly made his way to the master bedroom, stripped
down, and slid beneath the sheets. Everything in him began to relax. He had
forgotten what Egyptian cotton sheets felt like or how incredibly satisfying
a soft pillow was.

It was the little things he was learning to appreciate, and as he closed his
eyes, he felt at least a small sense of contentment.

But after three hours of tossing and turning and willing his brain to shut
off, Julian gave up the fight to get some sleep. It was annoying as hell to
realize that after staying up for over twenty-four hours straight, he just
couldn’t relax enough to sleep. Off in the distance he heard his phone ring
and kicked the sheets off. Naked, he stalked to the living room and grabbed
the phone from the coffee table just as it stopped ringing.

“Son of a bitch,” he hissed. A minute later a text came through.

Mick: Housekeeper not coming today. She’ll be there Wednesday.

So much for the hope of just hanging around and not having to be
responsible for anything. Just what he needed on top of his mental and
physical exhaustion. Now he had to leave the house and actually go back
into the real world.

To buy groceries.
If this was the start of his new life, it seriously sucked.

* * *



The line in the coffee shop was longer than usual, and Charlotte Clark was
thrilled that she had no place pressing to be until later in the afternoon. It
would have been even more thrilling if she didn’t have to work on a
Sunday, but that was the way it went. Being a vocational rehabilitation
counselor had her working more hours than she would have imagined, and
sometimes those hours weren’t conventional.

Some of the people she found jobs for were fresh out of rehab or even
prison, but most of the time they were simply people who were down on
their luck.

Sort of like the guy standing in line in front of her. His clothes were
rumpled, his hair was unkempt, and he looked like he hadn’t shaved in a
week. Silently she cursed herself for being judgmental. Maybe he was just a
guy who didn’t care about his appearance. That certainly wasn’t a crime and
she’d known many people like that, but everything about this guy had all of
her senses on alert.

With a background in social work, Charlotte had learned to read people
and notice things about them that maybe they were trying to hide or simply
didn’t want to share. If she had to venture a guess, she’d say this guy was
tired and a little agitated. His posture and the way he kept shifting from one
foot to another…and then the way he sighed—loudly—multiple times.
Maybe it was the long line or the fact that the line wasn’t moving that was
bugging him, or maybe it was something else.

She shook her head and reminded herself that she needed to quit
analyzing people so much. The guy was simply here to grab a cup of coffee,
just like she was. End of story. And even if it wasn’t, it wasn’t any of her
business. There was no way she could help everyone, and there certainly
was no way she would approach a total stranger. How could she walk up to
him and ask him if he realized that he needed to fix himself up a little bit?

Bad Charlotte! Ugh…she hated when she couldn’t get out of this mode. It
was a beautiful day outside and she should be thinking about finding



something fun and relaxing to do. Later she’d need to go over to the
homeless shelter in Santa Monica and meet with her group to see about
setting up interviews for the coming week.

The line moved forward and she was relieved to see that she was almost
to the front. Unkempt guy stepped up to order and she couldn’t help but
listen.

“Large black coffee,” he snapped. “None of that overpriced fancy crap.
Just your basic, regular coffee. Three sugars.” He paused. “And let me get a
blueberry muffin and…actually, make that two.”

“Anything else?” the cashier asked.
He shook his head and waited.
At that point, Charlotte put her own focus on the menu board and thought

a blueberry muffin sounded good too. Originally, she had only planned on
getting herself a coffee—one of the overpriced fancy ones—and a fruit cup,
but now that the idea of the muffin was there, she knew she’d be changing
her order.

In front of her, the guy reached into his back pocket and cursed.
Loudly.
“Um…cancel my order,” he told the cashier, his voice so low and deep it

was almost a growl. “I forgot my wallet.”
Without hesitation, Charlotte stepped forward and smiled at the young

cashier. “Hi, Carly,” she began, reading the girl’s nametag, “if it’s okay, you
can add his order to mine.” She was feeling pretty good about herself and
her gesture, but when she turned and looked up at the man she was helping,
she couldn’t help but gasp.

Jet-black hair and silver eyes—which were currently glaring at her. There
wasn’t even a hint of a smile, and if anything, he was borderline snarling.

“What do you think you’re doing?” he asked.
Charlotte had met enough people who were down on their luck to know

that sometimes pride was a huge deterrent to them accepting help in any



form. “I heard you say you had forgotten your wallet and just figured I’d
help.”

“Why?”
Her shoulders relaxed even as her smile grew and she laughed softly.

“What do you mean, ‘why’?”
“Ma’am?” the cashier asked. “What can I get you? The line’s getting

backed up.”
“Oh, right. Sorry.” Although she was a little miffed at being called

“ma’am.” At twenty-seven, she didn’t consider herself old enough for that
title, but she’d deal with that later. “I’ll have a tall mocha Frappuccino and a
blueberry muffin, please.” Then she handed her credit card over before
looking back at the angry man.

“I don’t need anyone to buy me coffee,” he growled.
Undeterred, she smiled and accepted her card back from the cashier. “Oh,

please. I know I get cranky when I can’t have my coffee, and you look like
you could use it. It’s not a big deal. Really.” She stepped around him to go
wait at the other end of the counter for their order. For a minute, she didn’t
think he would follow, and she had to hide her smile when he finally did.

“I could have just gone and grabbed my wallet and come back,” he
argued. His voice was low, but there was still heat in it.

She shrugged and offered him a smile. “Now you don’t have to.”
They stood in silence until their order was placed on the counter, and

Charlotte thanked the barista and then smiled at the man. He still hadn’t
picked up his coffee or muffins, and she wondered just how stubborn he
was going to be.

“Look, if it bothers you that much, just…pay it forward,” she said.
“Pay it what?”
“Forward. You know, next time you’re in line and notice someone in need

of a hand, help them out.” Her smile broadened even as he looked at her as
if she were crazy. “Anyway, enjoy and have a great day!”



Without waiting for an answer, she walked out of the coffee shop and
across the street toward the park benches, where she could sit and see the
beach and enjoy the fresh air. It was a beautiful day out and there was no
way she wanted to waste it sitting inside.

Sitting down, she pulled the muffin out of the bag and was about to break
off a piece when someone sat down beside her.

Her unkempt man.
With her sunglasses on, she was certain he couldn’t read her surprise, and

she did her best to sound casual as she asked, “Would you like to join me?”
For the life of her, she had no idea why she would even suggest such a
thing. It was obvious he was annoyed with her, and really, just because she
tended to be trusting didn’t mean it was always the right thing to do. For all
of her speculation, she had no idea who this man was.

“What is your deal?” he asked a little suspiciously, but not snarling or
growling nearly as much as he had been inside the coffee shop.

“My deal?”
He nodded. “Why’d you buy my breakfast? What’s it to you if I didn’t

have my wallet?”
For a moment Charlotte could only stare. Was this guy for real? Here she

was doing a nice thing and he was giving her crap for it?
“It was just coffee and a couple of muffins,” she reasoned pleasantly. “It

wasn’t a big deal, and like I said, just pay it forward.”
That should have been the end of it, but considering he didn’t move or say

anything, she figured it wasn’t.
Now she started to feel a little uneasy.
Looking around, she tried to see how many people were nearby. It was

early and people were out walking on the sidewalk and down on the sand,
so she relaxed. She could handle this.

“What is it you want from me?” he finally asked, his scowl back in place.
Charlotte frowned at him. “Excuse me?”



He sighed in agitation. “You heard me. What is it you want? You want me
to sign something?”

Sign something? What the…?
“Look, Mr.…?” She paused and waited for him to fill in the blank, but

when he didn’t, she was the one to sigh. “I’m Charlotte, by the way.
Charlotte Clark. I’d prefer not to keep calling you ‘angry guy’ in my head.”
And when he still didn’t answer, she stuffed her muffin back in the bag,
grabbed her coffee, and stood. “I honestly didn’t mean to offend you, okay?
I just thought it would be a nice thing to do and then we’d both be on our
way—me feeling good and you feeling thankful. Obviously, I was wrong.
So… I’m sorry if I was mistaken, and if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to go
and enjoy my breakfast elsewhere.”

Her heart was hammering in her chest as she moved around him and
walked back along the sidewalk to the crosswalk in hopes of finding
someplace else to sit and eat. The whole time she complained in her head,
because she seriously enjoyed sitting and watching the waves crash and all
the sights and smells of the beach.

Stupid angry guy messing with my good morning.
Standing on the corner, she waited for the signal to change when she felt

someone walk up beside her. She didn’t even have to turn her head to know
it was him.

“Julian,” he said gruffly and Charlotte had to hide her smile. She was
used to dealing with some belligerent people, and it was always satisfying
when they had that moment where they started to trust her.

This was that moment for her.
Looking up at him, she said, “It’s nice to meet you, Julian.” A last name

would have been nice, but for now she’d take what she could get.
He nodded. “So…are you going back to eat by the coffee shop?”
“Well, I normally sit and enjoy my coffee while watching the waves

crash, but…”



Another nod. “Sorry I ruined that for you. You should go back and do
that. I…” He paused and Charlotte got the impression he wanted to say
more but didn’t know how.

Unable to help herself, she was instantly in social-worker mode. Touching
his arm gently, she shifted so she was facing him. “If you’d like to join me,
that would be okay.”

It was clearly the wrong thing to say, because he stiffened and the snarl
was back.

“Or not,” she quickly added and stepped away. And without another
glance at him, she turned and walked back to the bench. She primly sat
down and took a sip of her coffee before pulling out her muffin and taking a
huge bite.

Normally, she would pick at such a large item, but she was annoyed and
frustrated and just… Gah! Why did people have to be so distrusting? It was
just a friendly gesture; why was she being punished for it?

Her jaw almost hurt from chewing so hard and fast and when she finally
swallowed, she had to force herself to take several deep breaths—to let
herself simply inhale the sea air that she loved so much—and relax. Closing
her eyes, she let her head fall back and willed some of the tension to leave
her body.

When she straightened and took another sip of her coffee, she felt more
like herself. Overhead the seagulls flew and made their noises, in front of
her people walked and talked and laughed, and in the background were the
waves—the glorious sound of the waves, which never ceased to calm her.

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Julian slowly walking toward her. A
few minutes ago, this would have pleased her, but right now she wanted to
tell him to go away. And she totally could—he wasn’t one of her clients.
She didn’t owe him anything. As a matter of fact, he owed her. And when
he went to sit down beside her, she held up a hand to stop him.



“There are, like, a hundred other places for you to go and sit,” she said
curtly. “And I would appreciate it if you would.”

He was a big man—easily over six feet tall—and with his broad chest and
muscled arms, he could have been some sort of linebacker. Add the scowl
into the mix and he was beyond intimidating. Standing at only five-six
herself, she knew better than to get up and try to intimidate him into moving
away.

But she was tempted.
“Can we just…start over?” he asked.
Now? Now he wanted to start over?
“Please,” he added, and that was when he had her. She was a sucker for

someone who seemed to know when they were wrong and tried to make
amends. Everyone deserved a second chance and Julian was no different.
Without a word, she motioned to the space beside her, but immediately
went back to her meal—opting to pick at the muffin this time rather than
biting into it again.

They sat in silence for a solid five minutes as they each ate and sipped at
their coffees. She heard him groan with appreciation several times, and she
had to wonder if it had been a while since he’d had a decent meal. So many
questions sprang to mind—things she asked all of her applicants—but she
was afraid to voice any of them and risk upsetting him again.

Beside her, Julian put the muffin wrappers back into the bag they’d come
in and gulped down the rest of his coffee. Charlotte figured he was done
and would get up and leave and that would be the end of it.

“Thank you for breakfast,” he said quietly, looking at the waves, just as
she’d been doing.

“You’re welcome.”
“I’ll pay you back if you want. I don’t live far from here.”
That was surprising. They were in Malibu—one of the nicest

communities on the coast—and he lived here? Looking like this?



Stop judging! she admonished herself.
“It’s fine. Really,” she said. “We’ve been over this.”
Silence.
Deciding to let herself admire the view for a few more minutes, she

finished up her muffin and placed the wrapper and napkin back in the bag,
and then slowly sipped her coffee.

Unfortunately, her mind wouldn’t shut up and she couldn’t help but start
talking again.

“You looked like you needed it,” she said and glanced over at him. “I
could tell you were annoyed at the long wait and you look tired and…I
don’t know. It just seemed like it was one of those situations where it was
kind of a big deal to have to cancel your order.”

And for the first time, she caught a hint of a smile on Julian’s face.
Aha! she thought.
“Let’s just say it was par for the course,” he said after a minute.
I knew it.
“Sometimes it certainly feels like that,” she agreed. “And it’s usually the

little things that can set you off, like not getting your morning cup of
coffee.”

“You have no idea.”
“But I do!” she replied earnestly. “I deal with this sort of thing all the

time.”
“You often miss your morning cup of coffee and want to snap?” he asked

with a small grin.
She laughed. “No, but I work with people who feel like everything is

working against them and just need a little help to get back on their feet.”
He looked at her oddly.
“I’m a vocational rehabilitation counselor.”
“Um…I have no idea what that is,” he said flatly.



“I help people find jobs—homeless people, some who have just gotten
out of rehab or prison—that sort of thing.” She paused. “When I meet them,
they’re all overwhelmed and feeling like they don’t know what to do or
where to begin, and sometimes it’s the little things that throw them off the
ledge, if you know what I mean.”

Nodding, Julian studied her for a long moment. “That sounds like it can
be a challenge. Do you always find these people jobs?”

“Usually I do. They’re not always permanent jobs, but I get them
working. That gives them the confidence they need to rejoin society.
Having a job is so important—not just for financial reasons but for our self-
esteem and mental well-being too.”

He shrugged. “Maybe. But jobs aren’t always the answer.”
“For the people I work with, they are,” she countered. “When someone

needs to put a roof over their head or feed their family, a job is always the
answer.”

He didn’t look convinced.
“Do you have a job, Julian?” she asked.
There was a flash of something in his eyes, but it was gone before

Charlotte could begin to analyze it. “I’m in between jobs right now,” he said
stiffly.

She knew there was a reason she was drawn to him. He needed help and
he was too proud to ask for it. It was as if she was divinely put in his path
today!

“There’s no shame in that,” she said compassionately, reaching out and
touching his arm again. They were nice arms—sculpted and tanned and…
strong. Immediately she forced herself not to focus on that, because as
attractive as Julian was, she wasn’t going to help him by flirting with him.
That wasn’t what he needed. What he needed was someone who could help
him find work and get his life back on track. “I meet people in the same
situation all the time. If you’re interested, I’m working with a group later



this afternoon. We’ll be going over job listings and talking about how to
apply for specific types of jobs, and then we’ll be doing some brief
training.”

“What kind of training?”
“Today we’re working over at the homeless shelter in Santa Monica.

We’ll be helping unload trucks for the food kitchen, and it’s mostly manual
labor and cleaning. But it’s an honest day’s work and will leave you with a
sense of accomplishment.”

Julian looked at her as if she were crazy. “You’re asking me if I want to
work at a homeless shelter?”

Nodding, Charlotte explained, “And I can help you look for jobs in your
area of expertise. What is it you used to do…you know…before you got
laid off?”

His eyes went wide. “Who said I got laid off?” he asked defensively.
“Well, you said you were between jobs. I just assumed…” And then she

stopped. “Sorry. That was wrong of me. I don’t know why it is that you’re
between jobs.” And then she waited for an explanation that never came.

“Santa Monica’s about twenty miles from here,” he said finally.
“We offer a shuttle if you need it, or I can give you bus fare. If you really

want to go, that is.”
Those gray eyes were still wide. “Now you’re offering me bus fare?”
Charlotte couldn’t help but laugh. “Oh… I guess after seeing how you

reacted to the coffee and muffins, I should know better, right?”
Luckily, Julian laughed with her. “You would think.”
“Well, I’ll tell you what,” she began and reached into her purse and pulled

out a pen and a business card. Writing down the address, she handed it to
him. “This is where I’ll be today at four. If you’d like to come and join us,
great. If not, that’s fine too. On the front is my business number, and if you
would like help with your job search, please feel free to call.”



Standing, she finished the last of her coffee and felt much better about
how the morning had gone. Turning toward Julian, she smiled. “I need to
get going. I’m sorry we got off on the wrong foot, but I’m glad we met.”
Reaching out her hand to him, she added, “It was nice meeting you, Julian,
and I wish you luck with finding a job. If there’s anything I can do to
help…”

Just then he stood and took her hand in his and—holy crap.
His hand was huge and warm and it completely wrapped around hers.

Charlotte knew she wasn’t a particularly petite woman, but this man
certainly made her feel that way.

“Um…” she stammered and tried to pull her hand gently from his.
“Maybe I’ll see you later today.”

Julian didn’t release her right away and when he did, her fingers grazed
his palm; his skin was rough. She had to wonder what it was he used to do
for a living.

Liar. You’re curious how that rough skin would feel on other parts of your
body.

Okay…maybe.
He didn’t respond other than to say, “It was nice meeting you, Charlotte,”

and then he turned and walked down toward the beach. Part of her wanted
to follow him and see where he went. He certainly wasn’t dressed for the
beach—not that there was a required wardrobe or anything—but she was
still curious about what his story was.

Walking over to a trash can, she tossed her cup and bag and walked closer
to the steps leading down to the sand to watch him for a little longer. He
was heading down toward the more residential side of the beach. She
looked down and sighed at the sight of the houses. They were magnificent
but frivolous, she thought. All that money could go to so many other things
—things that would help the less fortunate.



Then again, wouldn’t she love to wake up to the sound of the waves every
day if she could? The answer was a very enthusiastic “Hell yes!” So really,
who was she to judge? For all she knew, the owners of those houses
donated to charity and did volunteer work in their spare time. Just because
she couldn’t personally afford to live in that kind of luxury didn’t mean she
should begrudge those who could.

With her eyes still down on the sand and watching Julian in her peripheral
vision, she gasped when he stopped and turned around and seemed to look
right at her. It wasn’t really possible to tell from this distance, but she could
almost swear he was smirking—as if he knew she’d still be standing there
watching him. While it would have been easy to pretend she hadn’t seen
him and turn and walk away, she couldn’t make herself move.

And when he started walking back toward her, she knew she definitely
couldn’t walk away. Had he changed his mind about the bus fare? Did he
have a question about accepting her help in finding work?

When he came off the last step, they were about ten feet apart. Julian
looked at her with amusement—she knew it!—and said, “I thought you said
you had to go?”

“I…I do,” she said nervously. “But I was just enjoying the view.”
He quirked a dark brow at her and she realized how that sounded—

especially since she had been watching him.
“I mean… I was just about to leave when I saw you heading back this

way. Did you need something?”
Stepping closer, he said, “I guess I wanted to know more about what you

do.”
Relief washed over her. He wanted her help. He trusted her.
She’d only said she had to leave earlier because she didn’t want to push

or overwhelm him. There were still many hours until she had to leave for
work.

“What would you like to know?”



With the serious look she was coming to associate with him, he
considered her for a moment. “Would you like to walk on the beach while
we talk?”

Ooo…walking with her toes in the sand was her second-favorite thing to
do, after listening to the sound of the waves. Not wanting to sound too
giddy, she shrugged. “Sure. That sounds fine.” This was just like one of her
interviews, except it was the first time she was conducting one while doing
one of her favorite things.

It felt odd and yet…right.
Julian motioned toward the steps and they climbed down. At the bottom,

Charlotte slipped off her sandals and stepped into the sand.
“Mmm…”
Her hand almost flew over her mouth when she realized she’d made the

sound. How professional of it was her to be making noises like that?
Beside her, Julian smirked. “Like the feel of the sand between your toes,

huh?”
Laughing softly, she said, “Guilty.”
They began to walk and Julian spoke first. “So, how does one become a

vocational rehabilitation counselor?”
Okay, that wasn’t what she expected, but she was more than willing to

talk to him about it if it meant he was going to trust her.
“I started out as a social worker,” she began. “Actually, I went to school

to be a psychologist and ended up in social work. So many of the people I
met had the same issues—their lives would just seem better or would get
better if they had a job. Now, there are employment agencies out there and
that’s all fine and well, but it’s not always as simple as ‘You’re hired,’ you
know?”

Julian nodded.
“I just have a passion for this sort of thing. When I was growing up, my

father got laid off and it took him years to find work. We struggled and had



to go on public assistance, and I watched my once-confident father
transform into this meek and almost pitiful person. His self-esteem was
gone, and he went from making a decent living and supporting his family to
doing menial labor and feeling ashamed. I don’t want to see that happen to
someone. There should never be any shame or guilt for working to support
your family. Every job is an honest job.”

“Well, that’s not entirely true,” he argued lightly. “There are some pretty
shady job choices out there.”

“True, but I’d like to think that with the right support network in place,
people have the opportunity to avoid having to make those choices.”

They strolled at a leisurely pace, and Charlotte knew she had to wait
Julian out. If he was going to share anything about himself, it would be
when he was ready. She went for idle conversation—the weather, the
number of people on the beach, that sort of thing. As they got closer to a
cluster of houses, she couldn’t help but sigh.

“Something wrong?” he asked.
She shook her head. “Not really. It’s just…” She motioned to the houses.

“Look at them. I mean, I can only imagine the cost to live in someplace as
magnificent as that—and these aren’t even the really exclusive ones.”

“Really exclusive?”
“You know, the ones with private beaches that cost probably ten million

dollars and you’re not allowed to look at them because you’re not rich
enough,” she said with a laugh.

Beside her, Julian laughed too. “Somehow I don’t think it’s quite like
that.”

“Probably not, but you know what I mean. It doesn’t seem possible that
people actually live like that.” She paused before adding, “Why do they get
the best views of the beach when us mere mortals can’t?”

When Julian didn’t respond, she figured he probably felt the same way
too, but it wasn’t something that was of any real concern to him.



“So, what about you?” she finally asked, her curiosity getting the better of
her.

“What about me?” he asked slowly, quietly.
“What is it you used to do before you found yourself between jobs?”
Silence.
They kept walking, but Julian looked straight ahead without uttering a

word. Okay, message received; he wasn’t ready to talk about it yet.
Up ahead Charlotte spotted a sandcastle someone had obviously put a lot

of time and effort into before having to leave it. “Ooo…look at that,” she
said in awe. It stood about three feet high and had a lot of details—although
some of it had collapsed since its completion. “I’ve always wondered how
people can do this. It takes such skill and patience.” She looked over her
shoulder at him and smiled. “Something I certainly lack at times.”

“I would imagine patience is an important part of your job,” Julian
commented.

“That part, yes. I kind of have the patience of a saint. At least, that’s what
my parents tell me,” she said lightly. “I’m not artistic at all. I am an
analytical thinker. I like solving problems. But to create something with my
hands? Totally not my thing.”

“Have you ever tried?”
This time her laugh was loud and hearty. “More than you know! Oh my

goodness…I’ve tried pottery, painting, quilting, knitting—both of my
grandmothers were fantastic knitters and they tried for most of my life to
teach me—but I’m not coordinated enough for it. Or anything like it,
apparently.”

“Maybe you just haven’t found your medium,” he said as he walked
around and examined the castle. “Not everyone figures it out when they’re
young. My mother always thought she wasn’t artistic, but we were on
vacation a couple of years ago and she started taking pictures. She
mentioned that she thought photography looked interesting and I



encouraged her to try it. Now she takes the most amazing pictures. And I’m
not talking about just snapping shots of friends and family. She can go
anywhere and capture something that no one else probably noticed and
make it look beautiful.”

Charlotte straightened and looked at him. The way he spoke, the passion
in his voice, told her how much his relationship with his mother meant to
him. She could hear the affection and pride even if he wasn’t aware of it. It
sounded like they had an amazing relationship.

“Thank you for sharing that with me,” she said softly.
In that moment, Julian seemed to realize what she meant and he looked

away almost as if he hadn’t meant to tell her so much.
She looked out at the ocean and inhaled deeply. If she could, she’d sit out

here all day and not think about anything except how good the breeze felt,
but that wasn’t going to happen. At least not today.

Pulling her phone from her purse, she checked the time and knew she was
right. By the time she walked back to her car, stopped at the grocery store,
and went home to start her laundry, it would almost be time to head to
work.

Maybe there’d come a time when she wouldn’t schedule herself for these
weekend sessions, but right now she really had nothing else to do with her
time. Her parents had moved to New Mexico last year, her siblings were all
married and scattered all over the country, and she wasn’t currently dating
anyone. So, while she had the time and there was a need, she didn’t mind
doing it.

Looking at Julian, she saw he was studying her again. His gaze was
intense, his brow furrowed. She couldn’t help but wonder what he’d look
like if he actually relaxed and smiled.

She’d bet good money that he had a great smile.
“I should get going,” she said finally, explaining all the things she needed

to do. “You have my card and if you’d like some help with job placement,



please don’t hesitate to call me.”
He nodded.
“And if you have the time and a way to get there, we could always use the

extra help at the shelter today.”
Another nod.
Conversation clearly wasn’t his thing.
Stepping closer, she held out her hand to him again. “Thanks for the walk

on the beach.”
This time when he nodded, there was a small smile to go along with it.
Baby steps.
He took her hand in his, and just as earlier, it was big and warm and…

yummy.
And it was completely inappropriate for her to be thinking about that.
“Take care of yourself, Julian,” she said, and slowly removed her hand

from his.
“You too, Charlotte,” he said, and something about the way he said her

name made her inappropriate thought of a moment ago seem tame. His
voice was deep and rich and a little rumbly and…yummy.

She was going to blame the use of that word on the muffin and the fact
that his breakfast order had prompted her to have sweets for breakfast—
something she rarely did—but she knew she was only kidding herself. The
man was yumminess personified. Not that it mattered; if she did happen to
see him again, it would be in a purely professional capacity and she needed
to remember that. She’d never been faced with this kind of situation where
she found herself attracted to a client, but she was fairly certain there had to
be rules about such things.

With a smile and a wave, Charlotte forced herself to turn and walk away.
It wasn’t until she was almost back to the steps that she allowed herself to
turn around one last time.



And gasped softly when she saw Julian was standing exactly where she’d
left him—watching her.



Chapter 2

What the hell am I thinking?
Five hours later, Julian found himself standing outside the outreach center

in downtown Santa Monica asking himself that—and not for the first time
since he’d decided to go.

But there’d been something about Charlotte Clark, with her long, wavy
brown hair and brilliant blue eyes. When he’d first seen her at the coffee
line, he had found himself momentarily tongue-tied. And more than a little
stunned that he would feel such a strong pull of attraction to anyone right
now.

At first, he’d thought there was no way someone would step up and pay
for his breakfast without wanting something from him. It wasn’t possible. It
had happened too many times before—a beautiful girl wanting to buy him a
drink in hopes of endearing herself to him. He thought she had recognized
him and hoped by paying for his order he’d be so grateful that he’d do
something for her—an autograph, a picture, or who knew what else. He’d
heard and been asked for it all before.

But she didn’t ask for a damn thing. If anything, she had seemed so
genuinely concerned about him that he couldn’t quite comprehend it. Once
he mentally counted to ten and got his initial rage under control, it didn’t
take long for him to realize she didn’t have a clue who he was. That did
happen from time to time—as the drummer in a band, Julian was sometimes
in the background. Honestly, not being front and center in Shaughnessy was



a perk for him. Especially while he’d been on the road for the last several
months. Very few people recognized him now.

And that’s when he decided that maybe—just maybe—he could let down
his guard a little bit.

Before life had gotten so complicated—or maybe he should say before he
was forced to accept all the ways his life had gotten so out of control—
Julian never had a problem with being suspicious of everything and
everyone. Early in his career with the band, it had been fun when people
wanted to buy them a drink or dinner. Unfortunately, once they hit it big,
things like that were no longer a friendly gesture; they were the means to an
end. Riley, Matt, and Dylan never seemed to have a problem with it, but
after a while it had started to grate on Julian’s nerves. He didn’t care if
someone wanted something from him, he just would prefer they be honest
and up front about it.

“Because he’s Julian Grayson and he’s rich—and I want to be rich.”
Yeah. That one statement played on an almost constant loop in his head

no matter how hard he tried to stop it. There was honesty for you. It wasn’t
honesty to his face, but it had ended up there anyway.

Maybe there’d come a time when he’d get over it—not just Dena’s words
and actions, but his near-obsessive distrust of pretty much everyone. Man,
he hoped so. The constant tension and negative energy was slowly making
him insane. The isolation wasn’t bothering him, but not even being able to
relax enough to enjoy it was.

Pacing away from the building, Julian pulled out his phone and decided
he needed a minute to get himself under control. He needed to calm down
before going inside and doing…he still didn’t know what.

Scrolling through his contacts, he pulled up Riley’s number and hit it.
“Julian!” Riley said excitedly as he answered. “You’re back!”
Unable to help himself, he laughed, because it felt good to know there

were people who were genuinely concerned about him and his well-being.



He’d been so determined not to feel anything for so long that it was a little
weird to feel this good about his friend’s reaction.

“Yeah, man. I’m back,” he said gruffly as he kept walking.
“So, how are you? You doing okay? You back in LA?”
“Actually, I’m staying in Malibu right now.”
“Ah,” Riley said knowingly. “Mick mentioned he had a place on hold for

you there.”
There was no point in bringing up his reasons for moving; Riley was fully

in the know about all of that. “I was relieved to have the option. I didn’t
think it was going to be a big deal to be home, but…”

“It was,” Riley finished for him. “And I can’t blame you. I remember
Dylan saying the same thing. Maybe some people can just go back and pick
up where they left off and reason how it’s just a house, but it’s not. It’s a
place that holds memories—good and bad.”

“Exactly.”
“But seriously, Jules, how are you?”
He shrugged even though his friend couldn’t see him. “I thought I was

doing okay,” he admitted honestly, “but…now I’m not so sure.”
“Uh-oh. What happened?”
Julian explained about his meeting with Charlotte this morning. Looking

back, he realized it was wrong to be so evasive with her. After all, the last
thing he needed was a…what did she call herself…a vocational
rehabilitation advisor? He didn’t need a job and he didn’t particularly want
one.

So what was he doing here?
And that’s exactly what Riley asked him.
“Maybe I’m just bored.”
Riley laughed.
“What’s so damn funny?”



“Because you’re never bored. In all the years we’ve known each other,
you’re the one who is always doing something. There were times I felt
exhausted just watching you or listening to all of the things you would do—
writing music, playing music, producing music. I swear, for the longest
time I thought you couldn’t possibly be human because it seemed like you
never slept. So really, I don’t think you’re bored, exactly. If anything, you
hate to just sit and relax.”

“I’ve been doing nothing but sitting and relaxing for three months,” Julian
reminded him.

“Not really. You’ve been running away from your demons. Not the same
thing.”

That was one way of looking at it, he supposed. Still… “Not without
good reason. But that’s neither here nor there. Now that I’m back, I’m sort
of unsure what I want to do.”

“Why don’t we get together and hang out tomorrow? I’ll call Dylan and
he can join us, and I know Matt’s back in North Carolina right now, but
maybe he can fly out one day next week and we can all get together and
jam. What do you think?”

He thought the way his heart was hammering that he was going to pass
out.

Even though Julian had felt fairly certain he was ready to walk away from
this part of his life—playing music—telling his bandmates wasn’t going to
be easy. And he didn’t even want the temptation of getting behind a set of
drums right now. He didn’t want to think about doing it again—playing,
opening himself back up to the type of people who had betrayed him—and
yet he didn’t want to hurt Riley’s feelings. Or Dylan’s, or Matt’s, or even
Mick’s. Although he was fairly certain their manager suspected it was
coming.

He just didn’t want to get into it all right now.



“How about we just deal with tomorrow and we’ll talk about the rest?” he
said after a minute.

“I understand.”
And while Riley was probably the most levelheaded guy Julian had ever

known and he’d dealt with his own anxiety where music was concerned,
there was no way he could fully understand what Julian was dealing with. It
was impossible. Mainly because he couldn’t explain it himself.

“So let’s get back to what it is you’re doing right now,” Riley said,
interrupting his thoughts. “Why are you there at this homeless shelter? I
mean, not that it’s a bad thing—volunteer work is awesome—but somehow
I don’t think this is all about you doing your good deed for the day. What
made you decide to drive to Santa Monica for this?”

His immediate response—even though he didn’t say it out loud—was
Charlotte. She just…

Raking a hand through his hair, he sighed. There was something about her
that made it impossible for him to just walk away and never see her again.
And besides, it wasn’t like he had anything to do today. What was the harm
in volunteering at a homeless shelter? There were worse ways for him to
spend his time.

“I don’t know. The chick seemed so passionate about what she was
talking about that I was curious.”

It wasn’t a total lie.
“Okay, so this is about doing a good deed,” Riley said casually. “There’s

nothing wrong with that.”
“I know,” Julian replied, a little defensively.
Riley chuckled. “You seem a little on edge for a guy just looking to do

something nice. You sure that’s all there is to it?”
“What else would there be?”
“Jules, how long have we known each other?”
“Over a decade.”



“Exactly. Granted, for the second half of that decade you were involved
with Dena and I spent most of the time scratching my head wondering what
you were doing, but overall I think I know you pretty well.”

“Is this going anywhere?” he asked, hoping he sounded bored and not
annoyed.

“I think maybe it’s about the girl a little more than it’s about the deed.”
There were so many things on the tip of Julian’s tongue and yet he

couldn’t get the words out. Riley was right. This was about Charlotte, and it
freaked him out more than it should. He knew that, but he didn’t know why.

With a huff of agitation, Julian said, “Look, I should go. We’ll talk about
this tomorrow.”

Luckily Riley didn’t push him and they agreed on a time, and when he
hung up, he had to wonder if he’d have any answers by then.

Julian looked up and down the street and realized this wasn’t a
particularly great part of town. He’d parked several blocks away at a
parking garage because…well, partly because this wasn’t a great part of
town and partly because he knew if Charlotte saw his Mercedes SUV she’d
have some questions for him.

And he wasn’t prepared to answer them just yet.
Not that he owed her—or anyone—an explanation. He was here to do a

good thing and that’s all that mattered.
Slowly he made his way back up the street and stood in front of the

center. It was a rundown-looking place—faded brick facade, dirty glass
windows and doors. The small green space in front was neatly manicured,
but other than that, it didn’t look all that welcoming. Maybe that was
intentional—this was a functional space to help people temporarily and they
didn’t want it to look so appealing that you’d want to stay for the long-term.
Although he couldn’t imagine anyone wanting to stay homeless. Sometimes
that was the unfairness of life: you were thrust into circumstances beyond
your control and ended up living the life you never imagined.



Fortunately, there were places like this and people like Charlotte to help
you. He was taken from his reverie by the door opening, and much to his
surprise, Charlotte stepped out. Her blue eyes widened, as did her smile
when she spotted him.

“Julian,” she said with a hint of surprise. “I’m so glad you decided to
come.” She looked up one side of the block and down the other before
looking back at him. “Did you have a hard time getting here?”

“Not at all,” he replied. GPS makes getting anywhere easy.
“I’m so glad. We’re just waiting for a few people, but you’re more than

welcome to come inside and get something to eat and drink. We’ve got
some coffee and doughnuts set up for the meeting, so please help yourself.”

“I’m good,” he said. “But thank you.”
“I was just coming out to see if anyone else had arrived. We’re due to

start in five minutes.”
There really wasn’t anything he could say to that so he just stood with her

and waited. After a minute he asked, “So…how does this all work? Do you
unload the truck first or do your class first?”

Tucking her hair behind her ear, she looked at him and seemed pleased
that he was initiating the conversation. “We’ll start out with the class. We
have a room set up with a conference table and a whiteboard, and computer
stations around the perimeter. We’ll spend the first thirty minutes talking
about the progress everyone’s made in the last week, and I’ll answer any
questions the first-timers may have. Afterward, we’ll spend an hour
applying for and setting up as many interviews as possible. Once the hour is
up, we’ll head back to the loading dock and help with the truck and
whatever else is needed.”

Julian was about to ask her if he could just skip the class and go directly
to the labor, but she started talking again.

“I think you’ll find the class very helpful. Part of the problem so many
people struggle with is looking for the kind of job they want.” She paused



when he looked at her like she was crazy. After all, what was wrong with
going after the kind of job you want?

Then she continued. “Sometimes it’s important to start with something
you might be overqualified for just to get back into the workforce. And then
—in time—build up to a job that is maybe more on your level.”

“Seems to me you’re asking people to sell themselves short,” he
commented. “Why not encourage them to apply for a job they’re qualified
for that offers training so there’s a chance for advancement?”

“Because right now most of the people I work with are homeless or don’t
have a wardrobe or even transportation to get them to and from a job. I
don’t want anyone to get discouraged or have any excuses. If they can start
at something—anything—and start collecting a paycheck, soon they’ll be
able to look into buying the clothes they need to go on interviews with a
place that is maybe more on their level of expertise. Not everyone who
comes here is ready to go to work in the corporate world.”

“I suppose.”
“Believe it or not, it’s taking the first step that truly is the hardest. We

tend to build up these scenarios of self-doubt in our minds and think we
can’t possibly overcome the hard circumstances and it paralyzes us.”

“Us?” he asked.
She smiled and laughed softly. “You know what I mean. I’m speaking

figuratively, not literally. The fear of failure truly stops so many people
from doing what needs to be done. For example, you take a family who is
homeless due to the husband losing his job. He’ll struggle with a lot of
emotions over that and his family having no place to live. And for some
people, they can’t move past that to take the step to find another job.”

“Why?”
“Mainly because they think they have to find a job exactly like the one

they had before. Pride has a lot to do with it,” she explained. “But with
some counseling and guidance, we have a great success rate. It may not be



exactly what they had before, but that’s something they can work toward if
they truly want to.”

It made sense when she explained it like that. Julian had never been poor
and his family had never struggled with unemployment, so this was all
foreign to him. His father had worked as an accountant for thirty years and
his mother had been a stay-at-home mom for most of his life and was now
enjoying being a photographer. One career for each. And before the band
had hit it big, Julian had worked for a landscaping company. He’d never
been fired or laid off—he simply left when the band got a recording
contract.

“So how do these people live? I mean, let’s say you help them find a job
but they’re living here at the shelter. How do they make it work when they
have to start over from scratch? I would think that in itself would be
overwhelming.”

“Oh, it is! But we’re lucky we have a donation center where people
donate everything from clothing and furniture to dishes and all kinds of
housewares. It’s available to everyone, and by the time most people are
ready to sign a lease on an apartment, we have enough here to help them at
least begin to furnish their new home.”

“But what if they need more? How can they possibly do it all if they’re
working at a fast food restaurant making minimum wage and have a family
to support?”

Julian had no idea why he was asking so many questions, except now that
this kind of situation was brought to his attention, he was curious.
Although, knowing what Charlotte thought about him, he was pretty sure
she believed he was asking for his own personal reasons.

Before she could answer, three men turned the corner, and he saw by the
way Charlotte seemed to relax that these were the ones she was waiting for.

“Carl! Derek! George! I’m so glad you were able to come!”
And with that, they all walked inside for class.



* * *

It wasn’t like her to be so distracted, and yet Charlotte was.
It didn’t matter what she was doing or saying, she could feel Julian’s eyes

on her. He didn’t ask any questions and he didn’t offer to answer any of
hers, so she just chalked it up to him wanting to observe. That was fine and
well, but she couldn’t help sneaking glances his way and every time she
did, he caught her doing it.

Focus, Charlotte!
After she had spent the first part of the class talking, she assigned

everyone a computer station. She’d offered one to Julian and he’d sat down
at it, but she noticed he didn’t search or apply for anything. Maybe he was
nervous, because it couldn’t be that he didn’t understand the instructions. It
had been her intention to go and sit with him and ask if he needed help, but
it seemed like tonight was the night of a million questions from everyone
else. And each time she happened to glance in Julian’s direction, he was
watching her intently.

When the timer on her phone went off, letting her know classroom time
was over, she almost sagged with relief. At least now when they went to
help out with the truck, she would be too busy to be so aware of him.

Only…if anything, now she was even more aware of him.
The man had muscles and he wasn’t afraid to use them.
He could have unloaded the truck by himself. There didn’t seem to be

anything he couldn’t—or wouldn’t—do. He was mesmerizing to watch, and
although she had at least a hundred things she could be doing, she found
herself stopping to watch Julian lift and carry boxes.

And wishing there was a second truck to unload.
“CeeCee!” someone called out, and Charlotte immediately turned around.

“What time do you need the room on Thursday?”
Hank Carter ran the center and she knew he had her schedule—she

always gave it to him a month in advance—but he had a tendency to seek



her out to confirm and reconfirm. Walking toward him, she gave him a
patient smile. “I’m planning to come in at two on Thursday, Hank,” she
said. “I believe we already have a dozen people signed up for the workshop
but there is plenty of room for more, so if you know of anyone and want to
send them my way, please do.”

“You’re such a blessing to the people here, CeeCee,” he said warmly. She
wasn’t fond of the nickname, but she never argued over it. “We had three
new families arrive last night, and we gave them all of your information so
you should be expecting to hear from them, possibly before Thursday.”

For the next fifteen minutes, he gave her a brief overview of each of their
situations. The wheels in her mind were already turning as she thought of
ways to help them immediately.

“Have them reach out to me first thing tomorrow,” she said, feeling
hopeful. “I’ll be in the office at eight and we’ll get right to work on their
cases.”

“You’re amazing,” he replied. “I wish everyone was as involved as you.”
“Thanks, Hank.” With a smile and a wave, Charlotte went to go and

check on the progress of the truck being unloaded.
Or maybe she was just going to look at Julian.
“Charlotte!” someone else called out as soon as she began walking

toward the loading dock. Why did she think she could just go and stare at
someone when her time at the center was usually spent talking to the
residents and staff and helping put out fires seemingly everywhere?

For the first time in years, she almost resented the intrusion. She had her
own work to do just like everyone else, and yet it seemed to her like
nothing got done until she was here on-site. It was something she’d been
dying to talk to Hank about, but she didn’t know how to do it without it
sounding as if she was trying to tell him how to do his job.

Which, let’s face it, I would.



For the next two hours, she spoke with one of the new families, set up
appointments for some one-on-one career counseling, and had more than
enough to do to keep her from checking on Julian or the progress of the
truck. By the time she was finally able to get back to it, the loading bay
door was closing and the only one around was Hank.

Darn. Had she missed saying goodbye?
“Hey, CeeCee,” Hank said as he turned and walked toward her. “Great job

tonight. We got so much accomplished. The new guy who joined your
group—Julian?—he was a tremendous help.”

“Really?” she asked, wanting to be pleased, but she was also curious.
Nodding, Hank explained. “He helped unload the entire truck, and when

that was done, he helped Gladys and Mark move all the boxes of donations
that arrived yesterday. It required quite a bit of rearranging in the back
storage room. We just told Julian what we needed, and he did it.”

Brow furrowed, Charlotte had to wonder where the heck everyone else
was if Julian was doing all the work. Which was what she asked Hank.

“Oh, the other guys all helped with sweeping up and breaking down the
pallets and boxes from the food delivery. This is the best this place has
looked in a while.”

And it made her smile. It was nice to know she could do something to
help make a difference, and she instantly felt bad for feeling so put-upon
earlier.

“So what’s his situation?” Hank asked. “How long has he been out of a
job?”

Charlotte shrugged. “Honestly, I have no idea. He hasn’t said. I just met
him this morning and mentioned what we were going to be doing here
tonight. I was kind of surprised when he showed up.” She paused.
“Normally I can get a good read on people, but he’s not an easy case at all.”

“Some people are like that.” Hank studied her for a moment with a patient
smile. “You know you can’t work miracles with everyone. And not



everyone has so many layers that you need to take it upon yourself to go
through.”

“Maybe…”
And while she knew Hank had a point, she didn’t think it applied to

Julian. She knew enough about people to know when there was more there
than met the eye, and that was exactly what she felt in this situation.

And then there were some blurred lines in her reasons why she wanted to
know more about him. It wasn’t solely for professional reasons, and it was
the first time she’d ever had to deal with that kind of conflict. From the
moment Julian had turned around in the coffee shop this morning, she’d felt
more than a professional interest in him.

No matter what she tried to tell herself.
Charlotte was about to wish Hank a good night and say goodbye when

something occurred to her. “Did Julian happen to mention what kind of job
he was looking for?”

Hank shook his head. “It didn’t come up. If anything, I got the impression
he doesn’t like to talk about himself. Any time we started talking about job
prospects, Julian would ask what else needed to be done.” He chuckled
softly. “That was kind of how we ended up getting so much done. You
know we never turn down an offer of help.”

Which meant the topic of job prospects must have come up a lot.
“Oh. Okay. Thanks.” This time she did say goodbye and walked to the

office to get her purse. On her way out, she glanced around and noted how
the place did look a lot better than it had in a while—cleaner, less cluttered.
She wished she could have thanked Julian, but he was nowhere in sight.

She stepped outside, foolishly hoping she’d find him outside just as she
had earlier, but he wasn’t there. The sun was going down, and as she
wondered where he might be, her stomach growled loudly. It was only then
that she realized she hadn’t had anything to eat since her coffee and muffin
that morning with Julian.



Julian…
With a sigh, she walked toward her car and wondered again what it was

about him that had him so firmly planted in her mind. Did she want to help
him? Yes. Did she need to know he was going to be okay? Absolutely.

Did she also want to run her hands up his muscular arms and touch him
and then have those same arms wrapped around her?

She hung her head and shook it.
Yes.
It was right then when she knew if she did happen to hear from Julian

again, she was going to have to ask one of her colleagues to help him.
She was already too emotionally invested in him, and not in a strictly

professional way.
As Charlotte drove home, she forced herself to think about something

else. Anything else. And surprisingly, it wasn’t hard to do. By nature, she
was a list-maker, and once she pushed all thoughts of Julian aside, she
realized how much she had to do in the coming week.

Going out with friends had become a bit of a challenge in the last six
months because the last of them had gotten married and now everything
was suddenly a couples’ event.

Every. Blasted. Thing.
Even their once-a-month brunch had all the husbands horning in. It was

impossible to have any serious girl-talk with five men sitting there!
As much as she’d like to blame it on the guys for ruining their time out, it

was also the way everyone was looking at her, wondering out loud why she
wasn’t dating, asking when she was going to settle down and why she
didn’t want a family.

She did! More than anything Charlotte wanted to get married and have
kids and a dog and a house with a white picket fence, but it wasn’t so easy
to find! Listening to her friends, however, you’d think it was. Each of them



had met their Mr. Right, and when they told the story, it was as if they’d just
opened their doors one day and said “Oh! There you are!” and that was that.

Um, yeah. That had never happened for her. If anything, she’d opened her
door and found Mr. I-Have-Issues. She’d invest months in helping him,
only to have him walk away and be someone else’s Mr. Right.

“Ugh…maybe I need to get a fish,” she said as she made her way to the
kitchen and pulled out a bottle of water.

Most people would contemplate getting a dog or cat, but not her. The
ever-practical side of her knew she should start small and work her way up.
Sure, a fish couldn’t snuggle with her, but she was a firm believer in not
overwhelming herself when she tried something new. Fish would be easy to
care for, and it wasn’t like she was going to invest in a big aquarium.
Maybe just a goldfish for starters.

And how pathetic was it that she was actually starting to feel a little
excited at the prospect of getting a goldfish?

* * *

“And nobody recognized you?”
Julian shook his head. “Nope. No one. I’d say it was weird, but I was just

on the road without it happening so…maybe I’m used to it now.” He was
sitting poolside at Riley’s house along with Dylan and telling them about
his night working at the homeless shelter.

“So, here’s my question,” Dylan began. “Why? I mean, why go? You
talked to this woman and she just assumed you needed help—which we’ll
get to later—and that was the end of it. You never had to see her again, so
why bother going?”

With a shrug, Julian reached for the bottle of water in front of him. “What
else have I got to do?”

Riley and Dylan looked at each other and then back at him. “I would
imagine after three months away you’d have a lot to do,” Riley said.



“You’ve been away from everything and everyone. I would have thought
you’d want to reconnect with your friends and your family, Jules. Your first
night home and you’re out unpacking a truck in Santa Monica. It just seems
a little…odd, that’s all.”

“It was my second night,” he corrected. “I talked to Mick, I’d been in
contact with my folks the whole time I was gone, and now I’m here with
the two of you. I’m meeting with a Realtor later today about the house, and
I’m going to put most of my stuff in storage until I find a place of my own.”

“You may find someplace pretty quick,” Dylan said. “Paige and I did. It
was the first house we went to and we just fell in love with it.”

Riley nodded. “That’s how I felt when I saw this house. Savannah and I
talk about moving, since this was my place from before we met and it’s
getting a little crowded with two kids, but we just love it.”

Julian couldn’t help but smile. If ever there was a family man, it was
Riley Shaughnessy. It wasn’t just the fact that Riley came from a big
family; he really seemed to have hit his stride since becoming a father.

“How’s the baby doing?” Julian asked. “I noticed it was pretty quiet in the
house when we arrived.”

Riley’s grin spoke volumes. “He’s doing great. Savannah’s parents are
flying in today and she took the kids to meet them at the airport. Her mother
would be devastated to have to wait even an extra minute to see them.”

“Speaking of kids,” Dylan said, and Julian noted the slightly goofy grin
on his face, “we just found out Paige is pregnant!” There was a flurry of
congratulations, and Dylan’s smile grew. “Can you believe it? Me! I’m
going to be a dad!”

“That is amazing news, Dylan,” Riley said. “How is Paige feeling?”
“She’s great. I mean seriously great. I was going to wait until Matt got

here next week to tell you guys, but…I couldn’t,” he said with a laugh. “We
knew as soon as we bought the house that we couldn’t wait to have kids and
I’m so freaking excited it’s happening.”



“Good for you, man,” Julian said and he meant it. Dylan had gone
through so many years of battling his demons that it was good not only to
see him clean and sober, but also so happy. Then he glanced over at Riley
and realized how his friend hadn’t gone through anything even remotely as
dark as the rest of the band, but he’d overcome a great deal after his
mother’s death so long ago, and here he was loving life too. And no doubt
when he saw Matt he’d notice the same thing. So it was possible to find
happiness after the lowest points in your life.

At least for other people.
Somehow, Julian didn’t think it was going to happen for him. He doubted

he would ever be willing to open himself up to the possibility ever again.
Been there, done that, bought the T-shirt.
“I’d say let’s make a toast,” Riley said with a small laugh, “but it feels

weird to be doing it with bottled water.”
But that didn’t deter Julian. “Doesn’t matter what we’re drinking, the

sentiment is there.” He raised his bottle of water and looked at Dylan.
“Here’s to you and Paige and baby Anders. We can’t wait to see what kind
of hell he puts you through!”

They all laughed and drank, and for a few minutes, the conversation was
all about babies. Julian sat back and pretended to listen. It certainly wasn’t
in the cards for him, and no matter how happy he was for his friends, he
was surprised at the pang of sadness that hit him at that realization. He was
happy for Dylan—and Riley and Matt—and the last thing he wanted to be
was the downer of the group. Especially on a day like today with Dylan’s
big news.

“So, where do we want to play next week when Matt gets in?” Riley
asked. “Normally I’d suggest here, but with Savannah’s parents I think it
would be too distracting.” He looked over at Dylan. “Is your space ready to
use or should we book space someplace else?”



“I’ve been waiting for a chance to christen my studio,” Dylan said
excitedly. “I’ve played in it alone a couple of times, but I’ve been dying to
get you guys all together and jam. This is gonna be awesome!”

Julian’s heart pounded like the drums he usually played. Now. He had to
tell them now and pretty much kill the mood. If he didn’t, it would just be
that much harder next week.

“Listen…” he began hesitantly, “I’m not sure.”
“No,” Dylan said firmly. “No way. Uh-uh. This is in no way a

professional commitment. This is just four friends getting together to jam.
Nothing more, nothing less.”

Then Riley chimed in. “We’re not rushing you, Jules. When you’re ready
to get back in the studio with us, you just say the word and we’re all there.
But you just got home and you’ve got to work things out in your head. We
get it.”

“Just know,” Dylan added, “if you said getting back in the studio would
help you, we’d all be there in an instant. But this is your call.”

He wanted to relax—he seriously did—but no matter how supportive they
were being, it wasn’t going to help. There was no way he was returning to
Shaughnessy and the whole rock star lifestyle. That chapter was closed for
good.

Riley’s phone rang and he held it up to show them Mick’s name. He put
the phone on speaker as he answered. “Hey, Mick. What’s up?”

“Is everyone there with you?”
“Everyone except Matt,” Riley said. “What’s up?”
“Just got off the phone with Robert Hayward—the president of Encore

Records. They’re going to be celebrating their twenty-fifth anniversary on
January fourth, and all of their clients are performing. So I wanted to give
you a heads-up and say that this will be the perfect way to get Shaughnessy
back in the spotlight and maybe announce a tour. We’ll meet next week to
talk about it when Matt’s here.”



“Wait, wait, wait,” Dylan said. “That’s like three months away. Why the
last-minute hoopla?”

On the line, they could hear Mick sigh. “It’s not last-minute. It was just
that we—meaning Shaughnessy—were in crisis mode when word was
released and I didn’t think we needed to add this into the mix. Now that
Julian’s home, we can get back to business.”

Riley and Dylan looked at Julian. If he ground his teeth any harder they’d
disintegrate. All the tension he’d been tamping down was back at the
surface. As if sensing it, Riley looked at the phone. “Sounds good, Mick.
Let me call you later, okay?”

Without missing a beat, Mick said, “Talk to you then.”
Riley put the phone down and looked at Julian. “I swear I think he’s

watching us all the damn time. It’s like he knows exactly when to call and
what we’re talking about.”

“He’s freaky like that,” Dylan agreed and then nervously looked at Julian.
He wasn’t ready for this. Any of it. He’d thought he was. Thought that the

time away would be enough time to get his head together.
But it wasn’t.
Standing up, he said, “I need to go and meet the Realtor. Call me when

Matt’s here.” And without anything more than a slight wave, he walked
back into Riley’s house and straight out the front door as if the hounds of
hell were chasing him.

In his car, he sped out of Riley’s neighborhood and onto the freeway. He
actually had several hours before he had to meet with the Realtor about the
house, so there was no place pressing he had to be. So he drove.

Straight to Santa Monica and the homeless shelter.
It was doubtful Charlotte would be there. But he knew how much help the

shelter needed and…it had actually felt pretty damn good just to lend a
hand.



Driving around the block and over a few more, he parked in the lot he had
last night and then walked over to the shelter. Inside he spotted Hank and
strode over to him.

“Need a hand today?”

* * *

For the next several days, that had been Julian’s pattern—get up, pretend he
was just going to stay home, and eventually end up back at the shelter. He
hadn’t talked to anyone about donating money; for now this was simply
about giving his time and doing what he could in a hands-on way.

By Thursday afternoon, he had helped unload trucks, sort through
donations, move furniture, and even paint several rooms. It had been a long
time since he’d done anything quite so physical and he found he enjoyed it.

It also meant he was thankful to be able to go home and stand under a hot
shower or soak in the hot tub to ease his sore muscles.

“Julian!” Hank called out. Julian looked over and saw him motioning to
come over to his office. Once they were inside, Hank closed the door and
studied him for a moment. “How’s everything going today?”

With a shrug, Julian sat down. “Good. The paint is done in the rec room
and I secured the wire shelves back in the pantry.”

Nodding, Hank walked around and sat at his desk. “We really appreciate
all you’re doing, Julian.”

There was something in his tone that had Julian stiffening a little—like he
was about to say something to him that wouldn’t be particularly well
received.

And he was right.
“You’re Julian Grayson.”
Shit.
Unsure of what he was supposed to do or say, Julian waited him out. The

unspoken question was out there and sure enough, Hank answered it by



sliding a newspaper across the desk toward him. It was open to the
entertainment news and a picture of the band.

SHAUGHNESSY SLATED TO PLAY AT ENCORE’S 25TH
ANNIVERSARY BASH!

He was going to strangle Mick when he saw him.
Hank leaned forward a little and rested his arms on the desktop. “It’s not

my place to ask what you’re doing here. Personally, I’m just thankful for
the help and the fact that you were willing to do it.”

“But?” Julian prompted.
“But…I take it no one else knows who you are or that you’re here?”
Nodding, Julian replied, “It really isn’t anyone’s business what I do in my

free time. I came here and saw you could use some help and I wanted to do
it. End of story.”

There was a long, awkward silence while Julian waited for Hank to
comment. “Charlotte doesn’t know who you are,” he began, his tone
suddenly way more serious and solemn than it had been a moment ago.
“She is under the impression you’re in need of our help and her services.”

“I never told her that,” Julian argued mildly.
“Maybe not, but that’s what she thinks.”
This wasn’t news. But now that he was here, he knew he was going to

have to clear up the misunderstanding.
“I can appreciate your concern, Hank. But I can’t control what

conclusions Charlotte drew.”
And for the first time, this mild-mannered man seemed to get pissed. He

straightened a little in his chair as if he was going to try to intimidate Julian.
“Do you know that by now she’s probably already started a file on you?
Even if you didn’t give her any information, the fact that you came here and
sat in her class, she’s probably already making calls on your behalf just in
case she sees you again?”



Julian didn’t respond.
“Charlotte is the kind of person who wants to help everyone. It doesn’t

matter if they want her help or not, she goes above and beyond, and there
are tens of dozens of families who are thankful for her and for the help she
gave them. And you know what she gets in return?”

“A paycheck?” Julian responded snidely.
Hank ignored the comment and glared at him for a moment. “She gets to

maybe take a breath and then starts all over again with the next group of
people who need her. She gets verbally abused by people who are
belligerent and angry about their circumstances. She cries with them, she
encourages them, she feels for them. And you can be sure she’s already
feeling for you, because that’s the kind of woman she is. So if you’re going
to sit here with that kind of attitude, I’ll say thank you for your help and ask
you to leave.”

For a moment, Julian could only sit and stare. Seriously? They were
going to ask him to leave even though he had been busting his ass to help,
all because he didn’t want to have an awkward conversation with Charlotte?

Slowly, he came to his feet and held out a hand. “It was a pleasure
meeting you, Hank,” he said evenly. Hank stood and shook his hand, and
Julian turned and walked out the door.

* * *

The moment Charlotte walked into the center that afternoon, she noticed the
changes. Her first thought was how the help Julian gave on Sunday must
have motivated the staff. And it was pretty hard to hide her disappointment
that she’d missed seeing him.

Fortunately, she didn’t have much time to think about him because there
were several new families who needed her attention. So for three hours, she
talked and coached and advised and set up appointments to help these
families get back on their feet. By the time she was done and ready to go,



all she wanted was to go home, have a glass of wine, and not think. Cases
like the one she’d dealt with today, where there were small children who
just looked sad and scared, took a lot out of her.

“You calling it a day, CeeCee?” Hank asked as she stepped out of the
meeting room.

“I am,” she said with a weak smile. Their routine was to talk and compare
notes when Charlotte was done meeting with people. Tonight she just
wasn’t in the mood for it.

“Do you have a few minutes to talk?”
She hated to disappoint Hank, but Charlotte knew her head just wasn’t in

it right now. “Actually, Hank, I have a bit of a headache and really want to
head home. We’ll catch up next week, okay?”

“Of course, of course,” he said. “Feel better.”
“Thanks.” Making her way to the door, she was riddled with guilt. It

wasn’t like her to lie. For all she knew, there was something important he
had to share with her. And just as she was about to change her mind and
turn around, someone called out for Hank.

Thank God.
Stepping outside, she let out a small sigh. Tired and a little hungry,

Charlotte began to plan how she was going to spend the rest of her day.
Should she stop for takeout on the way home? Stop at the grocery store for
something to cook? And once she got home, would she read or watch
something on Netflix? So many questions…

She’d only gone a few steps when she spotted him.
Julian was leaning against the front of the building looking as if he was

waiting for her.
Or maybe it was just wishful thinking.
“Hey,” she said casually, surprised to find him there, since from

everything she’d heard earlier, he had left hours ago. “I hear you were a real
hero in there this week.”



Pushing away from the brick wall, Julian moved toward her with a
careless shrug. “Just doing what needed to be done.”

She liked that he was a little bit humble. “Yes, but it’s been needing to be
done for a long time. So thank you.”

He nodded.
“How has your week been?” she asked.
“Good.”
“Anything new and exciting happen? You know, other than all the work

here at the center?”
“Nope.”
His lack of conversation skills was really starting to annoy her. It was on

the tip of her tongue to mention how important communication skills were
in the job market when he surprised her.

“Would you like to go and grab something to eat?”
Her soft gasp was her only response before Julian started to chuckle.
“I figured I could pay you back for that breakfast.”
Her shoulders sagged and all Charlotte wanted to do was stomp her foot

with annoyance, but she didn’t. “Julian, I told you it wasn’t necessary.”
“You said to pay it forward.”
“With someone else.” She didn’t hide her exasperation very well.
His gaze held hers for a long moment—almost in defiance. “I was going

to suggest grabbing some burgers or something and just sitting and talking.
It’s not a big deal. I’ll still pay it forward for the coffee and muffins, if it
makes you feel better.”

Now she was in quite the predicament. She wanted to go out with him
and get to know his story a little more, but there was no way she could feel
comfortable about him spending money he probably shouldn’t.

“I’ll go, but under one condition.”
Julian arched a dark brow at her—something he’d done before and

Charlotte found it was a rather sexy gesture.



“I pay for myself,” she said firmly, forcing herself to stop thinking of him
in terms of sexiness and instead remember he needed her help.

“Charlotte—”
But she held up a hand to stop him. “It’s not negotiable. Either I pay for

myself or I don’t go.” Then she wanted to kick herself because maybe he
was only inviting her so he could pay her back, and now that she was taking
that off the table, he would simply tell her good night and walk away.

It was a possibility.
But she really hoped he wouldn’t.
Swallowing hard, she did her best not to look away from his intense gaze.

He was quiet for so long that she started to squirm—it was like a staring
contest and she was afraid to be the one to look away first. Why? She didn’t
know. But it seemed important not to back down.

“Fine,” he said finally, through clenched teeth.
Charlotte let out the breath she didn’t realize she was holding and smiled.

“My car is parked right across the street. There’s a great burger place
around the corner we can go to.”

“Why don’t we head back toward Malibu? There’s a great burger place
right down the block from the coffee house.”

She knew exactly the one he was referring to. “That sounds great. Do you
need a ride? Did you take the bus here?”

Shaking his head, Julian replied, “I’m parked around the corner. You go
ahead and I’ll meet you there.”

“Sounds good.”
Charlotte noticed that he stood where he was until she was safely in her

car and driving away. It was a very gentlemanly gesture, she thought. And
she wondered how on earth she was going to get him to share a little more
about himself so she’d know how to advise him.

Now that she thought about it, however, she realized he actually had yet
to ask her for help.



Odd.
So, what did it mean? And how long was she supposed to sit around and

wait him out?
“As long as it takes,” she answered out loud.



Chapter 3

It was after six, and after only having a bottle of water since lunch—which
seemed like years ago—Charlotte was more than ready to eat. Part of her
was excited about joining Julian for dinner, but then she recalled why
exactly it was that he was here and she had to remember her place. This
wasn’t a date; this was an opportunity to help someone. And that’s what she
forced herself to think about as she drove back to Malibu.

As she sat in traffic, her mind wandered to some of the positions she
knew were available that she could suggest to him and then—

She stopped and cursed.
Charlotte remembered her decision from Sunday to refer Julian to

someone else in her office. “Okay,” she murmured. “So I won’t set anything
up for him, but I can certainly give him some direction.”

Feeling mildly satisfied with her solution, the remainder of the drive was
spent focusing on traffic and what other topics of conversation they could
cover over dinner. Her curiosity was killing her. What kind of man was
Julian? Where did he work before? What was… She stopped and realized
she didn’t even know his last name! How had that happened? How had this
man consumed so many of her thoughts when she didn’t even know
anything as basic as his last name?

“Well, that’s question number one.”
Okay, maybe not number one, but Charlotte was determined to get to

know more about Julian personally—for strictly professional reasons, of



course.
She knew how to talk to get people to respond, and now that she wasn’t

on any time restriction, she had no doubt that with the right questions, she’d
be able to learn more about him. Was he married? Did he have any kids?

Gasping, she realized it should have been one of the very first things
she’d asked. What if she’d been sitting back doing nothing except sort of
daydreaming about him when he had a family…somewhere, and he was
trying to take care of them?

Then he wouldn’t have asked you to join him for dinner.
Okay, that was true, and she needed to relax and just get a grip.
Something else she had to remind herself of as traffic crawled along.
So rather than fret about it, she’d go into this dinner with him with no

expectations and see where the conversation led.

* * *

Charlotte didn’t blink an eye when Julian suggested they take their dinner
and eat out on the beach. She had a blanket in her trunk, and if anything,
she seemed more than a little excited at the prospect.

Personally, Julian couldn’t care less about the picnic part. He was more
concerned with not sitting in the middle of a crowded restaurant and being
recognized. He’d been back home for less than a week and it hadn’t
happened, but he was fairly certain it was only a matter of time.

He wasn’t ready for it.
And he certainly wasn’t ready for it to happen in front of Charlotte.
There was no way he wanted to talk about his sensationalized failed trip

to the altar and the aftermath. Not with anyone. And there wasn’t a doubt in
his mind that when it happened—when someone recognized him—it would
be the first thing they’d want to bring up.

So, what was he doing?



He didn’t owe anyone anything, he reminded himself. If he never saw
Charlotte again, he’d live. Life would go on. Just like he didn’t have to go
out and grab a burger for dinner. He’d had his groceries delivered and was
perfectly content to hide out back at the beach house.

And yet here he was. Instead of hiding, he was sitting on the beach with a
woman he’d just met who seemed to be under the impression that he was in
need of a helping hand. True, he could just tell her she was mistaken and
put an end to it. Do as Hank suggested and simply open up. But there was
something about her that was intriguing to him. There was an honesty to
her, a goodness, that he was finding almost too good to be true. Even
without Hank’s word, he’d known it. So for now, Julian wanted to stay
under the radar and get to know more about her before she found out who
he really was.

Beside him on the blanket, Charlotte sat with her sandals off, her long
hair pulled back in a ponytail and a serene smile on her face. Everything
about her body language said she was happy and content—all with a decent
burger, better-than-decent fries, and a blanket in the sand.

It almost seemed beyond comprehension.
Did this sort of simplicity really make people happy? Could someone

honestly find enjoyment in things like this?
In Julian’s experience, they couldn’t. How many people had he known—

especially since his career had taken off—who only seemed happy when
they were dining at five-star restaurants or traveling to exotic locations for
vacations, living in multimillion-dollar homes and driving expensive cars.
That was his world. That’s what seemed to be the norm for what it took to
make a person happy and content.

“I love this, don’t you?” she asked, breaking into his thoughts.
“The burgers?”
She let out a small laugh as she turned to look at him. “Well, the burgers

are really good, but I’m talking about this—the beach, the waves, the smell



of the ocean.” She inhaled deeply and let her breath out slowly. “I’m telling
you, if I could, I would set up my office right here in the sand and be totally
fine with it.”

He couldn’t help but chuckle at the image. “I’m not sure you’d get much
work done.”

“Probably not, but it would be worth it. It would be like constant mental
health therapy. I bet I could totally make that a thing.”

“Or you’d find yourself living here—and not in a good way—because
you wouldn’t be able to pay your bills.” He said it teasingly but she seemed
to sober instantly. “What? What did I say?”

“Okay, look,” she began seriously, “I’m really trying not to pry but…”
“But…?” he prompted.
“Are you okay?” she asked, reaching out and placing her hand on his arm.

They both seemed to stiffen at the gesture even as she paused. “I mean…do
you have a place to stay that’s safe? Because I know of other shelters that
are closer than the one in Santa Monica and I can get you in if you need it.”

Wait a minute…on top of thinking he was just down on his luck, she
thought he was homeless too?

“Listen, Charlotte, I think you misunderstood—”
She interrupted before he could go any further. “I don’t usually just blurt

out something like that. I try to be more sensitive and wait until someone
wants to confide in me about what’s going on in their life, but I feel like
you’re struggling with this—and that’s totally fine! But you need to know
that it’s okay and that there is help for you.”

For a while, all he could do was stare. In his entire life, Julian couldn’t
remember a more awkward moment.

Ever.
And that was saying something, considering the conditions when he’d

essentially walked away from his life three months ago.
“Seriously, Charlotte, you need to listen.”



But she wasn’t listening. She was rummaging through her purse and
pulling out her phone and scrolling in search of something. “We can find
you a place to stay. I mean I know you have a car, but I really hope you’re
not sleeping in it. There are so many options, and if you come to my office
tomorrow, I can have you working by the end of the day. I promise.” Her
eyes were huge and she was so passionate about what she was saying that
Julian had no idea what he was supposed to do or say.

The truth would certainly help…
And it would, but it was going to be embarrassing to them both when he

admitted why it was that he didn’t need her help.
Dammit, this really wasn’t the way he wanted all of this to go down.
All he wanted to do was have a simple dinner and just have a

conversation with her. He wasn’t looking for drama, and he certainly wasn’t
looking to open the can of worms he’d been trying to keep closed for three
damn months.

Unfortunately, he didn’t have a choice.
Tossing the rest of his dinner back in the bag, he stood up. She looked up

at him in confusion and with a myriad of emotions in her eyes that almost
drew him in and forced him back down beside her.

Then he remembered another pair of expressive eyes he’d always caved
to, and vowed to stand his ground.

“I need to show you something,” he said gruffly and watched as she
cleaned up her dinner mess and slowly climbed to her feet. He helped her
fold up the blanket, took their trash and tossed it in the nearest can, and
slowly began walking down the beach toward the houses.

They walked along quietly, but he knew it was only a matter of time
before Charlotte asked questions.

He figured he’d beat her to the punch.
“I’m not homeless,” he said, keeping his gaze trained straight ahead.

“When we met on Sunday, I know you got the impression that I was a guy



in crisis—and I am—just…not the crisis you seem to think.”
Beside him, Charlotte looked at him with her brow furrowed. “I don’t

understand. You said you were between jobs and you couldn’t pay for your
breakfast.”

“It wasn’t that I couldn’t pay because I was broke, I just didn’t have my
wallet.”

“O-kay…”
Julian stopped in front of the first of the houses that overlooked the beach.

“You see these houses?”
Wordlessly, she nodded.
“This is where I live,” he said flatly, still not looking at her.
“You live in that house?”
“Not that one, but the fifth one down is mine for the next few months.”
She was silent for so long that Julian thought he’d go crazy. When he

couldn’t take it any longer, he forced himself to face her. “I was simply a
guy who forgot his wallet that morning. I didn’t mean for you to jump to
any conclusions.”

But she wasn’t looking at him, she was staring up at the houses, and when
he looked a little closer, he saw her trembling slightly.

“I really am between jobs,” he said quickly, unsure why he suddenly felt
the need to explain himself. “It’s just—”

“It’s not really an issue,” she finished for him in a soft voice, almost sad.
He saw her swallow hard before she looked down at the sand and he

knew she had to be embarrassed. He sure as hell was.
“Charlotte…”
Then she turned and looked at him. “Why didn’t you correct me?” she

said with a little snap in her voice this time. “I mean, if I was so off-base—
and clearly I was—why not just tell me the truth? Why come to the shelter
and sit through my class? And why keep going back there and helping out?



I never had to know, Julian! You could have just walked away on Sunday
and paid it forward like I asked you to!”

“I know,” he said and suddenly felt like he was being reprimanded as if he
were a child. He’d done a lot of stupid things in his life—particularly in the
last five years where Dena was concerned—and no one had ever called him
out on it quite like this. Now here he was standing on the beach with this
woman calling him out on something as minute as a misunderstanding over
why he didn’t have a wallet.

She continued to stare at him as if waiting for more of an explanation, and
as much as he kept telling himself he didn’t owe anyone anything, for some
reason he felt like he owed Charlotte at least the truth.

With a weary sigh, Julian raked a hand through his hair. “I’m Julian
Grayson,” he said and waited for her to recognize it.

But she didn’t.
Not a big deal, but—
“I’m the drummer for Shaughnessy,” he explained.
Still nothing.
This time his sigh was more one of agitation.
Then he spilled out the story of his life: the band, his relationship with

Dena, the wedding, and his road trip to escape it all.
“So now I’m back, and when you offered to buy my breakfast that day I

thought you had recognized me and wanted something from me,” he said,
beyond irritated that he’d been talking for the better part of fifteen minutes
without her uttering a single word. Now that he was done, he was certain
she’d offer some sort of apology for all he’d been through or for not
recognizing him or…something.

Instead, Charlotte stiffened her spine and tilted her chin at him. “It was
nice to meet you, Julian Grayson, and I wish you luck with your life.”

And she turned and walked away.



Julian blinked, too stunned to move. That was it? That was all she had to
say? Even if she didn’t offer him any sympathy—or ask for an autograph!
—she could at least have offered him some sort of professional advice. She
was a social worker who—from everything Hank had told him—wanted to
help everyone. Well, he needed help, dammit! Why wasn’t she concerned
with him?

Charlotte is the kind of person who wants to help everyone. It doesn’t
matter if they want her help or not.

More of Hank’s words came back to him, and rather than making him feel
bad, as they had earlier, this time they pissed him off. Granted, he hadn’t
been honest with her, but he hadn’t out-and-out lied either. She
misunderstood the situation and he just hadn’t corrected her soon enough.
That didn’t make him some sort of criminal or someone who wasn’t worth
her time, for crying out loud. She even worked with reformed criminals, so
what made him so undeserving of help?

By the time he got out of his own head and focused on his surroundings,
Charlotte had blended into the crowds enjoying sundown on the beach.

Dammit.
You know what? he thought with a shrug. Screw it. He was fine exactly

the way he was, and he didn’t want her help or guidance or advice, none of
it.

Good riddance.

* * *

That attitude lasted until Saturday morning, when Julian opted to go out for
coffee and found himself in line behind Charlotte. He’d like to say it was a
coincidence, but maybe he’d lingered around outside until he saw her go in.

Maybe.
If she noticed him walk in, she wasn’t letting on. She was reading

something on her phone and from what he could tell, she was fairly



oblivious to anything going on around her. Sure, she moved when the line
moved, but other than that she kept her head down. It left him wondering
what he should do.

And if he did happen to say hello, then what? What could he possibly
have to say after that?

“Hey, Carly,” Charlotte said in front of him, effectively pulling him from
his thoughts. “Can I get a caramel Frappuccino and a parfait please?”

For some reason, Julian felt like this was his opportunity. “Can you add a
large black coffee and a blueberry muffin to that?” he asked as he stepped
forward and pulled his wallet out.

“That’s not necessary,” Charlotte quickly interrupted, looking only at the
cashier. She pulled out her own wallet and had her credit card out before
Julian had his. “Just for mine, please.” Then she gave him the side-eye
before returning her attention to the transaction.

“Seriously?” he asked, more than a little annoyed. “Why is it okay for
you to pay for my order and I can’t pay for yours?”

With a smile and a word of thanks to Carly, Charlotte stepped down to the
end of the counter to wait for her order without uttering a word to him.
Fortunately, he was able to pay for his quickly and was standing beside her
a minute later. “Well?” he demanded quietly.

“That was different,” she hissed. “You couldn’t pay for your order. I am
perfectly capable of doing so.”

Leaning in a little closer, he smirked at her. “And here I was just trying to
pay it forward.”

She rolled her eyes. “No, you’re trying to clear your conscience, and I
don’t appreciate it. If you want to do something nice for someone, do it for
a stranger.”

“You’re kind of a stranger. I mean…other than your job, I don’t know
anything about you,” he said simply, enjoying the light feeling this banter
was giving him.



The barista called out Charlotte’s name and she stepped away to pick it
up. With another word of thanks, she turned and walked toward the exit and
away from him.

With a huff of frustration, Julian hung his head. “This shouldn’t be so
damn difficult.” His order came out immediately and he made his way out
of the shop. It took him all of ten seconds to spot her walking across the
street toward the benches where she could watch the waves.

Rather than jog after her like he was inclined to do, he made his way
slowly over to the benches and sat down beside her—not too close, but
close enough to hear her huff of annoyance.

“If paying for my coffee will put an end to this, you can just give me five
bucks and go,” she said, but her lips twitched as she said it and that’s when
Julian knew he had her.

“Uh-uh-uh. For all I know you’ll spend that money on something you
don’t need. Face it, you’re going to have to let me buy it for you myself.”
He took a sip of his coffee and felt victorious. When he lowered his cup, he
grinned at her.

“Why are you like this?” she asked, but there was no heat behind her
words.

“Like what? Friendly? Considerate?”
Her eyes went wide. “There are many words that come to mind when I

think of you, Julian, but friendly and considerate aren’t two of them.”
“But you do think about me.”
She laughed out loud and it was an amazing sound. Laughter was

something he hadn’t heard a whole lot of in a long time and he realized just
how much he missed it. It seemed like every time he was around Charlotte,
she made everything seem just that much…lighter.

Which should have annoyed him, considering how much he wanted
simply to bask in his anger and misery. That worked for him and he was



comfortable with it. This whole happy, sitting-on-the-beach-laughing thing
felt weird and completely unfamiliar.

“Are you working today?” he asked.
Charlotte shook her head. “I finally have a day off.”
“You’re up and out early for your day off. I would imagine you’d want to

sleep in and relax.”
She looked at him oddly. “Why? This is how I love to start my day. It’s a

bit of a drive to get here, but once I am here, it fills all of my senses. I can
clear my mind and relax and then I just have a better attitude and outlook
for the rest of the day.” She took a sip of her coffee and pointed out toward
the sand. “You see that group of people over there?”

“The ones with the mats?”
Nodding, she said, “Someday I’m going to be brave enough to join

them.”
Julian looked out at the group and noticed they were all doing matching

poses, then freezing, changing poses, and freezing again. He looked over at
Charlotte. “Why the hell are there so many poses?”

“I’ve never taken a yoga class, but I keep telling myself that someday I’ll
learn enough about it where I can join that one and not make an idiot out of
myself.”

He studied the group again. “Doesn’t seem too hard. Just looks like a lot
of bending and then staying still.”

“There’s more to it than that.”
“Not from here there isn’t.”
“Anyway…what about you? Why are you out here so early?”
He shrugged and took another sip of coffee, then held out his cup to her.

“They make a great cup of coffee and I don’t. Plus they have muffins. It
was either come here or have a bowl of soggy cereal and sub-par coffee.”

“Poor you,” she murmured.



They sat in companionable silence while Julian took a couple of bites of
the muffin and Charlotte took a spoonful of her parfait.

“What do you do on your day off—you know, other than not doing yoga
on the beach?” he asked.

“Today I just planned on doing stuff around the house—laundry,
vacuuming…nothing exciting.”

“I’ll say,” he murmured.
“We can’t all have housekeepers,” she said under her breath.
Draping his arm along the back of the bench, he shifted toward her.

“What if you did?”
“Did what?”
“Had a housekeeper and you didn’t have to go home and do all that crap.

What would you be doing today?”
“Kind of a moot point considering it’s not an option,” she stated and took

another prim spoonful of her parfait. She was looking straight ahead, almost
as if she were ignoring him, but Julian wasn’t going to let that happen.

“But what if it was,” he said softly in a teasing tone, leaning in a little
closer. “Just pretend, Charlotte. If you had a day without any
responsibilities, what would you do with it?”

And that’s when he noticed she was getting tense—her back stiffened and
her expression went from carefree and relaxed to strained.

Totally not the reaction he thought he’d get.
“You know what—”
“I’d sit on the beach and read,” she said, interrupting him. “I would set up

one of those big umbrellas and a chair and a blanket and have a little cooler
with snacks and drinks and just sit and read all day.” Then she turned to him
with a hint of sadness in her eyes. “It’s not exciting, but it’s two of my
favorite things to do.”

“So why don’t you?” he asked, confused how her simple admission made
her so emotional.



With a small shrug, she looked away. “Because it’s not a productive use
of my time. It’s a little selfish and the only one benefiting from it is me,
so…”

Now he fully shifted on the bench to face her. “Everybody needs some
time like that, Charlotte. Hell, I just took three months to do it.”

“And did it help?”
The question brought him up short. Had it? Yes, it had. It had been a good

distraction, and he wasn’t completely delusional. Taking off the way he had
hadn’t solved anything, but it had given him time to think, to breathe, to
relax. Eventually Julian knew he was going to have to deal with the
situation and the aftermath, and he’d be stronger for having taken some
down time.

“It did,” he admitted. “At the time it was a necessity. In your case I think
you—more than anyone I know—deserve a mental health day. From what I
hear, you do more than your share of work to help those in need.”

Her head tilted as she looked at him curiously. “Where’d you hear that?”
“Hank talked about you quite a bit. From his point of view, you

practically walk on water. And even if he hadn’t said a word, I watched you
in action on Sunday. You take on a lot. I would imagine hearing the things
you do on a daily basis, and dealing with people who are essentially in
crisis mode are mentally and emotionally draining.” He paused and finished
his coffee. “And that’s why you need a mental health day.”

She blinked at him, didn’t say anything for a long moment, and then
shrugged again. “Maybe some other day. I wouldn’t even know where to
begin to make that happen today. By the time I gathered all of those
supplies, it would be late and I’d be too stressed out from wasting time to
fully enjoy it.”

Unable to help himself, Julian laughed. “You’ve got to be the only woman
I know who would feel stressed out by doing what you need to in order to
relax.”



Finishing her coffee, Charlotte stood and gathered her trash. “I can’t help
it, it’s how I’ve always been. If I happened to have a beach umbrella or one
of those low chairs hanging around, maybe it wouldn’t be such a big deal.
But I don’t. So…again, moot point.”

“Agree to disagree,” he replied, coming to his feet.
“What does that even mean?”
Together they walked over to the trash can and tossed their cups and bags

in, then began walking back toward the coffee shop.
“It means I think you’re making excuses. I think it would be easy to get

those things and be back here in an hour—tops,” he challenged.
“Clearly, you’ve never had to do these things for yourself, Julian. I’m sure

a man in your position just has to mention that he wants these things and
people scurry around to make it happen. Well, news flash. In the real world,
it doesn’t work that way.”

So much for the mild-mannered social worker. When there wasn’t a case
file between them, he found that Charlotte had a bit of a snarky side to her.

“Care to test that theory?”
She studied him for a long moment. “I’m listening.”
“One hour,” he began, “and I’m not making any calls. We’ll get

everything you need and have you on the beach—and relaxing—in an
hour.”

The laugh she let out was part derision and part pure amusement.
“Doubtful, but I think I’m honestly good with putting off my housework
just to prove you wrong.”

Julian held out a hand to her. “You’re on.”

* * *

An hour later and she still wasn’t sure how it happened.
Umbrella? Check.
Blanket? Check.



Cooler full of snacks and drinks? Check and check.
And with her Kindle in her hand and her toes in the sand, she was still

stumped.
Beside her, Charlotte heard a beeping sound and glanced over to see

Julian grinning as he looked at his phone. “Time’s up,” he said with a little
more giddiness than she thought he had in him.

As soon as she’d shaken his hand earlier, he sprang into action, taking the
divide-and-conquer approach. Charlotte had gone home to grab her Kindle,
a blanket, and to change her clothes, while Julian had gone for snacks,
drinks, chairs, and the umbrella.

“I guess this is where you’re going to gloat and say ‘I told you so,’ right?”
Shaking his head, Julian relaxed in the chair beside her. “I have to admit,

it feels pretty good to be right, but this wasn’t all that hard to do only
because most of the stuff we needed was just up the beach at the house.”

Right. His million-dollar home overlooking the ocean.
She wanted to hate him a little bit for that, but she was feeling too relaxed

right now. “That was kind of cheating.”
He leaned in closer until their shoulders were almost touching and

whispered loudly, “Technically, but considering you didn’t have to go out
and buy anything either, I’d say we’re even.”

Well, drat. He had a point.
“Fine.”
They sat quietly for a few minutes and she watched as Julian pulled a

tablet out of the bag beside him. Glancing over slyly so he wasn’t alerted to
her curiosity, she tried to see what he was reading. What kind of stuff did a
rock star read? Or more specifically, what kind of stuff did this particular
rock star read?

“The latest James Patterson,” he said mildly as he swiped a finger across
the screen.

Busted.



“Is it good?” she asked, keeping her gaze firmly focused on her own
screen where she was reading the latest J.D. Robb thriller.

“So far. I just started it two minutes ago.”
Placing her Kindle down, she looked at him. “You don’t have to read just

because I’m reading, you know. Honestly, while I appreciate you helping
me out with this setup, I wouldn’t be offended if you didn’t want to stay.”

Julian continued to read quietly for another minute and then swiped
across the screen again. “I’m curious about how relaxing this whole thing
could be. Personally, there’s a little too much conversation going on, but…
that’s just me.”

She started to sputter and rebut and then thought better of it. He wanted
less conversation? Well, fine. She could do that.

For thirty minutes, Charlotte allowed herself to get sucked into the story
as her toes flexed in the sand and she let the sounds and smells of the beach
surround her. Her stomach began to rumble, and before she could make a
move, Julian handed her a giant chocolate chip cookie. That’s when she
realized he had a stash of his own snacks and they were much better than
hers. All she had was fruit and cheese and some bottled water, but the
cookie was definitely going to be hers.

“Thank you,” she said softly. She knew he must have gotten it—and the
one he was eating—from the coffee shop, and it was pure bliss on her
tongue. The chocolate was just a little melty and she had to lick her fingers
several times as she went. When she was done, she reached into her cooler
for a bottle of water, grabbed a second one, and handed it to Julian. He
thanked her and she realized they were like one of those couples who’ve
been together for years—they were completely in sync with each other and
it felt…nice.

Really nice.
Not wanting to go there, she stretched in her seat and went back to the

story. Over the next hour they shared some fruit as they read, and Charlotte



realized this was just as glorious as she’d always imagined it would be.
Maybe even more so. When she finally couldn’t sit any longer, she stood
and put her Kindle down.

“The ocean’s calling,” she said. “I need to put my feet in it for a little bit.”
Julian nodded but didn’t look up from the screen.
The first wave of cool water washed over her and she sighed happily.

Swimming in the ocean was totally not her thing, but getting her feet wet
and walking in it a little was the perfect compromise. In her practical one-
piece bathing suit and floral sarong wrapped around her waist, she fit right
in. She walked up the beach a ways and looked out at the people who were
doing the same thing—camped out in their spots with friends and families
—and when she turned to go back, she noticed Julian watching her.

He wasn’t smiling and maybe he just happened to be looking in this
direction, but her heart gave a little kick in her chest at his gaze. There were
many things she’d noticed about Julian in this last week, mainly how
intense and serious he was. After he’d explained to her about his life and his
current situation, she could understand it. Still, she wondered what he
would be like if all of that hadn’t happened to him.

Would he smile more? Laugh more? Would he flirt with her?
Yeah, she was going to have to figure out exactly what she was doing

here. Why was she still hanging out with him?
And vice versa.
Slowly, Charlotte made her way back to their spot and sat back down in

her chair.
“How was the water?”
She couldn’t make herself look directly at him because she had a feeling

he’d be able to tell exactly where her thoughts had been. “Good. It was
good. It felt really…”

“Good?” he asked.
“Um…yeah.”



With a small smile and a nod, Julian went back to his book, and Charlotte
took a moment to look at him and try to get a read on him. Again. He was a
bit of an enigma and he was possibly the first person she couldn’t figure
out.

Settling back comfortably, she picked up her tablet and checked the Wi-Fi
connection, and hid a smile when she saw she had one. It seemed odd now
that she hadn’t done this before but she tilted the screen so Julian couldn’t
see it and did a search on him.

Julian Grayson, drummer for Grammy award-winning band
Shaughnessy…age 35…single…

After that was a description of the band and a list of their biggest hits and
albums. A bit further down it came to the personal information about his
very public wedding stunt and subsequent disappearance. According to this
article, he hadn’t been seen in public since that day.

Clearly, they’re just not looking hard enough, she thought, because he
was hardly disguising himself. She pulled up a page full of images of him,
and other than the perpetual five-o’clock shadow and his need for a haircut,
he looked pretty recognizable. And from what else she could tell, there
wasn’t anyone lurking around trying to get a picture of him. Even here on a
fairly crowded beach, no one was coming forward and talking to him, so
maybe…maybe… Hell if she knew. Was it a good thing or a bad one that he
was forcing himself into seclusion?

This was where her psychology degree came into play.
But why? Why did she even care why he was in seclusion? It was his

right to do what he wanted and how he chose to handle his anger and grief
over a failed relationship.

She glanced at him again, careful to keep her tablet facing away from
him. “Can I ask you something?”

“Sure,” he said, but he didn’t look at her.



“Now that you’re back from…you know, are you going to start playing
with your band again?”

Julian didn’t answer. Instead he turned off his tablet and put it in his bag
right before he stood and stretched. She figured he was just ready to move,
but then he looked out toward the ocean and said, “I think I’ve had enough
of the beach today. Feel free to stay here as long as you want. I’ll come
back for the stuff later.”

Seriously? Standing up, she got right in front of him until he was forced
to look at her. “You can’t just leave this stuff here. Someone will take it.”

He shrugged. “Then I’ll replace it.”
The man was beyond infuriating. “What is your deal?” she asked with

irritation. “I mean, we were just sitting here and everything was fine and
now you’re just going to jump up and leave rather than answer my
question?”

“Pretty much.”
A dozen questions and retorts played in her mind, but she couldn’t get the

words out. He wanted to leave? Fine. There was no way she was going to
stay, however. She’d take her own stuff and go and she seriously hoped
someone stole his.

With a huff, she moved aside and watched him walk away with nothing
but the bag that held his tablet. For a full minute, she didn’t move, and
when she realized he really was leaving, she had no choice but to collect her
stuff. Staying and relaxing was no longer possible, so she did her best to
grab as much as she could and try to move it to the car. Julian had helped
her earlier, but there was no way she was going to call out and ask for his
help now.

Clumsily, Charlotte started to walk across the sand toward her car. She’d
gone all of ten steps when her bag slipped from her hands. When she picked
it up, her blanket fell. Letting everything drop to the sand, she growled with
frustration. And just as she was about to bend over and start again, Julian



was there beside her. Wordlessly, he picked everything up and started
walking ahead of her.

She wanted to be annoyed with him, but right now she was just relieved
not to have to carry everything herself. Following behind him, her mind
raced. Every time she was ready to write him off as a self-centered jerk, he
did something to prove her wrong and she had no idea what to make of it.

And she was getting tired of trying to psychoanalyze him.
It was getting to be a full-time job.
Normally it would have felt awkward to spend so much time without

speaking, but it seemed the safest way to go right now. At her car, Charlotte
almost cringed. As a rule, she wasn’t ashamed of her car—it was a ten-year-
old Toyota—but right now she wondered what was going through Julian’s
mind when he saw it. Without knowing too much about him, she had no
way of knowing if he was one of those snobs who looked down on people
who had less than he did, but her gut told her he wasn’t.

Then again, her gut had told her that he was a homeless guy who needed
help, and look where that had gotten her.

Slamming the trunk shut, she finally looked at him. “Thanks. I appreciate
the help.”

As usual, he didn’t say anything, and while part of her wanted to rail at
him and demand to know what he was thinking, the other part of her was
just…done. He clearly had issues or some sort of personality disorder, and
she dealt with enough of that on a typical work day. Having to deal with it
on her day off was just asking too much. With a sigh, she said goodbye and
turned away.

“Charlotte,” he said gruffly when she opened the car door.
With her head down, she didn’t turn around; she simply waited. After a

full minute of silence, she spun around. “What?” she snapped, unable to
help herself.



He seemed as frustrated as she was, and Charlotte secretly hoped he was
just as confused too. Raking a hand through his hair, he stared at her and
there was annoyance as well as vulnerability in his eyes. “I don’t like
talking about my life,” he finally said.

“No kidding,” she murmured.
“Maybe it’s not logical or practical, but there it is. My life’s a freaking

mess right now, and if I don’t talk about it—”
“Then it’s still going to be a mess,” she finished for him, instantly going

into social worker mode. Taking a step closer, she went on. “You went
through something that was devastating to you and you took off to avoid
dealing with it. Or,” she quickly said when he made to interrupt, “that was
how you chose to deal with it. Either way, Julian, you can’t just pretend it
didn’t happen and you can’t go on not talking about your life. I don’t care if
you don’t talk to me about it, it’s really none of my business. But I have a
feeling you’re not talking to anyone about it.”

“It’s no one’s business,” he said, teeth clenched.
“Really? What about your friends? Your bandmates? I would imagine at

some point you’re going to have to talk to them about this. Your leaving
affected them too, you know. As much as you want to claim you’re the
wounded party here—and no one’s doubting that—your actions after you
walked away from the wedding had an effect on everyone there.”

He looked like he was about to say something and then thought better of
it.

“Have you thought about talking to someone?” she asked. “A friend, a
clergyman, or a therapist?”

“No one needs to hear about my problems. There are people who are far
worse off than I am.”

“Oh, I agree. But it doesn’t mean you don’t need to talk to someone and
figure out how to move forward from here.” She paused and tried to



organize her thoughts. “Julian, you had a life before that day, and a career.
You can’t just let it all go because of one incident.”

With a mirthless laugh, Julian turned and paced away before coming back
toward her. “I wasted five damn years,” he growled, his voice louder and
more intense than she’d ever heard him speak. “I’m a joke in the industry!
No amount of talking to someone is going to change that, Charlotte.”

Her heart broke for him. His pride as well as his heart had been damaged
by this woman. There was no way she could try to make light of it or tell
him everything would be okay. She had no idea if it would. In her life,
she’d never been so deeply in love or so devastatingly betrayed, so she had
no experience to draw from. All she could do was understand that he’d been
hurt and accept him exactly where he was at.

With a small nod, she met his gaze. “I’m so sorry she did this to you,” she
said quietly. “I wish there was something I could do or say that would help,
but…there isn’t.” Reaching out, she took one of his hands in hers and
gently squeezed. “I hope someday you’ll smile again, Julian, and that you’ll
find some peace.” When she went to pull away, he held her hand tightly in
his. She gasped softly and her eyes widened.

“Why?” he said, his voice deep and gravelly. “Why do you even care?”
“It’s just in my nature,” Charlotte admitted. “It’s who I am.”
“So I’m like a case to you,” he stated, sounding bitter about it.
She shook her head. “No. You’re not. That first day? Yes. But now that I

know a little more about you, it’s not how I see you at all.” Her heart beat
wildly at the admission, because she knew exactly where that statement
would lead.

“How do you see me?” His voice was softer now and somehow the space
between them was disappearing.

Swallowing hard, she decided she had nothing to lose. “I see you as a
man, Julian. A very sad and hurt man.” With her free hand, Charlotte



reached up and caressed his cheek. “And I wish there was a way I could
ease your pain and make you smile.”

When Julian continued to stare at her, she thought she’d said too much,
that she’d said something wrong, because his expression became closed,
guarded. The last thing she wanted to do was push him away—not that she
saw this going anywhere, anyway, but at the least she wanted him to think
of her as a friend.

“When I’m around you, I do smile.”
Her own lips twitched at his admission. “Behind my back? Because most

of the time you’re pretty serious-looking.”
Then his expression did relax and his lips softened into a small smile.
And he was even sexier when he did that.
Between his incredibly handsome face, his hard, muscled body, and the

sheer size of him, he had Charlotte practically in a puddle at his feet.
“Are you always this sassy or is it just with me?” he teased.
“Just you,” she said, meaning for it to come out lightly, but somehow her

voice was a little breathless and a lot more serious.
Her answer seemed to please him as he wrapped an arm around her waist

and pulled her in close to him. “Just me?” he whispered and Charlotte could
only nod at the intensity in those two simple words. “Good.”

It was the last thing he said before leaning down and capturing her lips
with his.



Chapter 4

What the hell am I doing?
Yeah, that seemed to be a common question for Julian where Charlotte

was concerned, but her sassy mouth was quite the turn-on. He couldn’t
resist kissing her even if he tried.

And it surprised the heck out of him how responsive Charlotte was in his
arms. Her lips were as soft as her curves and she smelled like the ocean and
sunshine—which were now two of his favorite scents. Her hands glided up
his biceps and over his shoulders to rest against his nape as she pressed
even closer.

Why on earth had he opted to do this in the middle of a public parking
lot? Right now, he wanted someplace to lay her down and touch her as he
continued to kiss and taste her. Her tongue skimmed along his bottom lip
and he groaned with need. The kiss went from tentative to sweet to holy
crap in the blink of an eye and Julian cursed their location.

His hands cupped her bottom to hold her close to him, and the urgency he
felt to explore her was something he’d never expected to feel again. Only…

He’d never felt this kind of urgency with Dena.
Ever.
And that was the single thought that caused him to break the kiss and take

a step back.
Charlotte’s eyes were closed, but they slowly fluttered open as she looked

at him with wonder. Her lips were wet and her cheeks flushed. The only



thought he had was how he’d love to see her look like that while sprawled
across his bed.

He took another step back.
“Um…yeah,” he said, his voice rough. He scrubbed a hand along the

back of his neck and had no idea what he was supposed to do or say right
now.

“Please don’t apologize,” Charlotte said quickly. “I mean, even if you are
sorry or you regret it, please don’t say it.” She moved back to the open car
door and glanced inside as if suddenly remembering it was there. “I—I
should go.”

All Julian could do was nod.
“So…um, take care of yourself,” she said nervously and then turned to

climb into her car. He knew he should say something—anything!—to her,
but his voice just wouldn’t work. Instead he stood back and watched her
pull out of the parking spot and drive away.

It hit him then that he was shaking. “What is going on with me?” he
murmured. Charlotte’s words from earlier came back to him.

It doesn’t mean you don’t need to talk to someone and figure out how to
move forward from here.

With the weight of the world on his shoulders, Julian made his way back
to the beach, where he grabbed up the chairs and umbrella and made the
awkward walk back to the house. He should have done it in two trips, but
he knew what he needed to do and the last thing he wanted was to put it off
any longer.

Once inside, he immediately grabbed a bottle of cold water from the
refrigerator and then pulled out his phone. Sitting down on the large
sectional that faced the wall of windows overlooking the ocean, he brought
up Dylan’s number and hit Call.

“Jules!” Dylan said happily. “To what do I owe this honor?”
“Honor?”



Dylan chuckled. “Yeah, you never reach out and call anyone. We’re
usually the ones hunting you down. And considering we only talked a week
ago, I’m feeling kind of special here.”

“Don’t be an idiot.”
“Don’t ruin this for me,” Dylan deadpanned.
Julian laughed quietly. “Fine. I won’t.”
“So, what’s up?”
“I kissed Charlotte,” he blurted out and then cursed himself.
“Social worker Charlotte?”
“Yeah.”
“And?”
“What do you mean, ‘and’? Isn’t that enough?”
“Um…no,” Dylan said. “I’m not seeing what the problem is here.”
Julian sighed and began to second-guess making this call. “I shouldn’t be

out there kissing anyone or even thinking about it.”
“Why not?”
“Seriously? You know why. Earlier this year I was about to get married

and—”
“And you dodged a bullet!” Dylan said loudly. “Jules, listen to me—what

happened with Dena sucked. We all know that. But that whole situation
doesn’t mean you’re not allowed to get involved with anyone ever again. If
anything, I would have thought you’d be sleeping your way across the
country. You’re not supposed to live like a monk for the rest of your life.”

“That was never my style—sleeping around just for the sake of sleeping
around.”

“Please,” Dylan said with a snort of derision, “we all did it in the
beginning and you were no different. It was fun for a while and then we all
grew up.”

“Still, it’s not who I am now.”



“Come on—you’re telling me that while you were on the road these last
months…?”

“Okay, fine. I wasn’t exactly a monk, but it wasn’t—I mean, it didn’t…”
“Yeah,” Dylan said. “I know. Sometimes it’s just something to pass the

time.”
“Exactly. And afterward it just felt…wrong. And I didn’t feel like it did

anything except offer a physical release and it wasn’t even all that
satisfying.”

“Well, that sucks.”
“Tell me about it. And that’s what I’m trying to avoid, Dylan. I don’t want

that emptiness, that shallowness. I don’t want to be that person who goes
for the casual to pass the time.”

“Okay, then good for you, man. Really. I think that’s great. But it sounds
like you’re freaking out over this Charlotte chick. Why?”

That was the million-dollar question.
Again.
What was it about her?
“I’m not looking to get involved with anyone. Like, ever again,” he

admitted.
On the other end of the line he heard Dylan sigh. “You think that now, but

believe me, you’re going to change your mind.”
“No, I’m not,” he said obstinately.
“Dude, let me tell you something. When I got out of rehab, I was

determined to live my life like a choirboy. I didn’t want anyone to think I
was the same guy I was when I went in and that included sleeping with the
kind of women I used to.”

“It’s not the same thing, Dylan.”
“It’s exactly the same thing. When I met Paige and realized I was

attracted to her, I was convinced I wasn’t good enough for her—that I
couldn’t be good enough for her. And I told myself I could resist her. But I



couldn’t. And believe me, I fought it for a long time and the only thing I
was doing was making myself crazy.”

“I’m not looking to change like that. Our situations are completely
different. You were trying to change your image. I’m unwilling to let
myself be in a situation like I was with Dena ever again. I don’t want a
woman having that kind of hold on me. I refuse to be made a fool of twice.”

Another sigh. “Julian, you have to know that Dena was a freaking head
case. She was a manipulative bitch. And if you can get past some of your
issues, you’ll admit that. She was like that from the beginning—you and I
had this conversation not long after I got out of rehab. I never understood
why you stayed. Why you were so convinced she was the one and you had
to put up with all her crap.”

Julian was coming to realize at least part of the reason why, but he wasn’t
ready to admit it to anyone yet, either. It would just add to everyone’s
perception of him as a joke.

“It doesn’t matter. Not anymore. The fact is I was hanging out with
Charlotte and…I don’t know, it just happened and it freaked me out.” The
only reason he chose to call Dylan was because he knew that of all his
friends, he’d be the one who might understand. Not that their situations
were the same, but there were enough similarities in the aftermaths of each
of their rock-bottom moments.

“I get it. I do. Like I said, with Paige? Damn. Did I ever tell you that she
came on to me first?”

Julian chuckled. “That sweet girl hit on someone like you? No way.”
Dylan took the teasing and laughed along. “True story. And that was a

total test of my self-control. I did turn her down because—like I said—I
didn’t think I was good enough. And then when I did give in? Yeah, it
freaked me out. I walked away and then cursed myself for doing it. Luckily,
she was persistent,” he added lightly.



“Yeah, yeah, yeah, and the rest is history,” Julian mocked just as lightly.
“I’m overreacting, right? I mean, I kissed Charlotte. So what? It doesn’t
have to mean anything other than I’m a man and she’s an attractive woman
and I got caught up in a moment. Right? That’s a thing, isn’t it?”

“Sure. Definitely. So, you’re saying you don’t want to go there again?
Like if she knocked on your door right now, you wouldn’t act on it?”

Right then an image of Charlotte standing in the doorway flashed in his
mind. She’d still be wearing that clingy bathing suit that had tormented him
all day and the filmy sarong he wanted to untie with his teeth. Her hair
would be loose and windblown and her blue eyes issuing all kinds of
promises. There was no way he’d be able to resist her if that happened.

But it wouldn’t. Of that, Julian was certain. Charlotte hadn’t been chasing
after him; if anything, he’d been the one pursuing her.

“I can’t act on it,” Julian said roughly. “Look, I had a lot of time to think
while I was on the road and I know what I have to do with my life to keep
myself sane.”

“And?”
“It doesn’t matter. I know what I have to do and I need to know that you

guys are going to respect that.”
Dylan cursed. “You’re going to take off again, aren’t you? You’re gonna

blow off the music, the band, your freaking life all because of what one
messed-up chick did? How is that fair? Why are you taking a bad situation
and making it worse?”

“It’s not like that!” Julian said defensively. “Do you think this is how I
envisioned my life? I’m never going to be able to walk around the city and
see people I know and not think about how they all knew! They knew! And
no one said a word. How many guys did we work with who slept with
Dena? How many friends, business associates, acquaintances were there?”
He paused and caught his breath because he was beginning to think he was



having a panic attack. “I can’t do it. I can’t live with that kind of thing on
my mind every time I turn around. It’s too much.”

Dylan was quiet for a long moment. “And so you’re willing to give it all
up?”

“I don’t have a choice.”
“You do, Jules. You really do. Don’t let her win.”
“She’s already won. She’s been paid off so she got the money she always

wanted.” And just saying it out loud almost made him sick to his stomach.
“She got my money and my pride. I’ve got nothing left to give.”

“You have everything left to give! You didn’t give her every penny you
made! You gave her an amount to make her go away. End of story. Now
she’s gone and moved on and you need to as well. Trust me, dude. It’s
gonna get better.”

But Julian was shaking his head. “No.”
Dylan was quiet for a moment. “Will you just do me a favor and promise

me something?”
“Maybe.”
“Matt’s flying in on Friday. Will you just come and hang with all of us

and talk? Please?”
Julian wanted to say no—to let Dylan tell Riley, Matt, and Mick what

he’d just said. But he couldn’t. He owed them more than that.
“Fine.”
“Thank you,” Dylan said, sounding relieved. They were silent for a

minute before Dylan added, “So this social worker? Is she a good kisser?”
Julian burst out laughing, and even though he’d never go into detail over

how hot their brief encounter was, he had to give his friend props for
asking.

“How about you tell me how Paige is doing and how you’re spoiling her
during this pregnancy instead?”

It was almost as if he could hear Dylan’s smile. “Deal.”



* * *

Monday morning, Charlotte was sitting at her desk unable to focus on a
darn thing. How was it possible that one kiss could affect her this much?
Granted, it had been pretty hot and unexpected and if they hadn’t been in
the middle of a public parking lot, she would have been totally on board for
taking things a little further.

Not that it mattered. It seemed like Julian was having regrets about it even
before they were done.

Not the greatest ego boost in the world.
“Hey, Charlotte, you got a minute?”
Looking up, she saw her supervisor, Jennifer, standing in the doorway

with an armload of files. She wanted to groan and tell her to go away, but
maybe diving into some cases would help clear her mind of Julian.

And his fantastic kissing skills.
Three hours later, she realized there may not be enough case files in the

world to do that.
At lunch, she sat in the break room with the salad and fruit she’d packed

for herself and it all tasted like sawdust in her mouth. Looking around the
room, it felt as if the walls were closing in. She was restless and twitchy and
needed to get outside for a bit and just…breathe.

Tossing her food in the trash, she grabbed her purse and walked through
the office, straight out the front door. The building wasn’t in Malibu or even
near the beach, but Canoga Park was an area where there was always
something to see that piqued her interest.

But right now, she really wished she had her toes in the sand.
Oversleeping that morning meant she’d had to skip her trip to the coffee
shop and her few minutes of beach bliss, and now she was really feeling it.
She walked up and down the block and tried to clear her mind, but it
refused to cooperate.



When she went back into the office, she was greeted with a handful of
phone messages and a waiting room full of people needing to be seen.

Typical Monday.
By the time she left for the day, it was after seven and she was nearly

frantic for something substantial to eat. No frozen entrées or salads, she
needed a real meal. Thoughts of burgers and fries ran through her mind and
they made her think of Julian. Stopping at the coffee shop for a premade
sandwich and maybe a brownie for dessert was another option. And that
made her think of Julian.

“Gah!” she huffed as she climbed into her car and headed for the
supermarket to get something to make—maybe some salmon or something
else that was easy to prepare and was real food rather than processed.

Did she drive past the burger place thinking she might see him?
Yes.
Did she detour to go by the coffee shop in case he was there?
Yes.
Was she starting to feel a little like a crazed stalker who needed to get

professional help?
Um…definitely yes.
Luckily by the time she arrived at her place, her stomach was growling

loud enough to block out anything else and Charlotte was more than happy
to give it the attention it clearly needed. The salmon, steamed veggies, rice,
and a glass of wine were the perfect meal. When she was done and sitting
on her couch with her Kindle, she felt thoroughly satisfied.

Seriously? The food is what you’re feeling so good about? Wouldn’t some
time alone with a man feel a whole lot better?

She was seriously getting tired of her inner self mocking her. Charlotte
had no issues with being alone. Not really. But after spending some time
with Julian, she realized just how long it had been since she’d gone out on a
date. And since dating Julian wasn’t an option based on how cagey he was,



she knew she’d have to do something else about ending this being-alone
streak she was on.

“Note to self, call the girls this week and start putting out feelers for a
blind date.” Even saying the phrase made her cringe a little. She’d never
had any luck with getting set up. There was never any spark or attraction or
even a second date. Unfortunately, this was where she was at. Maybe she’d
catch a break this time and meet a nice guy.

“Doubtful,” she murmured and then cursed herself for immediately being
so negative. Maybe the problem wasn’t the guys. Maybe it was her.

With a groan, she put her tablet down and opted for a second glass of
wine.

* * *

By Friday, Charlotte felt a little more in control. She’d had a particularly
crazy week and had spent extra time in Santa Monica at the homeless
shelter. With the weekend wide open ahead of her, she drove home that
afternoon with a sense of excitement at having two whole days to herself.

She’d opted for a group text to the girls to see about someone finding her
a date and amazingly enough, she had one on Saturday night with a guy
who sounded…normal. Oliver. Yeah, the name didn’t do much to inspire
her or make her think of some big, sexy guy, but that didn’t mean it was the
case. If anything, there was no big sell on him, no over-the-top promises; he
just seemed like a decent guy who—like Charlotte—was looking for the
chance to meet someone new.

So she was hopeful.
All week she’d been hoping to catch a glimpse of Julian, without any

luck. Deep down, she knew it was for the best. Even if he wasn’t recovering
from a bad breakup, what would someone like him—a world-famous
musician—want with a small-town social worker? There wasn’t one



glamorous thing about her, and he was living in million-dollar-plus homes
and probably had more than one of them.

And multiple cars too, no doubt.
They were as opposite as any two people could be. When he was

comfortable enough to get involved with someone again, he’d more than
likely gravitate toward someone in his own social circle.

And that definitely wasn’t her.
Never had been, never would be.
Which was kind of depressing. Didn’t most people dream of living the

lifestyle of the rich and famous? Was there ever a time when she had?
“Of course,” she murmured as she stepped into her apartment. Growing

up, she’d always imagined what it would be like to be rich and live in one
of those houses—well, just like Julian was living in right now. Growing up
in Malibu, she wasn’t immune to being around the wealthy set. And while
her parents were both highly respected business professionals and
considered upper middle class, they’d never reached the house-on-the-
beach level. Even after her dad had gotten back on his feet and had steady
employment again.

It was funny how Charlotte had—for the most part—grown up in a very
comfortable environment where she had never known poverty. Even during
the time when her father had been unemployed, they hadn’t lost everything
or been forced to start over. Their struggle had been emotional and
psychological, and yet it made such an impact on her that it was what she’d
gravitated toward as a career. All these years later and her parents still
thought it was an admirable profession but an odd choice for her.

Some days she agreed.
How much easier would it be to work in a more glamorous and less gritty

environment? Maybe then she wouldn’t be so aware of the differences
between herself and the Julians of the world. Maybe she would have a little



more confidence in herself where he was concerned and then she’d feel
totally at ease with seeking him out.

It wasn’t as if she didn’t know where to find him. She remembered their
conversation from their dinner on the beach when he’d pointed it out to her.

The fifth one down is mine for the next few months.
If she was a bold kind of woman, she’d simply drive down to the beach

and walk until she found the house, climb up the back steps, and—what?
What on earth did she think she’d do? Ask him out? Jump him? Seriously,
what would she do?

“Nothing,” she said with a weary sigh. “I’d do nothing because I’m not
the kind of woman who walks up the stairs to a man’s home and does
anything.”

And right now, she wasn’t so sure if that was a good thing or a bad thing.
Ugh. Why was she doing this to herself? It didn’t matter about the what-

ifs. The fact was that she was going out with a very nice man tomorrow
night and she was happy about it. They were meeting for drinks at one of
her favorite wine bars down by the Santa Monica pier and with any luck,
they’d go for a walk either along the pier or on the beach and she’d like him
enough to want to go out with him again.

It was a totally attainable goal, and Charlotte was the queen of helping
people make a list of their goals and then reaching them.

Go Charlotte!
It was a lot different when she was making the list for herself.
“Obviously I’m no good at practicing what I preach,” she murmured as

she walked into the kitchen. Rather than get Chinese takeout, she’d decided
to make something herself and enjoy a late dinner on her tiny balcony.

All in all, not a bad way to spend the evening.
When her mind tried to correct her on a better way to spend the evening,

she immediately shut it down and went to work on the dinner.



To block out any further chances of her mind wandering where it
shouldn’t, Charlotte hooked her iPod up to her mini speakers and hit one of
her favorite playlists, one she normally listened to if she went for an early
morning walk.

And wouldn’t you know it, the first song to pop up was by Shaughnessy.
How could she have forgotten that song was on there?
It was okay, she could listen to the lead singer’s voice and not focus at all

on the drums playing in the background.
Only…that made her focus on the percussion sound and an image of

Julian playing them.
Focus on something else! she admonished herself. There were so many

other things she could be thinking about—how she wanted her chicken…
was this too much broccoli…did Oliver play an instrument…

“Dammit,” she hissed, more than a little annoyed with her wayward mind.
Looking around her kitchen, she spotted the bottle of wine from Monday

night and decided another glass was in order. So she prepped her meal,
drank some wine, and did her best not to picture a sweaty, sexy, shirtless
drummer.

It made for a very long night.

* * *

“You did a great job with this, Dylan. Seriously, this is impressive. I’m a
little envious,” Riley said as they finished touring the small guesthouse
Dylan had converted into a personal studio. There were divided spaces to
allow for isolation of instruments, recording equipment, an assortment of
guitars, and the entire place was soundproofed. “I love my house and my
studio, but compared to this it’s tiny and almost unusable.”

“Yeah, right,” Dylan said sarcastically. “Your studio is awesome, and
we’ve all jammed down there more than enough times to know that, so cut
the crap.”



“I’m expanding the space I’ve got back east,” Matt said, accepting a beer
Dylan pulled from the fully stocked kitchen. He took a drink and looked
over at Julian. “What about you? When you start looking for a new place,
are you going to want a separate building for a studio?”

All eyes were on him—Riley’s, Matt’s, and Mick’s—and they were all
obviously interested. Only Dylan opted to look away. Grabbing a bottle of
beer for himself, Julian drank some of it down before answering. Might as
well get it out of the way early in the day.

“No.”
For a minute, no one spoke.
“You want to do something like what I have?” Riley asked. “The

basement? I’ll admit, it makes soundproofing a little trickier since you don’t
want anyone on the main floor to hear anything, but you can potentially
have a lot more square footage on one level than you can with a
guesthouse.”

“That’s not what I meant,” Julian forced himself to say as he turned to
pull up one of the barstools and sat down. “I’m not looking for any personal
studio space because…” He paused and sighed, hating how hopeful they’d
all been a minute ago and how he was going to be the one to ruin it all for
them. “I’m not playing anymore. I’m retiring.”

You could have heard a pin drop.
“Why don’t we go back over to the house and talk,” Dylan suggested

even as he began to walk toward the door.
“I don’t think that’s necessary,” Mick said, his eyes never leaving

Julian’s. “How long have you known about this?”
He shrugged. “It’s been on my mind since the wedding. The more time I

had to think about it, the more it made sense. I can’t work around people
who would stab me in the back like that.”

“He was a studio tech!” Mick yelled. “In the grand scheme of things, he
was a nobody. Trust me, he won’t be working anywhere near us ever



again!”
“All right, we need to calm down,” Riley said levelly. “I think we all

figured something like this might happen, and we need to sit down and
listen to what Julian has to say.”

So many times Julian had hated the way Riley always seemed to know
exactly what to say and how to say it. It was annoying how the guy just had
his shit together—always had—even when he was in the midst of his own
crisis.

Wordlessly, everyone found a place to sit—except Mick—and waited him
out.

“I don’t know where to begin.”
“Jules,” Matt said cautiously, “you know we’ve all felt like this. It almost

seems crazy that we’re still together at all, because it’s been a ridiculous
few years for us. Riley having writer’s block and wanting to call it quits, my
Broadway flop that had me second-guessing my ability to play music at all,
Dylan’s rehab. Dude, seriously, you are among friends here. Literally.
We’ve all been there.”

It didn’t matter how many people made that statement to him, it wasn’t
true. No one had dealt with the level of betrayal and embarrassment Julian
had—no matter what they thought.

“I said it to Dylan and I’ll say it again,” Julian began, “it’s not the same.
I’m not doubting my musical ability. I love to play the drums and I’ve loved
making a living at it, but at what cost? For years I was in denial about what
was happening. I thought by not acknowledging it that it would all just…
right itself. And time after time I thought it had. But in the end, look what
happened. If I stay in this industry, I’m never going to be able to trust
another living soul again, and that’s not how I want to live.”

“I get it, Julian, I do,” Dylan chimed in. “The first event I went to after
rehab, all I could think of was how I had to be on my guard constantly so I
didn’t find myself back with the people I used to party with. It was stressful,



and even though I was approached and the opportunity was there for me to
go back to my old ways, I resisted. Every day is still a struggle on some
level. It doesn’t matter how long I’ve been clean and sober, it’s still hard.
Right now, I’m sitting here drinking water while you guys are having beers.

“Six months ago, I wouldn’t have been able to handle it. Even stocking
the fridge for all of you had me sweating a bit, but I’m here and I’m
handling it.”

“That’s just it,” Julian countered, “I don’t want to have to keep handling
it. It’s no way to live. At least not for me. I just want to have some peace in
my life. For five freaking years I haven’t had any peace!”

“And whose fault is that?” Mick snapped. “We all tried talking to you,
Julian. You were convinced Dena was going to get her shit together and
settle down. And that stunt at the wedding? That was all on you. No one
asked you to make a public spectacle of the whole damn thing. I begged
you not to do it, but you wouldn’t be swayed!”

“You gave me the car and had everything waiting for me back at your
house!” Julian snapped back.

“Because you gave me no choice! You were going to go through with
publicly humiliating Dena no matter what I said, so I did what I could to
make sure that at least you escaped the hotel before anyone could leak what
happened to the paparazzi!”

Julian jumped to his feet, slamming the beer down on the table. “It was
the only way to break the cycle! All along, everything she did was kept
quiet. I knew how much she hated to look bad, and if I was really going to
end this, it had to be in front of everyone she knew!”

“It didn’t have to be at your wedding, Julian,” Riley said, and for the first
time, Julian heard disappointment in his voice. “I get what you were trying
to do—at least now I finally do—but there had to be some other options.”

“The end result would have been the same,” Julian said dejectedly. “It
still would have been devastating and humiliating and…and…”



“You can’t be pissed at everyone for a situation you created,” Mick stated,
his frustration clear. “If you had given me even another day or two, we
could have dealt with her without the public spectacle and having you
essentially giving up the life you worked so hard for!”

Raking a hand through his hair, Julian sighed with frustration. “Look, I
get that you’re disappointed, all right? I get it! But there was always going
to come a day when the band wasn’t going to be the band anymore! And
I’m not telling any of you that you can’t keep playing. All I’m saying is that
I’m not. So…go ahead and be upset with me and try to tell me how I’m
wrong. I don’t care. All I do care about right now is my sanity and just…
getting out of the spotlight.”

“Julian—” Riley began but Matt interrupted him.
“Jules, you may think this is going to last forever, but it will pass. I

swear.”
He shook his head. “It’s not the press, man. I wish that was the only hang-

up. I don’t trust anyone. I can’t trust anyone.”
This time Riley stood and made sure he was heard. “Do you trust me?”
“What?”
“You heard me, do you trust me? Do you think I’m lying to you or

betraying you?”
“Of course not.”
“Do you think I’m going to hit on Charlotte?” Dylan asked with a smirk.

“I mean, you know my history. Do you think I’m going to look her up and
go and check her out, or maybe fix her up with one of my friends and—”

Julian stood and swung at Dylan, connecting with his friend’s jaw.
It was chaos after that. Dylan stumbled back, Riley caught him, Matt

grabbed Julian, and Mick stepped in between them all. “What the hell is
going on here?” he yelled. “And who’s Charlotte?”

Dylan straightened, and damn him, he still had a smirk on his face. He
leaned in close to Julian. “You can be sure none of us would ever betray



you. Ever. And you can stand here and play the victim, but in the last five
years—even when you knew Dena was messing around—you never took a
swing at anyone because of it. Think about that.”

He didn’t want to. Swinging at Dylan was out of frustration for the entire
situation, not about Charlotte—it couldn’t be. No way. She didn’t mean
anything to him other than a nice distraction since he’d returned home.

It had been a week since he’d seen her, and he hadn’t even thought about
her since she drove away after their kiss in the parking lot.

Okay, he had, but just a little.
Every night and pretty much every time he closed his eyes, but…it didn’t

mean anything.
“Are we all ready to sit down and talk like grown-ups or do we need a

time out?” Mick asked sarcastically.
There were a few murmurs, but everyone sat back down.
“You’re not quitting Shaughnessy,” Mick finally said, his voice firm.

“You need a little more time to adjust to the idea, fine. Take until after the
label’s anniversary party in January before setting up time to go back into
the studio. Your appearance there isn’t optional.”

“You can’t force me to play, Mick,” Julian replied obstinately. “If I don’t
want to, there isn’t a damn thing you can do about it.”

“I manage this band and you have contracts and commitments. For the
last three years I’ve had to deal with all of you having crap to work through.
I stood by and helped with all of it. We’ve missed out on some pretty big
things. Well, I’m here to tell you that I’m done standing by and waiting. If
you don’t start doing something—and soon—the fans will forget about you
and you’re not going to get them back.” He paused and paced the room.
“You’re a great band and you can have the staying power of the Stones or
Aerosmith, but not if this sabbatical doesn’t come to an end soon.”

“You never mentioned us missing anything,” Riley said, confused. “Why
haven’t you brought it up before?”



“What good would it have done?” Mick yelled with exasperation. “You
couldn’t write, Matty was hiding, Dylan was in rehab… I mean, why would
I add more pressure to any of you?” Then he turned to Julian. “But you?”
He shook a finger at him. “You put yourself in this position, and you’re
going to pull yourself out of it.”

Julian stood and shook his head. “Not gonna happen, Mick. There was a
time when you could intimidate me and I’d cave. Not anymore. My mind is
made up.”

“Jules,” Dylan spoke up. “This is a knee-jerk reaction. Just…give it some
time. We can just put everything on hold until the New Year. Seriously. I
think you need some time to settle back in and see that things aren’t as bad
as you think.”

“I agree,” Matt added. “We don’t have to make any long-term decisions
right now. We’re all here together, so why don’t we push the business stuff
aside and just hang out and jam? That’s really what I’m here for anyway.”
He grinned at the group and it seemed to ease some of the tension in the
room.

And as much as Julian wanted to just leave, he had to admit that part of
him was itching to get behind a set of drums. It had been so long since he’d
played and…what harm could a couple of songs do, right? Looking across
the room, he noticed the drums Dylan had purchased were Julian’s
signature set—Tama Artstar. His fingers twitched with the need to pick up a
set of sticks and just play.

Not wanting to seem too anxious and get anyone’s hopes up, Julian gave a
careless shrug as he moved across the room toward the set. “Got nothing
else to do today…”

And just like that, everyone took his place, picked up his gear, and began
to play.

And damn if it didn’t feel great.

* * *



The sky was clear and the stars were bigger and brighter than Charlotte
could ever remember seeing.

There was a great breeze coming off the water as she walked along the
nearly deserted beach.

She was happy from listening to a great jazz trio while enjoying some
amazing wine and appetizers.

With a relaxed and happy grin, she thought the only thing that would have
made this the perfect night was if her date had actually shown up.

Stood up.
Um…yeah. That was kind of a buzzkill on the evening and yet…it was

hard to care when everything else around her was exactly to her liking.
After sitting at the bar for more than two hours, she’d given up. The

thought of something happening to Oliver had crossed her mind, so she’d
texted him to see if he was all right and he’d responded with: Sorry. Maybe we

can try again next week. No explanation, no advance warning that he wasn’t
coming, so… Sorry, Oliver. We won’t be trying this again.

In spite of what had just happened, she wasn’t upset.
Was that what she wanted? The kind of guy who could be called

dependable, but wasn’t? A man who others made sound as though he was a
safe choice rather than someone who made her heart pound with
excitement?

“Nope,” she whispered softly as she looked out at the ocean. She was far
enough back that she could sit in the sand without getting wet and that’s
exactly what she decided to do. Pulling her knees to her chest—and
thankful for the maxi dress so she could drape it over her legs—Charlotte
sighed and closed her eyes and let her senses take over.

In her purse, her phone beeped with an incoming text. She knew it was
going to be Tami or one of the girls asking how her date went, and when
she pulled the phone out, she smiled at being right.



She let Tami know that she’d been stood up. Her friend invited her to
come over to talk, shocked to hear Charlotte was walking the beach alone at
night.

While she appreciated her friend’s concern, Tami had no idea just how
often Charlotte indulged in this kind of activity and there was no way she
was going to admit to that right now.

Charlotte: I promise to text you when I get home—which should be soon.
Tami: Don’t make me get in the car, CC. Because if I don’t hear from you in 1 hour…
Charlotte: I promise! Geez. Relax.

She signed off with a heart emoji before sliding her phone back into her
purse and laughing again. It would have been easy to be annoyed with her
friend for fixing her up with a no-show, but she couldn’t. The whole Oliver
thing wasn’t really Tami’s fault, and as for her being concerned…well, it
was nice that someone cared about her.

She was beginning to feel like no one else did.
“Okay, dramatic much?” she murmured with a sigh.
Unfortunately, now that Tami had put the thought in her head about her

safety, Charlotte no longer felt particularly relaxed. Slowly she came to her
feet and brushed the sand from her dress. Inhaling deeply, she looked out at
the waves one more time before reaching down for her purse. When she
turned around, she nearly screamed.

Julian.
He stood ten feet away from her and his expression was unreadable.
Charlotte normally believed in coincidences, but she was having a hard

time accepting this situation was just that. The hopeless romantic side of her
—which didn’t come out very often—really wanted to think he’d been
hoping to find her here or that he’d specifically been looking for her. But
from everything she knew about Julian, he was too stubborn and strong-
willed for such things.



They stood like that—facing one another, silently assessing—for a few
minutes.

“Hi,” she said finally, but didn’t make a move toward him. The breeze off
the water kicked up and her hair was blowing wildly; her long skirt
whipped against her legs. She groaned at what a mess she must look like
but she still couldn’t make herself move.

It took all her self-control not to sag with relief when he finally took a
step toward her. “What are you doing out here alone so late?”

And her foolish heart kicked hard in her chest at his gruff question.
“Just getting my daily beach fix in.”
But Julian shook his head even as he kept advancing. “You were out here

this morning before you went to work,” he said, his voice low and almost
tortured. “Every morning this week you’ve been out here. I can see you
from my deck. Try again.”

He knew she’d been here earlier? How…? Why…?
Swallowing hard, she said, “I was heading home and wanted to come out

here for a bit. I enjoy watching the sunset. A girl can get two daily beach
fixes, you know.” She meant to sound defiant, but she had a feeling it didn’t
come out quite that way.

Julian’s gaze roamed over her from head to toe.
And Charlotte cursed how unsexy the windblown look was on her.
They were almost toe to toe and she studied him with equal interest. His

jeans were faded and hung low on his hips, his T-shirt was of the threadbare
variety and looked like he’d owned it for years. And his hair was a wreck,
just as hers was.

And then there was the five-o’clock shadow.
It should have been a full-grown beard by now and yet it wasn’t.
But that didn’t mean she didn’t want to feel it scratching her sensitive

skin.
Everywhere.



Charlotte held her breath while she waited for Julian to call her out on the
admission, but he didn’t. Instead, he reached up and stroked one strong
finger along her cheek right before his hand cupped it. Her lips parted on a
sigh and—unable to help herself—she leaned into his hand.

“What are you doing out here?” she asked softly.
“Waiting for you,” he replied, so quietly she almost didn’t hear him. And

before she could respond, Julian closed the distance between them. He felt
so warm and solid and wonderful that she forgot what she was going to say.

Not that it would have mattered, because Julian lowered his head and
gently touched his lips to hers. There was an uncertainty to him—a
vulnerability—and it was quite possibly the sexiest thing about him. She
loved the fact that he was comfortable enough around her to be like this.

One soft kiss turned to two and Charlotte slowly ran her hands up his
arms.

Julian’s tongue gently teased at her lips as her hands raked up into his
hair.

And then she was lost.
They went from slow and sweet to nothing but need in the blink of an

eye. Charlotte knew this was why she wasn’t disappointed about being
stood up—no one made her feel needy and out of control the way Julian
Grayson did. Her date wouldn’t have been like this.

It couldn’t.
They kissed until they were breathless, and when Julian lifted his head, he

began a trail of kisses along her cheek and nipped at her earlobe before
shifting and resting his forehead against hers.

“Why can’t I stay away from you?” he asked, but Charlotte had a feeling
the question was more to himself than her. Reaching up, he caressed her
cheek. “I should be able to stay away, but I just can’t.”

Trembling, she mimicked his pose and savored the scratchiness of his
jaw. “Right now, I’m kind of glad you didn’t stay away.” It was good that



she was looking down and couldn’t see his reaction to her words. She knew
how cagey he could be and the last thing she wanted to do was have him
take off on her—not after the second-hottest kiss of her life.

“Come home with me, Charlotte,” he begged quietly. “Please.”
No words had ever sounded sweeter to her.
“We don’t have to do anything but talk, if that’s what you want.” He

paused. “I’ve missed seeing you, talking to you.”
Pulling back, this time she did meet his gaze. “I’ve missed seeing you

too.”
If it were possible, Charlotte would say he looked relieved and almost…

grateful.
Julian reached for her hand and they walked up the beach toward his

house. Neither said a word, and Charlotte was thankful for these few
minutes to get her emotions under control. Maybe it was the same for him.

At the foot of the stairs that led to his deck, she stopped and took her hand
from his, pulling her phone from her purse. Julian looked at her quizzically.

“I promised my friend Tami I’d text her when I got home.” As soon as
she said the words, she realized how it sounded. “I mean—”

“She wants to know you’re safe,” he finished for her and then caressed
her cheek again. “You are, Charlotte. I promise.”

There were so many ways she could take that statement, but rather than
analyze it, she quickly typed a message to her friend and slid her phone
back into her purse. With a smile, she held out her hand to him. “Thank
you.”

He kissed her hand and gave it a gentle squeeze before turning and
leading them up the stairs. At the top, Julian made to keep walking, but
Charlotte stopped and turned to look at the view. She gasped softly.

“Breathtaking.”
Julian stepped up behind her and wrapped his arms around her waist.

“Yes, you are.”



Charlotte knew she was blushing, thankful the moonlight was the only
light on her. She leaned back against him and relished how good he felt,
how perfect the view was, and how happy she was to be exactly where she
was.

“I bet you get an amazing view of the sunset up here.”
“There’s no better view than the one I have right now,” he said quietly.
And if their night ended right here—if for some reason Julian decided to

take her back to her car and wish her a good night—she’d be okay with it.
But then he began nuzzling her neck and her head fell slightly to the side

as she purred with pleasure at his lips on her skin.
Okay, maybe she wouldn’t be all right with leaving, because she wanted

so much more of this—of what he was offering—that she was almost
frantic with need.

“Julian,” she said breathlessly.
“Come inside, Charlotte,” he whispered against her throat.
Slowly, she turned in his arms and nodded.
And as Julian led the way into the house, she knew nothing was ever

going to be the same.



Chapter 5

It was almost as if Julian had conjured her up in his mind.
That had been his first thought when he’d walked out onto the back deck

earlier and spotted Charlotte. He wasn’t normally someone who sat outside
alone at night, but he’d been restless and it was as if something was
drawing him there. And that something was now stepping tentatively into
his temporary home.

She looked around with wide eyes as she took in the space. The house
was rather impressive and had an incredible view, but that wasn’t what he
wanted to talk about right now. Instead, he pulled her in close and kissed
her again—not with the urgency he’d felt a few minutes ago, but just
because he could. And because they seemed so in sync with one another,
she melted against him and he felt her begin to relax.

His hands went to her waist and all he could think of was what was she
wearing under her dress. There were tiny straps on her shoulders and he
could tell she didn’t have on a bra, but what else was she wearing—or not
wearing—under there? His hands slowly slid around to cup her bottom and
he gently squeezed, confirming there were panties.

Good to know.
Except now he wanted to find out what kind they were—silk or lace?

What color?—and whether he was going to remove them with his hands or
teeth.

Yeah, his mind went there.



“Come sit down,” he said as he reluctantly ended the kiss. Honestly, he
would be perfectly content kissing her all night long, but it wasn’t
particularly realistic and he wanted to honor his promise for them to sit and
talk.

Charlotte nodded and followed him. He chose the sofa in the living room
that faced the beach, and while she sat, he opened the sliding doors to let
the ocean air in.

“Can I get you something to drink?”
“Some water. Please.”
Nodding, Julian went to the kitchen and grabbed each of them a bottle,

and then joined her on the sofa.
“It’s an amazing view,” she said, looking straight ahead and not at him.

“You’re lucky to have a place like this.”
“It’s temporary, but I’m enjoying it.” As soon as he said it, he knew there

was a chance Charlotte would want to know more. Honestly, it wasn’t what
he wanted to talk about right now.

Or ever.
“I know I would,” she said, giving him a shy smile. “I’ve always lived in

Malibu, but never close to the beach. I’ve looked at other cities to see if I
could afford a house on the beach anywhere else, but…I can’t. Not on a
social worker’s salary.”

He nodded. “I grew up on the East Coast near Myrtle Beach, and the
beach was only two blocks away. My mom used to complain we weren’t
close enough. I can definitely see the appeal—especially after being here—
but it’s not nearly private enough.”

“You could always look into buying your own island,” she teased and
then laughed softly.

“Right,” he said, laughing with her. “Because that’s not completely
overreacting to the need for privacy.”



She shrugged. “I don’t know, I hear about people doing that sort of thing
all the time. I watch a lot of HGTV. There’s even a show about it.”

“About people who buy islands?”
“Uh-huh. And sometimes it’s only a couple of acres—you know, big

enough for a house or two—and sometimes they’re a little bigger. I’m not
talking about buying an island that’s big enough for a small city or
anything.”

“Well, that really would be excessive…”
She laughed and it was like music to his ears. “Just a bit.”
“I think I appreciate modern conveniences too much to live on my own

island. Getting takeout would be a bitch.”
That kept Charlotte laughing, and Julian found he wanted to keep doing

it.
“Can you imagine the delivery fee for a pizza?” he joked.
“Or the wait time?” she said.
Her cheeks were a little rosy and her eyes were bright, and she just…she

was beautiful. Charlotte Clark was quite possibly the most beautiful woman
he’d ever seen and she wasn’t even trying. Julian had dated models and
actresses before, and all of them had been the kind of women who never
had a hair out of place and wore designer clothes. In the short time he’d
known Charlotte, he’d seen her looking anything but glamorous and she
rarely seemed to wear makeup, yet she took his breath away.

Reaching out, he carefully ran a hand over her hair and took one long,
loose curl and wrapped it around his finger. It was just as soft as he’d
imagined it would be. Self-consciously, she pulled back and tried running
her own hands over her hair to try to tame it, but he stopped her.

“Don’t,” he said. “I think it’s very sexy like this.”
Charlotte gave him a look of disbelief. “It’s a windblown mess,” she said

quietly, glancing away. “I probably should have tied it back in a ponytail or
something before heading down on the sand.”



But Julian shook his head. “No. I was watching you while you were
standing down there and was a little fascinated by your hair. You wear it up
more than you wear it down and…” He paused and took that one curl
around his finger again. “I really like it when you wear it like this.”

She blushed and looked like she was about to argue with him, then
thought better of it.

“Can I ask you something?” he said, still playing with her hair.
“Of course.”
“Why social work? I mean, I know it’s an admirable career and what you

do to help people is amazing…”
“But…?”
He grinned. “How do you deal with it? It never ends—there are always

people needing something from you. How can you possibly not end every
day feeling a little defeated?”

“There are plenty of days where I do feel like that, believe me,” she
began. “Some days there don’t seem to be any winners, and there’s nothing
I can do to make things right for anyone.” With a shake of the head, she
continued. “But then there are days when everything goes right and…you
have no idea how gratifying it is to know that I’ve helped someone—I’ve
made a difference in their lives and given them hope.”

Julian released her hair and took her hand in his, feeling how soft her skin
was too. “How do you make yourself go back after a bad day?” he asked
gruffly. “On those days when no one gets the help they need or you just feel
overwhelmed by it all, how do you find the strength to go back the next day
and try again?”

For a long moment, Charlotte didn’t respond. She looked at their linked
hands and sighed quietly. “Because I have to,” she finally said. “I can’t let
one bad day—or a hundred of them—defeat me. I know there are going to
be times when I just want to throw in the towel and find a job that isn’t
quite so emotionally draining. Then I remember the days that leave me



feeling so happy and hopeful, and I cling to those. And somewhere in
between the highs and lows are days that just…are. Things go okay, nothing
major happens, and it’s all kind of textbook.” Then she shrugged. “That’s
sort of what life’s about, right?”

“What do you mean?”
She considered him. “There was a movie I remember seeing a long time

ago—I can’t even remember the name—but this one scene stood out to me.
A man was arguing with his wife about their lives. He wanted everything to
stay the same and for things to be what he considered normal. Well, they
had three kids and were suddenly expecting a fourth, and the three they had
were each having trouble in their own way, and on top of it, his elderly
grandmother came to live with them.”

“That doesn’t sound familiar…”
Charlotte held up her finger to tell him there was more. “Anyway, they’re

arguing about what’s normal and what’s not and their expectations about
how life is supposed to be when the grandmother comes in and starts to talk
about carnival rides—the merry-go-round versus the roller coaster. And
basically, she was saying how some people prefer the merry-go-round
because there are no surprises, it just goes around and around. But some
people prefer the roller coaster because of all the twists and turns and
surprises. And that’s how she looked at life. Are you someone who loves
the merry-go-round or the roller coaster?”

Julian knew she wasn’t specifically asking him that question, but…it
certainly had him thinking. A few years ago, he would have said roller
coaster, hands down. But now? Now he was telling himself he wanted—
needed—the merry-go-round. And in the last few weeks he would have said
he couldn’t be swayed from that thinking. But as he sat here with Charlotte
and knew there were possibly some twists and turns and surprises—at least
where the two of them were concerned—he found himself looking forward
to them.



All of them.
“Personally,” Charlotte said, interrupting his thoughts, “I’m a roller

coaster person who sometimes wishes for the merry-go-round.”
Tilting his head, he asked, “How come?”
“There are times when I’m working on a case and I know it’s going to get

bumpy and complicated and rough for everyone. Sometimes I’d like to be
able to step away and let someone else take my place when there’s bad
news to share. I hate disappointing anyone, and I hate when the system
doesn’t work.” She paused. “I have some coworkers who don’t have any
one-on-one with our applicants. Their job is to process the paperwork, so to
them, these people are just a name or a number on a page. But I look at
them. I see them. I see the hope or the desperation on their faces and it’s
sometimes so hard to do that.” Then she smiled ruefully. “Roller coaster.”

He nodded in understanding. “I get it. With the band, every day was a
roller coaster no matter how much we had things planned out and
scheduled. We had rankings to worry about constantly and the need to stay
on the charts and be relevant. There was always a line of people between us
and all of that, but it trickles down and ultimately, it was up to us to make
the music and put in appearances and do what we could to charm the
public.”

“That’s a lot of pressure.”
“Yeah, it is. For a long time, we kept crazy schedules, and I was always

the kind of guy who didn’t want to sit still. I needed something creative to
do. So I wrote music. I taught myself how to play other instruments, I
learned how to work the recording equipment and produce music.”

“Wow!”
“My brain has a hard time shutting down sometimes and I love the thrill

of learning something new or creating something new.”
“Now, that’s something I envy,” she said with a bit of wonder.
“What is?”



“Your creativity. I’m just not. Like I’ve told you before, I’m very
analytical. A problem solver. I haven’t done anything artistic or creative
since…I don’t know when.”

“It’s not all it’s cracked up to be,” he said seriously. “It’s a lot of pressure,
and it opens the door for people to come in and use you and—”

Charlotte reached out and put a finger over his lips, effectively stunning
him into silence. She shook her head. “No. Not tonight. We’re not going
there.”

And if he hadn’t already been prepared to get on this roller coaster with
her—he was seriously loving that metaphor!—he would be now. She was
the first person in he didn’t know how long who wasn’t anxious to talk
about his music, his career, any of it. Charlotte just wanted to talk to him—
Julian. Just the man. It was a little unsettling and yet it filled him with hope.

It was something he’d thought was long gone from his vocabulary.
But here it was.
Here she was.
Reaching over, he gently clasped her wrist. “Where are we going?”
And then Charlotte did something that probably wasn’t intended to be

sexy but it totally pushed him to his limit: she licked her lips.
Not even in a slow or seductive manner, just…licked her lips.
And he was done.
Tugging her to him, she spilled into his lap, and having her there was

what he’d been waiting for since forever.
“Charlotte Clark, do you have any idea what you do to me?” he asked

hoarsely, his eyes scanning her face.
Shaking her head, Charlotte held his gaze. “No, but I’m hoping it’s the

same thing you do to me.”
“And what’s that?” he whispered, leaning in to hopefully kiss her again.
“You make me want,” she admitted softly, breathlessly.



They were so close that when he licked his own lips, he almost touched
hers. “That’s good, because that’s exactly how you make me feel too.”

“What are we going to do about it?”
The things he wanted to do with her…
“Whatever you want,” he said, letting her set their pace. “If what you

want is to sit here and talk until the sun comes up, then that’s what we’ll
do.”

Her lips twitched with the need to smile as she asked, “Or?”
And he couldn’t help but grin. “Or you can let me take you inside and lay

you down on my bed and spend the night not talking.”
She pouted slightly.
“What? What did I say to put that look on your face?”
Then she blushed. “I just… I guess…” Her eyes met his as she admitted,

“I guess I envisioned us doing all those things—spending the night in bed
together but talking. And not about life, but…”

It hit him what she was saying and it was like throwing gasoline on a
flame. “Baby, I’ll talk to you all night long while we do all kinds of things. I
want to touch every inch of you, Charlotte. And kiss every inch of you and
hear you cry out my name.”

Her smile grew and it was a beautiful mixture of sweet and sexy and so
completely Charlotte. “I think I’d like all of that,” she said. “Very much.”

Standing, Julian pulled her slowly to her feet and banded an arm around
her waist to bring her body flush to his, and once more he was hit with how
much he loved the feel of her curves pressed up against him.

And how much he couldn’t wait to explore them all.
In bed.
Together, they shut the sliding glass doors and Julian turned out the lights,

leading her to the bedroom.
“Oh,” she gasped softly when she stepped into the room. She had kicked

off her sandals while they’d been sitting on the sofa. When her feet went



from the cool hardwoods to the plush carpeting, she obviously enjoyed the
transition.

“It only gets better,” Julian promised as he led her across the room until
they were beside the bed. They stood facing one another, and he was
suddenly nervous and unsure. The primal part of him wanted to strip her
bare and take her—to ease the ache he’d been feeling since they first met.
But there was another part of him, one that he’d never known existed, that
wanted to go slow and savor and—

Without warning, Charlotte reached out and wound her arms around his
neck, initiating the kiss.

And Julian was one hundred percent on board.
He anchored his hands in her hair to keep himself from ripping those tiny

straps of her dress in his haste to get her naked. Tongues dueled and need
built as every bit of him was consumed by her. On and on it went, and he
couldn’t believe what a turn-on kissing could be. It was always enjoyable,
but kissing Charlotte was on a whole other level. She tasted like an exotic
drink and smelled even better.

And he couldn’t wait to see and taste and smell the rest of her.
Slowly, he lowered his hands to her shoulders and began to peel down the

tiny straps resting there. His hands trembled. The last time he’d felt this
nervous taking a woman to bed was—well, it was probably when he was a
teenager.

He hoped it all went better than it had back then.
As if sensing his wayward thoughts, Charlotte broke their kiss and looked

up at him with those impossibly blue eyes. Even in the dim lighting of the
room, they stood out to him. She took a step back and smiled shyly at him.

“I wanted to go slow with you,” he said. “But I think I’m failing
miserably.”

She laughed softly, slid her arms out of the straps, and placed her hands
over her breasts. “It’s the same for me. I keep thinking that slow is good,



but right now all I can think of is doing this.”
Wordlessly, she shimmied out of the dress until it was pooled around her

feet. Julian felt his heart kick hard in his chest.
Hot pink.
Her panties were hot-pink silk.
Reverently, he dropped to his knees and placed his hands on her hips as

he leaned forward and kissed her belly. She sighed his name and raked her
hands through his hair.

“I was kind of hoping that would motivate you to lose your shirt,”
Charlotte said, looking down at him with a smile that was sexy and very
pleased with herself.

Julian whipped the shirt off and tossed it over his shoulder. “Seeing you
like this makes me want to lose more than my shirt, sweetheart.”

This time her laugh was throaty, and for a minute, Julian wasn’t sure if he
should stay on his knees or jump to his feet and kiss her sassy mouth.

Her nails scraped against his scalp and she tugged on his hair to make him
look up at her, and the heat Julian saw in her eyes made the decision for
him.

Mouth.
Always her mouth.
One minute they were standing by the bed, the next they were on it. When

Charlotte’s legs wrapped around him, he knew slow was off the table. For
now. They had all night, and he promised himself they’d go slow the next
time.

Bracing his hands on either side of her head, Julian stared down at her
face, knowing his expression was fierce. “The next time I feel your nails on
me, I want them to be on my back.”

She licked her lips and quirked one perfect brow at him. “Why do you
think I wanted your shirt off so badly?”

Sexy banter. Who knew?



One of Charlotte’s hands came up and wrapped around his nape, pulling
him down close until their lips were a breath apart. “Bring it,” she
whispered.

And Julian was a goner.

* * *

“Hey, beautiful girl,” Julian murmured against her ear. “C’mon. You need to
get up.”

Charlotte groaned. They hadn’t slept for more than an hour—if that—and
if he was seriously waking her up to ask her to leave, she was going to be
pissed.

Majorly, majorly pissed.
On any given day, she was a morning person. But today all she wanted

was just a little more sleep in this magnificent bed. She only had a full-size
one at home, and if she had more space, she’d definitely invest in a king-
size after this.

Julian was pressed snugly against her back, kissing her shoulder. Okay, so
maybe he wasn’t asking her to leave, and they certainly didn’t have to get
up to do more of what they’d been doing all night.

“Charlotte,” he whispered softly, now kissing her cheek. “If you don’t get
up, you’re gonna miss it.”

Miss it? Okay, that piqued her curiosity.
Slowly, she turned in his arms and placed a kiss on his chest. “Any

chance you can bring whatever this is that I need to see here?”
He chuckled. “Unfortunately, no. But trust me, you’re going to want to

see it.”
“Julian…”
But he wasn’t listening. He kissed her one last time and then rolled away.

Even with her eyes closed, she knew he was putting on his jeans.
And that was really a shame.



Rolling onto her back, she yawned and then felt something soft land next
to her. Turning her head, she saw it was Julian’s shirt from last night.

“You can wear that,” he said with a grin. “Now come on. Hurry.”
Wasn’t a girl at least entitled to a few minutes to fix herself so no one saw

her with bedhead and morning breath? When Julian said her name again,
she huffed in frustration. “Okay, okay, sheesh.”

She slid the shirt on and it awakened her senses. It smelled of Julian, and
all she wanted was to drag him back into the bed and—

“Oh no, you don’t,” he said with a laugh. He reached for her hand and
tugged her from the bed. “I could tell by the look on your face what you
were thinking, and in a few minutes, I promise to give you whatever you
want. But right now, humor me.”

Hand in hand, he led her from the bedroom, down the hall, and to the
living room. Everything was still dark—the house, the sky. For the life of
her, she couldn’t figure out why he wanted her here.

As they walked past the sofa, he reached for the afghan that was draped
over it, and led her out the back door onto the deck. The air was cool and
Charlotte immediately gasped and shivered, but Julian didn’t stop until they
were down the steps and on the sand. Then he sat and pulled her down into
his lap, wrapping the blanket around them.

“Julian?” she asked in confusion.
“Shh.” With his arms and the blanket keeping her warm, she followed his

motion and looked out toward the water. “I know the sunsets are better here,
but…I thought you might want to watch the sun come up too.”

Everything in her melted. There were so many things she’d come to learn
about Julian: On the surface, he looked like this big, tough badass. But what
she was finding was another layer to him—a softer side—that made her
heart race. She’d never known a man who thought about her on the level he
did and she didn’t think she ever would.



Quietly, they sat and watched the sun come up. It was something she’d
never done before and knew she’d never forget. Snuggling against him with
her head on his shoulder, Charlotte wished the moment would never end. If
she could, she’d be perfectly content to stay like this forever.

As the sky grew brighter, she began to wonder what would happen now.
There was no way they could stay like this—and part of her wanted to pout
about it—but she wasn’t sure if she was supposed to get dressed and go or
just assume she was going to stay. If she had to base her decision on
Julian’s previous behavior, she’d say it was a safe bet that she’d be leaving
soon.

But the way his hand was slowly creeping under her shirt, she’d wait and
reserve judgment on that.

Lifting her head, she sighed.
“What’d you think?” he asked quietly, his lips warm against her throat.
Right now, she could hardly remember her own name, let alone think. She

tilted her head to give him better access and purred with pleasure. His hands
were doing some pretty wicked things to her.

“Think?” she asked breathlessly.
“Uh-huh,” he murmured between kisses. “About the sunrise.”
She moaned when his touch grew bolder, more intimate. “Amazing.”
He chuckled softly. “What do you say we take this back inside and see

what other kinds of amazing things we can see?”
Charlotte was ready to say “yes, please” when Julian simply stood with

her in his arms and carried her back up the stairs and into the house. There
were so many questions racing through her mind that it took an act of iron
will to keep quiet and not ruin the moment. For now, she was learning to let
Julian lead when he wanted something.

And she knew—at least in this instance—she was going to benefit from
it.



Soon they were back in the bedroom and Julian was placing her gently on
the bed, throwing the afghan over his shoulder.

No doubt she looked like a hot mess—hair tangled from sleep and the
wind on the beach, a wrinkled T-shirt that was twisted and barely covered
her—and she was sprawled across the mattress.

But the way Julian was looking at her told her that wasn’t how he saw
her. No. The heat in his eyes and the way his gaze held hers as he took off
his jeans told her he liked what he saw.

It was both empowering and a little terrifying.
No man had ever looked at her like that or wanted her like that.
When Julian crawled over her and stretched out on top of her, she

welcomed his weight, his warmth. Wrapping her arms around him,
Charlotte hugged him close.

“Thank you,” she said softly.
He didn’t ask what she was referring to—he knew. “After our

conversation last night, I thought you might enjoy it.”
Slowly she slid her legs along his until they wrapped around him. “I’m

enjoying this too.”
He smiled, and man, did she wish he’d do that more. His entire face

transformed. It was amazing how relaxed he could look when he wasn’t
brooding about something.

“I know I should suggest that we get some sleep, but…”
Charlotte grinned knowingly at him. “But?”
“But you’re all soft and sexy right now and so damn beautiful.” He

paused and reached up to caress her face. “You completely take my breath
away.”

And then her heart just stopped and squeezed hard. This man—this
normally gruff and closed-off man—was making it very hard not to fall
head over heels for him.

“I don’t even know what to say to that,” she admitted.



Julian shook his head. “I don’t want you to say anything. I just want you
to stay right where you are and let me look at you.” He kissed her cheek.
“And let me touch you.” He kissed her throat. He lifted up slightly and
helped her slip the T-shirt over her head. His hands skimmed along her rib
cage and cupped her breast right before he lowered his head and kissed her
there.

Sighing his name, Charlotte gripped his hair and held him to her.
Then he lifted his head and gave her a sexy grin. “And let me have you.”
“I’m yours.”

* * *

“So, what did you do?”
“What do you think? I grabbed an apron and a notepad and started taking

orders!”
They were sitting on the sofa, eating pizza and laughing. It was

midafternoon and honestly, Julian thought he’d be feeling restless and ready
for Charlotte to leave, but…he wasn’t. If anything, he was enjoying her
stories about growing up in Malibu and some of her crazier cases helping
people find jobs. Apparently, it had started out as a hobby but had ended up
taking her to places she hadn’t expected.

And not always by choice.
“Did your friend ever show up?” he asked.
She shook her head as she took a bite of her slice of pepperoni pizza. “I

thought I was doing a good thing by offering to work her shift, but after I
dropped three trays of food, the manager asked me to leave.”

“Asked?” he said with a grin.
“Okay, maybe he told me while shoving me out the door,” she replied.

“Oh gosh. I had chocolate milk shake down my shirt, fries in my hair, and
coleslaw in my shoe! I didn’t even want to get in my car!” She laughed.



“When I got home, my dad was out front washing his car. He took one look
at me and just hosed me off right there in the driveway!”

“No!” By this point, Julian could picture exactly how she must have
looked and was laughing hard. “Did you tell him to stop?”

She shook her head again and almost couldn’t speak. “I yelled out for my
mom to grab me some shampoo!”

And it hit him—again—as she sat there laughing at herself, just how
different she was from any other woman he’d ever known.

Especially Dena.
How many hours in a day had Dena talked about herself and exaggerated

how good she was at everything? And heaven forbid she would ever admit
to doing anything wrong! In their years together, he never remembered her
owning up to anything. Even when he’d caught her in a lie or cheating,
she’d somehow managed to turn it around so it wasn’t her fault and he’d
end up apologizing!

And before her, the women he’d dated—even casually—never wanted to
be seen in an unflattering way. He couldn’t remember a time when he’d sat
with a woman who looked as tousled as Charlotte, who didn’t have on any
makeup, and wasn’t freaking out about it. Yet here she was—with a little
sauce on her chin and some cheese on her shirt—and she was just laughing
it off.

Now he had to wonder if she was the norm or those other women were.
Man, he hoped it was her. That would give him hope for the future.
Hope? Geez, when was the last time he’d had any of that?
“Julian? Are you okay?” Charlotte had stopped laughing and was looking

at him with concern, her hand reaching out and resting on his knee.
He shook his head and cleared this throat. “Um…yeah. Sorry. I guess my

mind wandered for a minute.”
“That’s probably my fault,” she said with a self-deprecating laugh. “I’m

sure you’re used to talking about way more exciting things than me being a



klutz at eighteen. Sorry.”
Tossing his pizza slice back into the box, he straightened. “You want to

know what I was thinking?” He didn’t give her a chance to respond. “I was
sitting here thinking how freaking refreshing it is to have a conversation
with someone who is genuine. I love hearing you talk about the things you
did growing up and how it all adds up to make you the woman you are right
now.”

“Julian—”
“I’m serious,” he interrupted. “Do you know how long it’s been since—”
His words were cut off by the sound of his phone ringing. Excusing

himself, he went to grab it from the kitchen counter. It was Mick.
“Hey, Mick. What’s up?”
“Julian, hey,” Mick said, sounding unusually cheerful. “There’s an offer

on the house. It’s not quite what we were asking, but…”
“Accept it.”
Mick was quiet for a minute. “It’s only the first offer, and I thought you

might want to counter it and try to get at least a little closer to the asking
price.”

“Then why didn’t you just do it?” Julian asked, hating how this part of his
life was interrupting his time with Charlotte.

On the other end of the phone, Mick sighed loudly and lost a little of his
chipper tone. “Because this isn’t my house and I thought you’d want a say
in it.”

“And I do. I said to accept the offer.”
“Jules, can you just take a minute and think about this?” He gave Julian

the number the potential buyers were offering, and while it wasn’t the price
he had wanted, it was pretty close. Did he really want to haggle and drag
this out? Which was what he said to Mick.

“How about I go back with another twenty-five grand?” his manager
replied.



“Mick, seriously, why are you asking me, if this is what you want to do? I
already told you I don’t care about this. I just want it gone. I don’t want to
have to look at the house or think about it again. Just—do what you think is
best and get it done, okay?”

Another round of silence. “You can’t just keep putting off dealing with
things, Julian. Sooner or later, you’re going to have to come to grips with it
all and actually deal with it. Avoidance isn’t the answer.”

“Thanks, Dr. Phil. I’ll take that into consideration,” he said.
“Fine. I’ll get it sold and we’ll never talk about it again.”
“That’s all I want, man. Told you that weeks ago.”
“Okay, fine. Excuse me for making sure you make a little money,” Mick

said flatly. “So what’s going on with you today? You going to see the guys
again this week? Matty’s only here until next weekend, and you all sounded
great when you played the other day. You should try to do it again before he
heads back east.”

Julian looked over at Charlotte as she rose and walked out on the deck.
She had been cleaning up her pizza mess and was trying to give him some
privacy. Maybe he should have been the one to leave the room.

“I don’t know,” he finally said. “Maybe. We didn’t make any plans.”
“You got something better to do?” Mick asked sarcastically. “Aren’t you

tired of your own company by now?”
“I’m doing okay. I’ve got no complaints.”
Mick laughed quietly. “You hanging out with the social worker?”
Tension started a slow build. “That’s none of your business.”
“So that’s a yes,” Mick said, clearly unfazed by Julian’s terse tone. “Trust

me, I’m not complaining. I think it’s great. You need a good shrink in my
opinion, but I’m sure she’s got a background in that too. Might as well get a
little help while you’re having some fun.”

Tension turned to rage. “What is wrong with you?” he snapped. “What
kind of person do you think I am, first of all? I’m not hanging out with



Charlotte for freaking therapy! What she does for a living has nothing to do
with anything!”

“Fine, consider me put in my place,” Mick said. “Whatever. Look, I really
was just calling about the house. Don’t let me put you in a mood and ruin
your day. It was good to see you looking so relaxed at Dylan’s. You need to
focus on feeling like that and not being all…you know…you.”

“There’s nothing wrong with me,” he said defensively.
“You keep telling yourself that, Julian. Maybe someday you’ll get

everyone else to believe it.”
He wanted to growl with frustration. “Are we done here?”
“Yeah, we are,” Mick said. “I’ll call you when there’s a contract.”
“Good.” And Julian hung up before Mick could say another word.
He hated this. Hated how defensive he got and how easily riled up he

became at the mention of just about anything. The only time he truly didn’t
feel like that was when he was with Charlotte. Why? Because she didn’t ask
him anything about his life. Well, she had and he’d cut her down and she
hadn’t asked again.

Looking out toward the deck, he saw her leaning on the railing with her
head tilted back as the sun shone down on her, a serene smile on her face.
What he wouldn’t give to feel like that.

Seeing her like that, the last thing he wanted to do was go out there and
talk about himself and bring her down—which he definitely would. His life
was such a mess, and she would probably run the gamut from shocked to
horrified to disapproving. Did he really want to ruin what they had and
what they’d been feeling all day by bringing up the crap he just wanted to
forget?

As if sensing his stare, Charlotte looked over her shoulder at him and
smiled.

And just like that, she drew him to her. He couldn’t have stayed away
even if he tried. Julian wanted to be near her and simply…hope that some



of her goodness would rub off on him.
How pathetic was that?
When he got close enough, he wrapped his arms around her waist and

gazed out at the water with her. “Not too crowded out there today,” he said
conversationally. “Sundays are usually a busy beach day.”

She shrugged. “I think by this time of day most of them are heading
home. Probably been out here since earlier and now it’s time to get dinner
ready and all that. Plus, tomorrow’s Monday, which means it’s time to
transition back into work mode.” She paused. “Which I probably should do
too.”

Damn. He wasn’t ready for the real world to interfere just yet. Especially
not after his conversation with Mick. Right now, he wanted to be selfish and
ask her to stay so he could go on feeling better and—not that he’d admit it
—wouldn’t have to be alone.

Yeah, he was pretty tired of his own company.
Rather than respond to her statement, he held her a little closer and rested

his chin on her shoulder. He had to admit, he was beginning to understand
her obsession with listening to the sound of the waves. It really was
relaxing, and the anxiety he felt moments ago while talking to Mick seemed
to slowly disappear.

Or maybe it was just having Charlotte in his arms.
“Don’t go,” he said softly, unable to keep from saying the words. “Not

yet.”
To her credit, she didn’t react in any obvious way, but simply said,

“Okay.”
And then the weirdest thing happened.
He started to talk.
“That was my manager on the phone. He was calling to tell me there was

an offer on my house in LA.”
She nodded. “Was it a good offer?”



“It wasn’t bad.”
“Okay.”
“It pissed me off that he called because I really don’t care about the

negotiations. I just want it gone so I can be done with it.”
“I can understand that. I’ve never owned my own house, but I know how

it feels to be ready to move on from a place.”
“There was a time when I really liked that house,” he admitted. “I never

loved the place, but it met all of my needs.”
“What kind of place would you love?”
He shrugged. “Honestly? I don’t even know. For so long I’ve been

listening to other people telling me what I need and what I should want that
I haven’t given any thought to what I really do want.”

Turning her head, she gave him one of those smiles that he loved. “Well,
it looks like now you have the chance.”

It couldn’t possibly be that easy, could it?
“What about you, Charlotte? What kind of place would you love?” he

asked, turning the tables on her.
“Oh no,” she said with a small laugh. “You’re not getting out of it that

easily. You said you never had the chance to think about it for yourself, so I
want to hear your thoughts.”

“I wouldn’t know where to begin…”
“Ranch style or multistory?” she asked, turning in his arms to face him.

Her hair was whipping around, so she stepped to the side, took him by the
hand, and led him back into the house. “Sorry, that was going to be
distracting.”

He found everything about her distracting.
But in a good way.
Once they were back on the sofa, Charlotte sat between his legs with her

back against his chest. His arms immediately wrapped around her as she



asked her question again. “So, ranch or multistory?” She paused. “No
thinking—what’s your first thought.”

“Ranch style,” he said automatically and then had to stop from laughing
because the house he was selling was two stories.

“Okay, that’s a good start,” she said and he knew she was smiling. “Now,
Craftsman or modern?”

“Craftsman.”
“New or fixer-upper?”
Huh, he’d never given any thought to doing his own remodeling. That

definitely sounded intriguing.
“I wouldn’t mind a fixer-upper. I think it could offer a lot of possibilities.”
“So could building from scratch. Either way, the place would have your

own personal stamp on it.”
“Okay, my turn,” he said. “Which would you do—new or fixer-upper?”
“Ooo, a fixer-upper. Definitely.”
“Tell me why,” he encouraged, curious to know her thoughts.
“So many older houses have cool design features, and even though most

of them could be replicated, it just wouldn’t feel the same. Plus, I love the
thought of rehabbing a house and taking something old and making it look
new again.”

Why was he not surprised? Basically, it’s what she did for a living—but
instead of homes, she did that for people. She took people who were down
and out and helped fix them up and make them feel like new.

He hugged her a little tighter.
“Back to you,” she said. “City or suburbs?”
“It would depend.”
“On?”
“The house. I’m open to both. I’ve always lived near a city because I like

the conveniences, but I thought I’d want some more privacy this time
around. You know, have a lot of property, that sort of thing.”



“That’s a good plan.”
“But…now, after living here on the beach, I’m beginning to see the

appeal in that, too.”
“You could always just have a vacation home on the beach somewhere

and have your full-time residence somewhere more private.”
And he’d never thought of that either. Dena had never wanted him to

invest in a vacation home because she wanted to stay places that had room
service and spas she could access around the clock. Personally, he hated
staying in hotels—even though it was a large part of his life when the band
was on tour. And when they weren’t touring and he just wanted to go away
someplace and relax after having people around him 24-7, he wanted a
home away from home. But Dena had bitched so much that he always
caved, and he’d hated it.

It was looking as if he suddenly had so many options in front of him and
he was the one in control of them.

“Do you want to stay in California or move someplace else?” she asked.
There was a time when he’d considered moving back to the East Coast.

He’d grown up near Myrtle Beach, Matt and Riley each had places along
the North Carolina coast, and his parents were still there as well. California
hadn’t been his dream, but—

Dammit. He needed to stop going there in his mind. All it did was piss
him off at how he’d given up for far too long on the things that made him
happy.

“East Coast,” he said, a little more harshly than he realized.
“O-kay,” Charlotte responded slowly.
“Sorry. I’m just…every time I answer one of these questions, I get mad at

myself over and over again, because it makes me realize how I haven’t been
living the way I’ve wanted to.”

And now that can of worms was open.



“It shouldn’t make you mad, Julian. It should make you happy that now
you can live the way you want with nothing holding you back. Some people
go their entire lives living in circumstances they don’t like and they can’t
change. You can. Don’t look at this as a negative thing. You’re lucky.”

Right. There were many words Julian could think of to describe himself,
but lucky wasn’t one of them.

As if reading his mind, Charlotte said, “It’s true.” Then she twisted in his
arms so she could look up at him. “You were in a crappy relationship. I see
that sort of thing a lot in my line of work. I have women come in who have
been abused and abandoned and have nowhere to turn. They all cry because
they stayed in those relationships for too long, and they talk of how they
escaped.” She paused and went contemplative. “I always thought it was
such a strong word for their situation—escaped—but that’s really how it is.
It takes time for them to transition and realize they’re now in control of
their own lives. Then they flourish. They blossom into the person they
always wanted to be. I love when that happens.”

He thought about those words. “Are you saying you think I’m ready to
blossom?” he asked with a hint of a smile—amazed to be poking fun at
himself.

Charlotte playfully swatted at his arm as she giggled. “I didn’t mean
you,” she clarified. “I was just saying it’s similar to the situations I’ve seen.
You’re just looking at things in a negative way rather than seeing all the
ways that it’s positive.”

That was true—no matter how much he wanted to deny it. He’d been
living in such a negative state of mind for so long that he wasn’t sure he’d
know how to go about changing it.

“I—I don’t know how to do that,” he admitted, painfully.
And in a move he didn’t see coming, Charlotte turned to straddle him.

She wasn’t smiling. She wasn’t serene. If anything, her expression had gone
completely neutral and it made him instantly regret saying anything. He



wanted her lightness, her playfulness. Because right now, he knew she was
in social worker-slash-helper mode and the last thing he wanted was to be
some sort of pity case for her.

You need a good shrink in my opinion, but I’m sure she’s got a
background in that too.

Mick’s words came back to him, and he firmly placed his hands on
Charlotte’s hips to move her aside. She must have guessed his intentions,
because she grabbed his wrists to stop him.

“There’s no time limit on how long you’re supposed to grieve, Julian,”
she said seriously. “If you had just walked away without feeling anything
and simply moved on, I’d be concerned. But the fact that you’re still
struggling—that you’re unable to focus on the good because you’re still
feeling bad—tells me that you’re not as heartless as you seem to want
everyone to think.”

She placed her hand over his heart and he swore he felt it all the way
through his chest.

“You’re angry, and you are entitled to feel that way. I’m not here to tell
you that it’s time to get on with your life. Only you will know when that
time is.” She paused.

“But…?”
She didn’t even crack a smile.
“But eventually you will. If you allow yourself to.”
He frowned. “What does that mean?”
Her expression softened and he knew it was the kind she’d give to anyone

who came to her for help.
He wanted to be annoyed by it, but he was too curious about what she had

to say.
“It means that sometimes we’re our own worst enemy. We go through

something traumatic and we put up walls around ourselves thinking it’s for
our own good. It’s a defense mechanism to keep from getting hurt again.



And in theory it sounds great, but the reality is that it keeps us locked in the
pain. It keeps us in that negative mind-set because we’re refusing to move
forward.”

Holy crap—that actually made sense.
“Every day we wake up and we have to remember why it is that we’ve

got these walls in place. And all it does is give the person who hurt us the
victory. Not only did they hurt us, but they have permanent residency in our
minds with the daily reminder of the pain they created. So they win and we
miss out on having the life we so desperately want.”

His heart was hammering hard in his chest because every word she was
saying was true. He was waking up every day thinking of all the ways Dena
had screwed him over and he was forcing himself to stay in isolation—
something he had always hated—because of her. And he knew he would
remember it every day even though he longed to break free!

Could he possibly do it? Could he—in time—not think about it? And be
happy?

Slowly, Charlotte climbed off of his lap and looked down at him. “You
may not believe this, but you have all the power here, Julian. No one else.
You have the power to grow or to stay in this place.” She took the drinks
they had put on the coffee table earlier and handed Julian his.

He thought about how great it had felt to jam with the guys on Friday—
how amazing to sit behind a drum set and just let the music take over. Then
he thought about how incredible it had felt to walk out on the beach last
night and take Charlotte in his arms and kiss her and make love to her all
night long.

And even right now—on the edge of a damn anxiety attack—he felt
hopeful at her words.

Three days of not letting the negative memories win.
Three days of not letting himself stay locked up in the house.



Three days of not letting someone else dictate how he was supposed to
live.

Swallowing hard, he reached for her hand. “It’s not enough,” he said
gruffly, desperately.

Confusion covered her face. “What’s not enough?”
“Three days,” he said, coming to his feet. “For the last three days…I’ve

been happy. Happier than I’ve been in years. I want that, Charlotte. I swear
I do. I just don’t know how to make it happen.”

She smiled.
She was serene.
She was beautiful.
Stepping in close, she pulled her hand from his and cupped his jaw. “One

day at a time,” she said softly. “It happens one day at a time, and you have
to decide to do something every day that brings you joy rather than anger or
sadness.”

“That’s what you do for me,” he said and hoped he wasn’t scaring her or
coming off sounding too needy.

She closed the distance between them and melted against him. “Then
together we’re going to find ways to make that happen for you.”

He believed her. Why? Because everything he’d learned about Charlotte
in the last few weeks told him that she was someone he could trust. She was
sweet and pure and represented everything that was good in this world.
Somehow, he had been lucky enough to meet her.

Julian rested his forehead against hers and felt all the tension leave his
body. “Don’t go. I know you have work tomorrow, but I really want you to
stay tonight.” He swallowed hard. “And not because I want to talk or even
stay on this topic, but because I want you. I’m not ready for this day to end.
I’ll take you home in the morning so you can get to work on time—I’ll even
pick up your coffee while you get ready. Just—don’t go.”



She didn’t answer right away, and then he really did think he was coming
off as too needy and almost began to backpedal.

“My car is probably either sitting with a ticket on it or was towed. I
parked at a meter last night and didn’t think to go back,” she said and then
laughed softly. “So how about we go and find out where it is, and then we’ll
compromise.”

He immediately lifted his head. “Compromise?”
Nodding, she explained. “We check on my car, and if it’s still there, I

drive it home and you follow, and we spend the night at my place.”
Not a bad option, but he had a better one.
“Or…we check on your car, I follow you home so you can get a change

of clothes and whatever you need for the morning to get ready for work,
and then we come back here and have dinner out on the deck and watch the
sunset.” Her smile was a little hesitant and he could tell she was considering
it.

“And maybe tonight,” he said, hoping to sweeten the deal, “after dinner,
we can open these doors and listen to the waves crash on the shore as I
make love to you.” Lowering his head, he claimed her lips and kissed her
with everything he had, everything he felt, and knew from her response that
they weren’t going to check on her car just yet.

They weren’t waiting until after dinner to make love as they listened to
the sound of the waves.



Chapter 6

It wasn’t as if she needed to pinch herself to believe that this was her life,
but as Charlotte sat beside Julian while they drove to Riley Shaughnessy’s
home, she really did.

Dinner with a group of rock stars. I’m having dinner with a group of rock
stars.

That’s what she had been saying to herself all day. Julian had casually
mentioned the dinner invitation to her that morning, and at the time, she had
been pretty darn proud of herself for not acting like a complete dork and
squealing with excitement.

She’d waited until she was driving to work to do that.
It was weird, because she was dating a rock star. Sleeping with a rock

star. But invite her to a dinner with the three guys he happened to be in a
band with, and suddenly she was a bundle of nerves and insecurity.

The psychologist in her told herself it was only natural to be excited and a
little nervous about meeting Julian’s friends. That—in and of itself—was a
big step in a relationship. The fact that Julian’s friends happened to be
famous only added to it. So really, she knew her nerves were normal. What
she didn’t know was how to calm them down before they got to Riley’s
house.

“You okay?” Julian asked. “You’ve been very quiet since I picked you
up.”



Even though she had insisted she would just drive over to his place and
leave her car there, Julian was adamant about picking her up. He was such a
gentleman that—at times—it reminded her of how few men were these
days.

She could just be vague about why she was quiet or blame it on work,
but…why lie?

“I guess I’m a little nervous about meeting your friends.”
He smirked a little and glanced over at her. “Because they’re my friends

or because of who they are?”
“Both. I mean, if you were just a group of normal guys, I’d be a little

nervous. Having dinner with one of the biggest rock bands in the world
takes that up a couple of notches.” She paused. “I may need you to pull over
so I can throw up.”

Clearly, he didn’t take her seriously, because he just laughed and kept
driving. She knew she should be at least a little offended, but she couldn’t
be. It was so good to see this side of him. The entire week had been like
watching a giant transformation. Every day she’d seen him become a little
more comfortable in his own skin, and he’d smiled, relaxed, and talked
more about what he wanted to do with his life.

Unfortunately, none of it had to do with having a future in the band.
It was a constant struggle for her not to slip into social-worker mode and

try to get him to talk about what his big hang-up was where the band was
concerned. Maybe tonight over dinner she’d get a little more of a clue by
watching the way he interacted with Dylan, Matt, and Riley.

Or maybe she’d get a little background from their wives.
The idea instantly didn’t feel right to her, like she was sneaking around

behind his back to get information. If there was something Julian wanted
her to know, she would prefer that it come from him. That was better than
asking any of the girls for specific details.

Now, if they were the ones to bring it up…



No! Bad Charlotte! Don’t think about this!
“Personally, I think you’re making more of this than you need to,” Julian

said, and for a minute, she thought he was hearing her inner dialogue.
“You do?”
He nodded. “We’re all just regular people, and you don’t strike me as the

type to get starstruck.”
“How do you know?” she asked sassily. “I’ll have you know that I met

John Stamos at a Starbucks and turned into a complete babbling idiot. How
can we be sure that won’t happen over dinner?”

Chuckling, he kept his eyes on the road. “You’re too level-headed for that
sort of thing. And running into a celebrity on the street? You’re not
expecting it. We’re going to Riley’s home, and you’ve been warned far in
advance, so you’ve had time to come to grips with it. And trust me, it’s not
that big a deal. His house is great but not overwhelming, his wife,
Savannah, used to write for Rock the World magazine—it’s how they met—
and they have two great kids.”

“Okay, so I can just look at them as a normal married couple with kids.
Got it.”

“Matt and Vivienne are normal too. She’s a food blogger and she used to
be an editor for an online style magazine. Now she works as a photographer
—she’s had exhibits at galleries around the country. Very cool, if you ask
me. I introduced her to my mom and she really encouraged her with her
work.”

“It’s not the wives I’m worried about meeting, Julian. I meet people all
the time for work. While none of them are celebrity wives, it’s still easier to
talk to someone who isn’t…you know…famous.”

He rolled his eyes. “Okay, so it’s the guys you’re worried about.”
She nodded.
“Here’s the deal—and remember this when you start to get

overwhelmed.”



“Okay.”
“Riley is one of six kids. He’s always been musical. He’s got a twin

brother—fraternal—who is scary smart. But basically, Riley is just a normal
guy who would rather have a backyard barbecue with family and friends
than be out getting his photo taken and appearing in the tabloids. He met
Savannah while he was dealing with writer’s block on his solo album and
was forced to do an interview with her.”

“There’s nothing to that story that makes me feel better about meeting
him.”

“I’m pointing out how normal he is. He just happens to have a great
singing voice. It’s not that big a deal.” Then he turned to look at her. “Do
you like to sing?”

“Love to.”
“Are you any good?”
She laughed. “Not even a little bit.”
“Duly noted. Do you have any friends or family who sing well?”
“Sure. My mom has a great voice. She sings in the church choir.”
“Does she intimidate you?”
“She sings at the First Presbyterian Church, Julian, not Madison Square

Garden.”
He grinned. “Point taken.”
“Good.”
“Matt, who hates to be called Matty—”
“But that’s how the press refers to him all the time,” she argued lightly.
“And he hates it all the time. Trust me.”
“Good to know.”
“Matt had a really bad childhood—his mom left, his dad was an abusive

alcoholic who took out his frustration on him.”
“Oh no.”



“I know, right? He pretty much escaped and ran away when he was
eighteen.”

“How did he survive? Did he have a safe place to go?” Immediately, her
mind went to all the bad things that happened to teens living on the street.

“His best friend, Aaron, took him home and his family took him in. He
stayed with them until graduation and then he went out on his own.” He
chuckled. “Vivienne is Aaron’s little sister.”

Her eyes went wide. “Were they in love all that time?”
“Nah, they didn’t reconnect until years later.”
“Now that’s quite a story,” she commented. “And I kind of love it. Not the

fact that he had such a rough childhood, but how he and Vivienne met up
again.” She paused. “What ever happened with his father?”

“They ran into each other a couple of years ago—by accident. Matt had a
failed Broadway show and he sort of went into hiding back at Aaron’s place
in North Carolina, which is where he met up with Vivienne again. Anyway,
he was out in town one day and wanted to buy her flowers, and it turns out
his father owns the place—along with his new wife and their little girl.”

“No!” she gasped. “And he just happened to walk in there?”
“Yup. It was a major shock to him.”
“I can’t even imagine!”
“Good news is they’re working on their relationship. He loves having a

little sister—something Aaron teases him about—and it’s not easy, but they
go to family counseling and they’re trying to make it work.”

She felt herself relax on Matt’s behalf. “Good for them. I know that sort
of thing is really tough, but it’s nice when everyone tries to work together to
heal.” She paused. “Do he and Vivienne have any kids?”

He shook his head. “They both felt it was important for Matt to have
some time to get in a better place with his father and deal with some things
from his childhood before they did.”

“That’s understandable.”



“Then there’s Dylan.”
“Oh, I remember reading about him more times than I care to admit. It

seems like he was the poster boy for bad behavior for a while.”
“That he was. And really, he had no reason for it. He had a good

childhood, he’s an only child, normal parents… He just wanted attention. I
think it was a case of not caring what kind of attention he got. Then he
struggled with addiction and it magnified everything. He’s come a long way
and now he’s married, clean and sober, and expecting a baby.”

“Addiction can ruin lives, end them. I love hearing about someone
overcoming it.”

“And when you meet the woman who keeps him on the straight and
narrow, you’ll love it even more.”

“Why?”
“Paige is a tiny little thing and doesn’t look like she could hurt a fly, but

she is one serious kick-ass chick. I’ve never seen Dylan with anyone the
way he is with Paige.”

“Good for them,” she said, smiling.
“Basically, what all this rambling was meant to do was put your mind at

ease. At the end of the day, we’re just a bunch of guys who have normal
lives.”

That made her laugh. “Except you’re all rich too, right?”
Reaching over, Julian took one of her hands in his and kissed it. “Don’t be

such a snob. I know there are people in this industry who live very
extravagant and ostentatious lifestyles. That’s not us. Never has been, never
will be. We’re just four people who like playing music for the masses. It’s
not a crime.”

“I didn’t think it was,” she said, feeling like she was being judgmental.
“It’s still a lifestyle most people will never know.”

“Doesn’t make it any better than anyone else’s.”
And that, she knew, was true.



When she stayed quiet, Julian squeezed her hand and glanced at her. “So?
Do you feel a little better about this? Because we can totally turn around
and go home.”

“Julian! That would be horrible!”
He shrugged. “It’s not a problem. They were actually surprised when I

agreed to come.”
“Wait—do they know I’m coming?” she asked, suddenly even more self-

conscious than she was before.
“Yes, they know you’re coming with me and they’re all looking forward

to meeting you.”
“I think I’m even more nervous now.”
Letting go of her hand, Julian pulled the car over to the right and then

made a complete U-turn.
“Julian! What are you doing?” she cried. “Turn this car back around! This

is ridiculous!”
But he wasn’t listening, just kept on driving.
“I’m not kidding, Julian,” she said more firmly. “I’m allowed to be

nervous, but I don’t run away from situations like this. I’ll be nervous, but
I’ll be fine. Please! Turn the car around and let’s go!”

And just as mildly, he executed another U-turn.
Five minutes later they pulled into Riley’s driveway. When he shut the car

off, he turned to her, his expression fierce. “If at any time you feel
uncomfortable or overwhelmed, you just say the word and we’re gone.”

This time she rolled her eyes. “I’m a grown woman and I think I can
handle staying through dessert. I’ll be fine. I just—I needed a minute to let
it all settle in. I never should have said anything.” She reached for the door
handle, but Julian stopped her.

“I don’t want you to feel that way,” he stated in that near growl she was
so familiar with. “I know how much I hate being forced to stay in places or



situations where I’m uncomfortable. I just want you to know you don’t have
to.”

Her shoulders sagged and she leaned in to kiss him. “Thank you. I
appreciate your concern, I really do. But I don’t want you to spend the night
worrying about me. I want you to go in there and enjoy your time with your
friends, and if you spend the whole time worrying about me and what I’m
thinking, you’re not going to.”

He kissed her softly on the lips. “Charlotte, I think about you all the time
—it doesn’t matter where we are or what we’re doing or supposed to be
doing. Tonight’s no exception.”

It was crazy, but all of her girly parts seemed to sigh and melt at that
admission.

Maybe she should have let him turn the car around and head home.
A loud knock on her window made her jump. Julian chuckled.
“I know you’re contemplating leaving, but it’s too late!” Dylan said from

the other side of the door. “We’ve all seen you, so now you have to get out
of the car and come in!” He laughed and opened the door for Charlotte.

She looked over at Julian and smiled. “I guess we’ve been found out.”
The smile he gave her in return showed her just how much he was

looking forward to what was about to come.

* * *

The food was delicious. The conversation flowed and everyone was having
a great time.

Including Julian.
They’d all been doing their own thing for far too long so they hadn’t had

a lot of time like this, and he realized now just how much he missed it.
Missed them.

“So there I am, pulling into my driveway like I’m sneaking in after
curfew, and who pulls in next to me but my dad!” Riley was saying, sharing



a story about the first time he brought Savannah home to meet the family.
“No!” Charlotte said, laughing with everyone.
Riley nodded. “We both walked to the front door with our heads hung low

and just sort of vowed never to tell anyone about it.”
“And yet here you are blabbing about it,” Savannah said, playfully

smacking her husband’s arm.
“We meant none of my siblings. There was no way I was going to tell any

of my brothers or my sister about it.”
“Speaking of your siblings, how is everyone?” Dylan asked. “Paige and I

stayed at Hugh’s resort in Napa last month for a long weekend. He wasn’t
in town, but you have to tell him how amazing that place is.”

“It seriously is,” Paige chimed in. “It was like being in our own little
world.”

Riley smiled and took a sip of his wine. “That resort is one of my
favorites, too. I don’t go often just because of time constraints, but I’ve
stayed with him at some of his other resorts when I was in between tour
dates.”

“Does he spend a little time living at each place every year?” Dylan
asked.

“Nah, after he and Aubrey got married, they made themselves a
permanent home right outside of Wilmington.” He paused and smiled.
“Two months ago, they got word that their adoption paperwork was
approved. Hopefully, they’ll be leaving next week to pick up their new
baby.”

Beside him, Savannah nodded, her eyes bright with unshed tears. “It was
such a long process for them and we were beginning to think it wouldn’t
happen, but…” She reached for Riley’s hand and squeezed it. “We’re all
just so happy.”

Charlotte looked at them with confusion. “Will this be their first baby?”



“They have a son, Connor,” Riley explained. “But Aubrey had cancer
when she was a child and had some complications with the pregnancy. They
really wanted another baby, but her doctors strongly advised her not to put
her body through another pregnancy.”

“And they have three large dogs,” Savannah said with a laugh. “Who they
treat like babies too.”

“Anyway, as I’m sure you’ve probably heard, I come from a large family.
We all think having a lot of kids is the norm,” Riley explained. “So Hugh
and Aubrey are going to have two kids very soon, and my brother Aidan
and his wife, Zoe, have two kids now—Lilly and Caroline. My middle
brother, Quinn, and his wife, Anna, have two kids—Kaitlyn and Brian—
and they’re pregnant with their third.”

“No way!” Vivienne said. “Didn’t they just have Brian?”
Savannah laughed and nodded. “Those babies will be less than a year

apart.”
“Poor Anna,” Vivienne said, laughing.
“Are you kidding?” Riley asked, laughing along with them. “Poor

Quinn!”
“Tell them about Owen,” Savannah encouraged.
Riley shook his head and his smile was wide enough and bright enough to

light the room. “My twin brother, Owen, and his wife, Brooke, already have
twins, and Brooke is ready to give birth any day now to another set of
twins!”

There was a collective gasp around the table and then everyone seemed to
be talking at once.

“Wait, wait, wait,” Matt said, holding up a hand and talking over
everyone. “Why are we just now hearing about this?”

“Well, there were some complications, and I think we’ve all been walking
on eggshells and not wanting to do anything to jinx it. I know I was afraid



to say anything, but at the last doctor appointment just two days ago,
everyone was healthy and ready to go!”

“Isn’t that rare?” Paige asked. “Two sets of twins can’t be all that
common, can it?”

“I’d like to quote my twin brother because he’s the statistics king,” Riley
went on. “Let’s just say it’s pretty rare—like one in ten thousand for the
first set. Then he threw a lot more numbers at me and I couldn’t take it all
in. So, um…we’ll just stick with rare.” He paused and then chuckled. “And
we’re strongly encouraging them to not try for a third set.”

“Oh stop!” Savannah teased. “You know this family would be over the
moon if that happened. Your father would burst with pride!”

“How is Ian?” Matt asked. “I saw him in passing not too long ago, but all
we could do was wave and say a quick hello.”

“Dad’s great. He and Martha are doing well and starting to travel a bit
now that he’s semiretired. I don’t think he loves not working as much as he
thought he would. Luckily Martha’s the same, so if nothing else, they find
ways to keep busy. They’re going out to visit Darcy and Ben next month. It
was hard for them to find the right time to go to Washington—with Hugh
and Aubrey’s adoption news, Brooke and Owen expecting the twins, they
hate to miss out on anything.”

“And Darcy’s the only girl in the family?” Charlotte asked, fascinated by
the entire dynamic.

“Don’t feel bad for her,” Riley said quickly. “You’d think you should feel
sorry for her with five older brothers, but let me tell you, she holds her own
pretty well and kind of scares the crap out of most of us.”

Charlotte laughed. “And I’m sure her husband had to be at least a little
intimidated by all of you.”

“Please,” Savannah said with a snort. “They grilled that poor man like he
was public enemy number one and he held his ground and managed to put
all the Shaughnessy men in their place.”



“That’s impressive,” Charlotte replied.
“I saw Darcy at a gallery show in Seattle a few months ago,” Vivienne

said with a knowing smirk. “Do you have any news?”
“She and Ben are expecting a baby at the end of March,” Riley

confirmed. “I think it’s going to be hard for my dad to be far away from her
for that. It’s actually weird for all of us, because we don’t want to admit that
she’s grown up and married and old enough to have a baby of her own.
She’ll always be the baby of the family.”

“That’s so sweet,” Charlotte said as Julian rested his hand on her thigh
and squeezed.

This was good, he thought. They had been at Riley’s for just over two
hours and it was already like Charlotte had known everyone forever. Maybe
her nerves were all in her head or maybe she was good at hiding them,
because she’d been nothing but relaxed with everyone.

He studied her as she started talking with Savannah about writing, and if
it were possible, he was even more enamored with her. Tonight, she was
wearing a little more makeup than usual, with her hair long and loose. His
fingers twitched with the need to play with those curls. She had on a pair of
black skinny jeans and a sleeveless blue blouse that matched her eyes, and
he couldn’t seem to make himself look away.

Over the last week he’d seen her in every way possible: dressed for work,
dressed for a date with him, first thing in the morning without a stitch of
makeup on, and completely naked and sweaty from their lovemaking, and it
didn’t matter where they were or what they were doing, she was beautiful.

Like make-his-chest-hurt, squeeze-his-heart-at-the-sight-of-her beautiful.
So many times, he’d wanted to tell her how he was feeling. But no words

came to him—which was ironic, considering how writing songs was
something he normally did with ease.

He stiffened at the thought. Was that what he should do—write a song for
her?



That almost made him groan out loud. How cliché would that be?
Oh, hey, Charlotte, I wrote this song for you…
What was he, twelve?
“Dude, you look like you’re sucking on a lemon over there,” Dylan called

across the table. “Knock it off.” Then he threw a dinner roll at Julian.
There’s your twelve-year-old.
Rather than throw it back or even acknowledge the comment, Julian

reached for his wine and took a sip. “Dinner was fantastic, Savannah.”
She smiled at him. “I wish I could take the credit, but this was all Riley.

My cooking skills don’t hold a candle to his.”
As if on cue, everyone began to rise and help clear the table while talking

about recipes and cooking and favorite meals. Julian knew it was right up
Vivienne’s alley, since she was a food blogger, which meant Matt would
also enjoy the conversation.

“You okay?” Charlotte asked when they were alone in the dining room.
She had a plate in her hands and Julian took it from her, placing it back on
the table.

He nodded and wrapped his arms around her waist, pulling her in close.
“I’m good. You? You seem like you’re having a good time.”

She smiled, and there was that squeeze to his heart again. “I am.
Everyone has been wonderful and I feel silly for being such a mess in the
car. I don’t know what I was expecting.”

“You have every right to feel how you feel.” Then he leaned down and
nuzzled her neck, inhaling her perfume and moaning with pleasure. “And
right now, you feel and smell freaking amazing.”

“Mmm…you feel pretty darn good too,” she whispered. “But now is not
the time to be thinking about that. I have a feeling everyone’s going to come
back in for another round of dishes any second.”

While he knew she was right, he didn’t care. Instead of worrying, he
lifted his head and captured her lips for a searing kiss. Charlotte pressed



against him as her arms draped over his shoulders.
“For the love of it,” Riley teased as he walked into the room and picked

up a couple of dishes. “We were gone for less than a minute. And that’s no
excuse for getting out of helping with the cleanup.”

Charlotte giggled as she moved from his arms, and Julian tried to glare
menacingly at their host.

“Save it,” Riley said. “I have three older brothers and a dynamo of a little
sister. I don’t scare easily.”

After that, both of them carried in the remainder of the dishes and hung
out in the kitchen, lending a hand where needed. With so many helpers, it
didn’t take long for everything to be put away.

“Okay, Riley!” Savannah called out. “Take the boys down to the studio
and show them the new soundboard you got so the girls and I can talk about
all of you.”

Everyone laughed, even Julian. He knew this was coming, and he glanced
over at Charlotte to make sure she was okay being left alone with the girls.
She gave him a discreet nod, and unable to help himself, he walked over
and kissed her again.

“Call if you need me,” he murmured for her ears only before following
the guys out of the room.

As the last one down the stairs, Julian realized maybe he was the one
who’d have to call for help. Riley, Dylan, and Matt were all standing at the
bottom of the stairs, arms crossed and grinning like idiots.

He sighed and stepped into the room. “Is there even a new soundboard or
was that a code word to get me away from Charlotte so the girls can grill
her?”

“Actually, we wanted to grill you a bit,” Dylan said, his grin getting
bigger. “But I’m sure the girls can handle things on their end just fine.”

Julian could have turned around and walked back up the stairs, but even
he was getting tired of walking away when things got a little uncomfortable.



Deciding to surprise them all, Julian went over to one of the oversized
chairs and sat down, resting an ankle on his knee and looking for all the
world to be relaxed.

No one needed to know how hard his heart was racing.
“What do you want to know?” he asked casually.
It was like a scene out of a Three Stooges movie, with Riley, Matt, and

Dylan all scrambling around, banging into one another and grabbing a place
to sit. When they were all finally seated, Matt spoke first.

“So…um, it looks like things are going well with Charlotte.”
Seriously? That’s what they wanted to open with? That just made him

relax more. He got comfortable in the chair and smiled serenely.
“They are. We’ve spent the entire week together and things are great.” He

shrugged. “She works long hours and it’s mentally grueling for her some
days, but I bring her lunch and we have dinner together every night.”

“And what have you been doing while she’s at work?” Riley asked.
“Mick mentioned you had an offer on your place. Have you started house
hunting yet?”

“Nah. I’ve been thinking about it. I’m trying to figure out what I want and
where.”

His friends all nodded and then looked at each other before looking at
Julian again.

“Okay,” he said with a weary sigh. “Spit it out. I can tell you’ve all got
something on your minds, so just—say it.”

“I think we sounded great on Friday,” Riley stated, his tone and
expression going serious. “I know we’ve jammed here and there over the
last few years, but on Friday we just sounded better than I remembered.”

“I agree,” Dylan said, and Matt nodded.
Before Julian could comment, Riley started talking again. “There’s the

big anniversary thing for the label and we want to play it.”



With a shrug, Julian said, “And you should. I’m sure it’s going to be
huge.” But he wasn’t an idiot. He knew exactly where this was leading. So,
he straightened and leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “Look, I get it. I
do. I had a lot more fun on Friday than I thought I would. And all week,
I’ve had music in my head I want to get down somewhere.”

Dylan jumped to his feet. “So, let’s do it now! C’mon! We can do some of
it right now! The girls are all hanging out and they’d totally understand if
we stayed down here for a couple of hours. We’ve done it before.”

“No,” Julian said adamantly. “I wouldn’t do that to Charlotte. She doesn’t
know the girls, and she was nervous enough about coming here. It would be
ridiculously rude of me to leave her like that.”

They stared at him as if he were crazy.
“Screw you,” he said to them. “It’s not my fault that I have manners and

none of you do.”
“Jules, you can’t tell us you’re ready to just walk away from all of this,”

Matt said evenly. “We were all there with you on Friday and you were
loving it just as much as we were. And if you’ve got music that you’re
wanting to try out, why not do it?”

Where did he even begin? All week he’d thought about it but… He
sighed. Might as well just get it out there.

“You want to know what I did all week while Charlotte was at work?” he
said with a hint of frustration. “I spent most of that time trying to figure out
what my future looks like. And you know what? The only thing right now
that’s tripping me up is the business.”

Three pairs of eyes looked at him in confusion.
“Can I play music? Yes. Do I enjoy it? Definitely. Do I want to step back

into a studio or go to an event where I see anyone who I knew before?” He
paused. “No.”

“Julian…”



“Every time I think about it, it grabs me by the throat,” he cried in
frustration. Standing, he began to pace. “I’ve always been a confident guy.
Always. And even when all this was going on, I managed to convince
myself that I was okay with it. That no one looked at me like I was a sucker
when she was cheating on me or that I was to blame. But I was kidding
myself.”

“What would it take, Jules?” Riley asked. “Do we change labels? Do we
only record our music ourselves? Never tour again? Because I think I speak
for all of us when I say we’re willing to meet you on this if it means staying
together!”

He stopped pacing and stared at Riley, not doubting the sincerity in his
words. “I can’t ask that of you. Of any of you.”

“Why not?” Riley asked. “When we decided to take a break, didn’t you
reach out to me when I was struggling with my solo album?”

“Well, yeah. But…”
“Didn’t you offer to send me some songs?”
Julian looked guiltily at Matt and Dylan before turning his attention back

to Riley. “No one was supposed to know about that.”
“And they didn’t until right now,” Riley said. “You reached out and were

willing to do whatever it took to help me.”
“How many games of chess did you play with me and listen to me talk

endlessly about how messed up my life was?” Dylan asked. “I was so
screwed up and doubting every single aspect of my life, and you sat and
listened to me and helped me put everything into perspective.”

He shrugged. “That’s what friends do.”
“You did the same for me, Jules,” Matt added. “When I was hiding out,

you were the first one to call me. The first one to offer to come and get me
and take me wherever I needed to go.”

“Not like you listened,” Julian said with a smirk.



“And good thing I didn’t,” Matt said with a laugh. “If I had taken you up
on your offer, I never would have found Vivienne again.”

“We can go on and on with this,” Riley said to Julian. “We’re friends first,
a band second. And we are willing to do whatever it is that you need to do
to keep playing. Could we find another drummer? Yes. Do we want to? Hell
no.”

The thought of Shaughnessy playing with another drummer bothered him
more than he was willing to admit.

“You know I’d walk through fire for any of you,” Julian began solemnly,
“but we all know there’s no way to function as a band at our level by doing
the things you’re suggesting. It’s just not practical, and I’d hate to be the
reason we disappointed the fans.”

“But they’re going to be disappointed if we come back without you,”
Dylan said. “You know that. After all this time away from the circuit, it
would mean so much more going back on stage with the four of us. We all
know we can play with other people and the fans are okay with it, but the
same thing keeps coming up—when is Shaughnessy getting back together.
If it’s not the four of us, then it’s not Shaughnessy. End of story.”

“All right, all right,” Riley said. “Now it’s coming off like a guilt trip and
that’s not what we’re going for, I swear. We just thought…you know,
maybe you’d started to reconsider. That maybe having Charlotte around to
talk to would help you come to grips with some things.”

“And why would that happen, exactly?”
The look of panic on their faces would have been comical if the

implication wasn’t quite so insulting.
“You think I’m sleeping with Charlotte as some sort of—what, therapy?

Is that what you’re saying?” he snarled.
“No!” Riley said quickly, his hands going up defensively. “That’s not it at

all. I’m just saying I thought…well, just having someone else to talk to and



going out and engaging in life again—that you’re seeing that all is not
doom and gloom.”

“Dude, he’s right,” Matt said cautiously. “We took it as a good sign that
you’re getting out and looking so freaking happy. It was good to see you
smile tonight. I’ll be honest, I think it’s been years since I’ve seen you look
so happy. So it’s no coincidence that we’re attributing at least part of that to
Charlotte.”

He glared at Dylan, who simply shrugged and nodded.
“I didn’t go looking for this,” Julian admitted in a low voice. “She sort of

took me by surprise. Once I stopped fighting it…I didn’t want to fight it
anymore. There’s something about her that just makes me want to feel
again.”

“And there’s nothing wrong with that,” Dylan said. “Maybe in time you’ll
feel that way about the music again.”

“I don’t know.”
“Look, just think about it. Again,” Matt said. “I may not live close by like

the rest of you, but I can get here in less than a day any time you’re ready to
play. Okay?”

Julian’s throat was tight with emotion. He seriously would walk through
fire for any of them and it was humbling to know they’d do the same for
him.

“Okay then,” Riley said and grinned. “We’ll set a timer and jam for
maybe…an hour. How does that sound? You can even go up and make sure
Charlotte’s okay with it before we start.”

Unable to help himself, he laughed. He glanced toward the stairs—if he
went up there to check on her, she’d be embarrassed. He also knew she’d
want him to have this time with the guys. And on top of that, Julian knew
Charlotte could hold her own in any situation. She was amazing like that.

The drum kit set up in the corner was calling him.
Who was he to fight it?



“One hour,” was all he said as he walked over to take his seat.

* * *

“Oh my God, I swear I just wanted to bite him the first time I saw him
without a shirt on!” Paige said, and they all laughed with her.

Charlotte knew within the first few minutes of meeting Savannah,
Vivienne, and Paige that she was going to like them. She’d just had no idea
how much she was going to love them and laugh with them!

As soon as the guys had gone downstairs, she’d been met with three
curious looks, and then the grilling had begun. She’d shared how she and
Julian met, when she first realized she was attracted to him, and their first
kiss.

Luckily, they were sensitive enough not to ask for more details than that.
After she was done, they’d each shared their own stories—most of which

Julian had already told her—but it was nice to hear it from their point of
view. And the stories were way more romantic than Julian had described
them; Charlotte caught herself sighing more than once at just how romantic.

She had to stop herself from trying to imagine if hers and Julian’s would
be too.

“I never really thought I was the kind of girl who would be attracted to a
rock star,” Paige went on. “But after meeting Dylan, I was hooked.”

“The feeling is clearly mutual,” Charlotte said as she accepted a refill on
her wine from Savannah. “And you’re having a baby! That’s so exciting!”

Talk moved to pregnancy, babies, and nurseries, and she was more than
happy to simply sit back and listen. The fact that the guys hadn’t come back
up had her wondering if they were playing. She hoped so. Like, seriously
hoped so. When Julian had talked about jamming with the guys last week,
he became so animated that she wished he’d be like that all the time. It was
the only time he’d mentioned his music. After her one failed attempt at



asking him if he was going to play again, she’d kept her curiosity to herself.
Maybe tonight after they left he’d be willing to open up about it.

Savannah stood and walked over to the basement doorway, carefully
opened it, and smiled.

Music.
There was music.
She closed the door and sat back down. “God bless the creator of

soundproofing material. I love music and I love listening to Riley play, but
sometimes it’s a little too much.”

“I’m so glad they’re playing,” Vivienne said with relief. “Matt was
disappointed they only had that one day to do it. He was hoping to spend
the bulk of our time here with the guys planning for a return to the studio.”

“Do you think that’s going to happen?” Paige asked no one in particular.
Then they all looked at Charlotte.
Crap.
“Don’t look at me,” she said with a nervous laugh. “The last time I asked

Julian about it, he stormed off. Lesson learned.”
“He didn’t say anything after playing on Friday?” Vivienne asked.
“He’s been talking about it all week. Not a lot,” she quickly corrected,

“but he’s brought up a couple of times how much he enjoyed it.” Then she
paused. “And he’s humming.”

“Humming?” Savannah repeated.
“Uh-huh. Humming. You know, music. A lot,” Charlotte explained. “I

can’t say with any certainty that it’s something he usually does, considering
this is only the first week we’ve spent any real time together. But it was
something I noticed.”

“I don’t ever remember Julian humming,” Savannah said. “And out of the
four of us, I’ve known him the longest—even though we never spent a lot
of time together. Dena always made sure—Ow!” She stopped and glared at
Vivienne.



“I don’t remember hearing him hum whenever we were around him
either,” Vivienne said and glared at Savannah. “I’d take it as a good sign.”

It didn’t take a genius to figure out what had just happened, and Charlotte
thought she’d make everything easier on all of them if she just said it first.

“Look, I’m aware of Julian’s relationship with Dena and what went
wrong. We only talked about it once, and I’m not going to lie to you, I went
home that night and did a little internet sleuthing to find out what I could.”
She took a sip of her wine. “My heart breaks for all he’s gone through and
how much it’s still messing with him.”

“Don’t you think he needs to talk to someone?” Paige asked. “Like a
therapist or something?”

Sighing, she stared into her glass. “As a professional, yes, I do. I think it
would help him immensely if he talked about his feelings. But therapy
doesn’t work for everyone, especially if they’re not ready for it. I don’t
think Julian is.”

“Surely he’s talked to you about some of it—not Dena specifically, but
how he’s feeling,” Vivienne commented. “It would be hard to avoid that
topic considering he’s just so…you know…angry.”

“We have, and I think it’s going to take time. And it’s okay for him to
take as much time as he needs. It’s not like there’s a clock ticking, right?”

Savannah, Vivienne, and Paige looked at one another and then anywhere
else but at Charlotte.

That can’t be a coincidence.
“Wait, is there? Is there something the guys are waiting on Julian for?”

Charlotte asked, hating herself for wanting to know.
Savannah went to grab a couple of bottles of water and put them on the

table. Vivienne excused herself to use the bathroom and Paige sat there and
cursed.

“Let’s talk about something else,” Savannah said when she returned. “You
mentioned growing up in Malibu. Are your parents still there?”



It would have been easy just to go with the new topic, but Charlotte’s
curiosity won out. “C’mon. Tell me. It probably won’t make any difference
because I can’t guarantee Julian will mention it to me, but at least I can be
on the lookout for any signs that he’s thinking about it. Whatever it is.”

Vivienne came back in, noticed how awkward everything still was, and
threw her head back and exhaled loudly. “Okay, fine,” she said.
“Shaughnessy is supposed to play at a big twenty-fifth anniversary for the
record label. Julian told the guys he was retiring and to play without him.
But the guys don’t want to.” She slouched down onto her chair. “Whew. I’m
so glad it’s out there now.”

Paige and Savannah shook their heads as they looked at her. “Good thing
we weren’t dealing with government secrets or anything. You caved pretty
fast.”

“Can’t help it. Matt and I are all the way on the other side of the country
and we feel disconnected from everything that’s going on with Julian. So, if
Charlotte can help convince him to play—”

“Wait, wait, wait,” Charlotte quickly interrupted. “I’m not going to
convince Julian of anything. That’s not my place. If he wants to play, then it
has to be his decision and it has to come from him. Not me or anyone else
trying to force him to do it.”

“I didn’t mean for you to force him to,” Vivienne clarified. “It’s just that
right now you’re the only one close to him. You can maybe try to—”

“Viv, no,” Savannah said. “It’s not fair to ask that of Charlotte, and it’s
certainly not fair to Julian. You remember how hard things were for Matt
when you first met up with him again. He didn’t exactly appreciate you
pushing him to go out in public.”

“But eventually he did,” Vivienne countered. “And then he saw how he’d
been overreacting for most of the time he was in hiding.”

“It wasn’t overreacting,” Savannah said with a weary sigh. “The press
was relentless with him, and the situation just needed to settle down and



time had to pass. I’m sure Julian’s going to feel the same way, but like
Charlotte said, it has to be his decision.”

“Maybe,” Vivienne said with a small pout.
“I love how concerned you all are,” Charlotte said, “but your concern for

your husbands is obviously most important. Put yourself in Julian’s shoes.
Can any of you honestly say you’d be handling it any differently or better?”
When no one commented, Charlotte knew she’d made her point.

They sat in companionable silence until Paige spoke up. “Any chance we
can move on to dessert? I know I’m not that far along in this pregnancy, but
the baby is craving sweets. Preferably something gooey with chocolate.”

“Ooo—you’re in luck,” Savannah said as she made her way over to the
kitchen island. “I got salted caramel brownies for us today. I’ve been
fighting the urge to eat one all day!”

Charlotte stood and went to see if there was anything she could do to
help. In no time, they were making coffee and putting all kinds of desserts
on the table—brownies, pies, and cookies. Not more than fifteen minutes
later, the guys came up, looking a little sweaty but with big smiles on their
faces.

Julian made a beeline for her and kissed her soundly on the lips and then
immediately asked what was for dessert.

* * *

Breathless and sated, Julian stared up at the ceiling as he tried to catch his
breath. Beside him, Charlotte was lying on her belly doing the same. It had
taken every ounce of self-control just to get home before having his way
with her. The entire night he’d been thinking about all the things he wanted
to do with her when they returned to his place, but after playing with the
guys, one look at her had given him an overwhelming need to take her
home and claim her.



They’d barely made it inside before he’d reached for her and begun
stripping her.

Round one had been against the front door.
Round two had been on the kitchen counter.
After a quick, cool drink, he’d carried her to bed for round three.
He reached out and skimmed a finger down her spine and watched her

shiver. Turning her head toward him, she peered through her wild mane of
hair and said, “Sleep. I need sleep before we do that again.”

Julian couldn’t help but grin. Good to know she wasn’t completely
shutting him down.

It was late and he knew he should be exhausted, but he wasn’t. He was
invigorated. Between the music, his friends, and Charlotte, Julian felt more
alive than he had in years.

Years.
And that was a damn shame.
Charlotte moved closer and snuggled up against his side. Wrapping an

arm around her, he held her close and kissed the top of her head. She
hummed her approval.

“Aren’t you tired?” she asked sleepily.
“A little,” he lied, knowing if he admitted how he felt, she’d feel

obligated to stay awake with him. He knew she’d worked a long day and
then they’d had a long night, and she needed her sleep. Tomorrow they
could sleep in and he’d make her breakfast in bed. Maybe they’d even go to
the farmer’s market that she’d mentioned to him earlier in the week.

She relaxed against him and her breathing was starting to even out as he
kissed her again and began to hum. The melody had been in his head all
week—a ballad. For almost a year, Julian had blocked music from his mind.
Long before the wedding. He’d been so consumed with what was
happening in his personal life that it had been impossible to think of
anything other than what was going on around him.



But now the music was back, demanding to be heard.
Back at the house he was selling sat a magnificent baby grand piano. If he

were there right now, he’d be sitting at it and working through the song in
his head.

Instead, he hummed softly. It was so loud and strong in his head that he
was surprised Charlotte couldn’t hear it with him. When he was certain she
was asleep, he slid from the bed and gently covered her with the blankets
before putting on a pair of sweatpants and heading out to the living room.

Grabbing a notebook, he walked out onto the deck and breathed in the
beach air. He sat down on one of the lounge chairs and began to write down
as much as he could about what he was hearing—he wrote out the melody,
made notes on how he would like to see it orchestrated, and then played
around with some lyrics. Those were always the hardest for him, but when
the four of them were together, the lyrics always seemed to come.

That was why Riley couldn’t write.
That was why Matt couldn’t perform.
They were a unit, and no matter how much Julian tried to convince

himself it wouldn’t bother him to retire from music, he was discovering it
was a lie. He wanted to play. He wanted to write and create and record and
perform for the fans.

There were so many obstacles to overcome, however. And although most
of them were his own mental issues, it didn’t make it any easier to work
through.

Tonight had left him feeling what he hadn’t felt in far too long—
happiness and hope. Could he really keep that going? Keep the momentum
and work toward getting back to that place where he had been when he was
maybe twenty or twenty-five? That was when Shaughnessy was new and
everything they did gave him a sense of accomplishment. Wouldn’t going
back to that time be as counterproductive to him as focusing on the past five
wasted years with Dena?



No. It took him less than a second to realize that. In one instance he was
focusing on positive, where the other was purely negative.

Only…sometimes it wasn’t.
Tossing the notebook down, Julian leaned back in the chair and sighed.

The reality was that in the beginning, things with Dena were good and the
two of them were happy. At least…he was. With nothing but calmness
around him and his mood better than it had been in a while, he could look
back on those years with more of an open mind.

Yes, some of the time together had been good, but he knew now the exact
point when he should have walked away.

And it was certainly before he was standing at the front of a church for
his own wedding.

Why had he stayed with her? Why had he been so adamant to save a
relationship that was so obviously toxic? Where had that overwhelming
need that made him think he could fix something that should have been let
go come from? His entire life, Julian had been taught to work for what he
wanted, and he had. Especially with his music. He had been relentless in
that pursuit to climb the ladder of success, and there had been rewards. Why
had he been that relentless where Dena was concerned, when there had
never been any rewards with her?

Raking a hand through his hair, he stared up at the sky. It was cloudy and
dark with not a star to be seen. How could he have been so blind for so
long? How could he have given up so many years to something that left him
feeling nothing but rage and emptiness? Because of his own stubbornness,
he lost everything. Okay, not everything. He still had his friends, his health,
and most of his finances—damn Dena for that payoff he’d made to get rid
of her—but there was still a large part of himself that was missing.

“Julian?”
Charlotte’s soft voice called from behind him. He turned and saw her

standing in the doorway, wrapped in the afghan from the sofa. Holding out



a hand, he silently beckoned her to him. She seemed to float like an ethereal
vision toward him. When she was next to the lounge chair, he carefully
guided her down until she was cradled in his arms.

“What are you doing awake?” he asked softly, combing the hair that was
blowing in the ocean breeze away from her face.

She kissed his jaw. “I woke up and you weren’t there.”
Everything negative that he’d been thinking was gone. This woman—this

amazing woman in his arms—was all he wanted to think of. He kissed her
forehead. “My brain wouldn’t be quiet, so I came out here to write a bit and
then I was enjoying the peacefulness of the night.”

“Mmm… It’s good, isn’t it?” she asked. “That’s why you found me on the
beach that night. Sometimes it just helps quiet my soul.”

He shifted to get them more comfortable, and when the afghan slipped, he
noticed she was naked beneath it. His eyes met hers and she gave him a shy
yet mischievous grin. “Had I known what was going on underneath this
blanket, I would have come back inside. You must be cold.”

But Charlotte shook her head. “Not when I’m near you. You always keep
me warm.”

Holding her closer, he felt so many emotions that he had no idea how to
put into words. Did she have any idea how the things she said made him
feel? Affected him? Did she know that every day with her had him this
much closer to falling in love with her?

And even saying it in his mind didn’t scare him.
Reaching up, he cupped her cheek and kissed her lips. They were soft

kisses. Gentle kisses. Shy kisses. Charlotte was warm and sleepy in his
arms and with nothing but the moonlight over them, she was beyond lovely.

She moved over him until she was straddling him. The blanket fell open,
and her breasts pressed against his bare chest and it felt so good, so perfect,
it had him taking those soft, sleepy kisses a little deeper. His tongue licked



at her lower lip and she sighed as she opened for him, her own tongue
easily meeting his.

With his hands moving up to anchor in her hair, Julian held her close,
devouring her mouth and moving against her, cursing the fact that he had on
sweatpants. If he could, he’d—

But Charlotte was one step ahead of him. With nimble fingers, she pulled
his waistband down and together they worked to slide the garment off him.
He broke the kiss and looked at her. Making love outside hadn’t been on his
agenda when he’d asked her to join him. The feel of her silky skin, her
warm breath dancing across his own, and the things her hands were doing
to him were more than enough incentive to convince him.

“Please,” she whispered breathlessly against his lips, her hips moving
against him, seeking what she wanted.

What they both wanted.
She kissed his throat, his shoulder, and down to his chest. Her tongue

circled his nipple and he hissed out a breath—he was harder than a man
should be who had already come three times. And yet…he was more than
ready to go a fourth time.

“Charlotte,” he said, gripping her hair and bringing her mouth back to his.
Their kiss was wild and untamed, bordering on brutal. Gone was the sleepy
woman, and in her place was his every fantasy come to life.

It was easily three in the morning and there wasn’t a soul around, and
they were sheltered by the deck so no one would see them, and yet it felt a
little decadent, a little naughty to be outside like this—naked except for a
thin afghan to cover them.

But when Charlotte straightened and the afghan draped around her hips,
Julian looked at those perfect breasts in the moonlight and he was lost.

Again.
Only this time, he would be more than happy if he was never found.



Chapter 7

It was a good thing they’d had that perfect night, because for the two weeks
after it, things were less than idyllic.

As Charlotte shut down her laptop and slid it into her briefcase, she
yawned loudly. Two of her coworkers had quit, and she’d had to take on
more cases than she could comfortably handle. On top of that, Hank had
called because they had two families come to the shelter with a combined
ten kids and he wanted her advice on developing some sort of children’s
program for them.

Her eight-to-five workdays had morphed into seven-to-seven workdays—
and that was if she was lucky.

Julian had been wonderful through it all—when she stayed at his place,
he always had her coffee ready and then sat out on the deck with her so she
could still get a beach fix in the morning. He’d brought lunch to her almost
every day and managed to have dinner either ready or delivered every night
whether they stayed at his place or hers.

And that was an experience.
The first night she had called to say she was working late and was just

going home, he had met her there with a bag of Chinese takeout. Her nerves
had been more than a little frazzled at the thought of him seeing her tiny
apartment. Her entire place could fit in the living room of his place. But
Julian being Julian, he never commented on it.



He had, however, commented on how small her bed was and all the
reasons why they should just stay at his place.

After three nights in her full-size bed with him, she agreed.
Her phone beeped with an incoming text and she smiled when she saw

Julian’s name.

Julian: Lighting the grill. How do you like your burger?
Charlotte: I’ll have to take a rain check. Problem at the shelter. Heading there now.
Julian: Anything I can do?

She wished. Unfortunately, there was no way for him to find jobs and
homes for all the people currently crowding the shelter and also develop a
children’s program. It was bad enough that she had the resources at her
fingertips and couldn’t get it done.

Charlotte: Thanks but I need to go and see what we’re dealing with.
I’ll talk to you tomorrow
Julian: Call me tonight. I want to make sure you get home safely

That made her smile. She wished she could just tell him she’d see him
later, but it was already after seven and she had at least a forty-five-minute
drive and then who knew what she was going to find when she got to the
shelter? It would be a late night and then she’d have to get up early and start
all over again.

She was already ready for a nap tomorrow.

Charlotte: I will. I promise.
Julian: Make sure you stop and get something to eat.
Charlotte: Yes sir :)

Slipping the phone into her purse, she pulled out her keys and made her
way out to the car. It was funny how well Julian knew her. In all the
planning for tonight, not once had she thought about herself or stopping to
get something for dinner. When she got in her car, she realized she wasn’t



particularly hungry and decided to get to Santa Monica first and see what
she was dealing with, and then think about dinner.

At least, that was the idea.
Two hours later, she was sitting with her head on Hank’s desk, feeling

ready to cry.
Another family had arrived with three more kids. Their food truck had

shown up late, and had a lot less on board than they were expecting. On top
of that, she was starving and now she had a headache.

She hated days like this.
Out in the common area, people were talking and milling about, kids were

screeching, and somewhere in the distance she heard something crash to the
floor. At that moment, it took everything she had not to grab her purse and
sneak out. No one would have to know, and if Hank should call her out on it
the next time she came in, Charlotte would say she thought she’d said
goodbye to everyone when she left.

“You are many things, Charlotte Clark, but you’re no liar,” she murmured
and then gently banged her head on the desk. “Dammit.”

With a sigh, she sat up and tried to focus. Pulling out her laptop, she
started a document for all the things the shelter was in need of: more food,
more volunteers, and something for the kids. Normally that wasn’t her area
of expertise. Creating something to entertain children just wasn’t in her job
description.

That made her stop and think, because she loved kids. Somewhere down
the line, she wanted to have some. Why hadn’t she felt inclined to work on
something for children until now?

That still didn’t make any magical lightbulb go off. Leaning forward, she
banged her head on the desk again.

“Uh-oh. That’s not a good sign.”
Julian.



As much as she wanted to sit up and smile, she was too exhausted to pull
that off. Instead, she sat up and exhaled slowly. Then she smelled
something wonderful and noticed the cooler bag in his hand.

And she smiled.
Walking toward her, he gave her a sympathetic smile. “Rough night,

huh?”
“You have no idea.”
Placing the bag on the desk, he sat on the corner and looked at her. “I

have an idea.” He paused. “What’s going on?”
“Is there food in this bag?” she asked instead.
Julian nodded. “A burger, pasta salad, and a Coke. It’s not gourmet, but I

thought you could probably use it.” And before Charlotte could even get to
the bag herself, Julian opened it and set the food out for her. “Eat. Then tell
me what’s happening here.”

She was too hungry to argue, and the first bite of the burger was almost
orgasmic. She took two more in rapid succession—unmindful of Julian
watching her and how unladylike she was eating. Putting the burger down,
she opened the cola and took a long drink, sighing happily.

Leaning back in her chair, she looked up at him appreciatively. “Thank
you.”

“My pleasure.”
Then she told him about her day and what had transpired here at the

shelter. “Honestly, Julian, my brain is just mush at this point. I have no idea
what to do to help these kids.”

“How old are they?”
“They range from around six to sixteen, I think. There’re two infants in

the group so I’m not worried about them, but the other kids definitely need
something to do.”

He nodded once and then stood up. “Finish eating. I’ll be right back.”



Charlotte was about to call him back, but her stomach had other ideas. As
soon as he was out of sight, she picked up her burger and wolfed it down
happily. Then the pasta salad. And then the rest of the cola. With her hand
on her pleasantly full belly, she leaned back in the chair and was almost
asleep when Julian walked back in.

“You ready to go?” he asked casually, cleaning up her dinner mess.
She looked at him oddly. “Go? Julian, I still haven’t figured out what I’m

going to do. I need to talk to Hank and see what he’s thinking and—”
One finger covered her lips as he leaned in and kissed her on the nose.

“You’re done for the day. I spoke to Hank and everything’s under control.”
He took one of her hands in his and gently tugged her to her feet.

“But…but… I still need to…”
“You need to come home and sleep,” he said firmly but softly. “C’mon.”
She couldn’t speak because she yawned broadly, loudly. “Sorry.”
Julian laughed and picked up her purse and briefcase, carrying them along

with the cooler bag in one hand while keeping her hand in the other. He
nodded toward Hank and wished him good night, and Charlotte waved
because she was yawning again and couldn’t speak.

How the heck was she supposed to drive home like this?
They stepped outside and she looked for Julian’s car. “Did you park in the

lot around the corner again?”
He shook his head and walked over to her car, opening the passenger side

and helping her get in.
“But… I need to… How are you going to…?”
He placed the bags in the back seat and climbed in the driver’s side. “I

took an Uber to get here because I was worried about you driving home
late.”

If she wasn’t so tired, she’d be…well, she’d be incredibly thankful,
because as much as she didn’t like him—or anyone—thinking she couldn’t
handle herself, she also appreciated how he was so concerned for her, how



he came all this way to take care of her. Julian pulled away from the curb,
and her eyes felt so heavy that she swore she’d close them just for a minute.

“Come on, sleepy girl. Let’s get you inside.”
Charlotte blinked several times and tried to understand where they were.

It wasn’t until Julian got out of the car and came around to open her door
that she saw they were in his driveway. “How…?”

Instead of answering, he lifted her in his arms.
“I can walk,” she protested, followed by another yawn.
“Humor me.”
So she did. Resting her head on his shoulder, she let him carry her into the

bedroom, where he placed her on the bed. Her limbs felt like they were
filled with lead, and as much as she wanted to sit and talk to him, she was
just too tired. With her eyes closed, she felt Julian remove her shoes, then
move up to unbutton her slacks and slowly slide them down her legs. He
placed a light kiss on her belly as he worked.

Part of her perked up.
With her pants gone, his hands slid up and took her shirt with them.
He placed a kiss between her breasts.
Okay, maybe she wasn’t completely tired. She’d had a nap on the way

home, after all.
Those big, talented hands of his moved around to her back and unhooked

her bra. As he pulled it away, he stopped and caressed her breasts and damn
if that didn’t feel great. She must have purred or moaned, because she heard
him chuckle softly.

“You like that?” he asked, his voice low and husky right next to her ear.
“Mm-hmm.”
Julian stretched out beside her and began to suckle one breast as he gently

kneaded the other.
Yeah, every day should end like this, she thought.



Her back arched, and little by little, she became more awake. “Julian,”
she cried breathlessly.

“I’m right here with you, sweetheart. Right here.”
His tone was both soothing and arousing, and as he continued to tease and

pleasure her, sleep became the very last thing on her mind.
“I need you.”
She didn’t think she’d ever seen someone move so fast. One minute he

was beside her and seemingly very relaxed, the next he was straddling her
and whipping his shirt off. “You have me.”

And she knew she did. She also knew it was becoming more than just a
physical need. The more time they spent together, the more time Charlotte
wanted with him. She loved their talks, she loved sharing meals with him,
and more than anything, she loved wrapping herself around him at the end
of every day and sleeping in Julian’s arms every night.

Lost in her own thoughts, she didn’t notice how he’d moved away and
finished undressing until he was stretched out on top of her, kissing her
cheek, her shoulder, her throat. His body was warm and hard, and lazily her
limbs wrapped around him. As he moved over her, with her, she vowed she
was going to tell him very soon just how much he meant to her.

* * *

Being a fairly private person, Julian had no problem keeping his plans to
himself. He’d kissed Charlotte goodbye that morning and watched her drive
away before heading into the house.

Then he’d set about putting his plans in motion. It took about seventeen
phone calls, but he finally had everything in place.

Charlotte had called to tell him she was leaving the office early and
heading over to the center to try to work out some things with Hank. He
knew she worked through lunch so she could leave early. He hoped it
wouldn’t be long before she could go back to her normal hours.



He admired her for her work ethic and for all the things she did for the
community. What he was struggling with was how little she got back. And
he wasn’t referring to her pay or all of the unpaid overtime she put in, but
the overall lack of reward for all of her hard work. In the last week he’d
watched her grow a little wearier, a little less optimistic, and he just
couldn’t allow it to continue.

Hence tonight’s plan.
Standing on the street, Julian grinned as he saw all of his calls and efforts

had paid off.
“I’m not gonna lie to you,” Dylan said as he approached, “I am freaking

giddy like you can’t believe about this.”
Riley stepped up beside him. “This is brilliant. I’m seriously impressed.”
Julian’s chest swelled with pride. There were no guarantees that this was

going to work, but he hoped it would at least work for tonight. Then maybe
it would ease a little of Charlotte’s—and the shelter’s—burden.

“Thanks for being willing to come,” he said and smiled when Paige
walked over along with Savannah. “I know this was all last minute and
meant you had to get a sitter for the kids.”

“My parents are still in town,” Savannah said easily. “And they love
having the kids to themselves.”

“Be sure to thank them for me,” Julian said and then looked around as
more people came walking toward them.

Soon there were about a dozen people standing around him, and he
carefully laid out his plan to them all. Once everyone was in agreement,
Julian took out his phone and texted Hank to let him know they were ready
to come inside. After Hank texted him back, he looked out at his group of
volunteers.

“Hank is our go-to person. He’ll meet us at the door and show you all
where to set up. You’re not punching a clock here, but I would appreciate if
you could give us at least two hours tonight.” Everyone nodded in



agreement. “On top of that, this place is always looking for volunteers. If
any of you find that’s your thing, talk to Hank. He’ll more than appreciate
it.”

After taking another look at the group, Julian realized he was nervous.
What if this whole thing failed? What if it was just a huge clusterfuck and
he only succeeded in making things worse?

“Stop worrying,” Riley said as if reading his mind. “This is gonna be
great.”

With a nod, Julian motioned to the door and held it open for everyone.
They filed inside, and he heard Hank instructing them where to go. By the
time he stepped inside, Charlotte was standing beside him in confusion.

“What’s going on?” she asked.
Rather than answer, Julian took her hand and walked over to where they

were setting up. Then he explained.
“We’re here tonight to do a little music therapy,” he said. “We’ve got

instruments for everyone to try. We’re going to teach the kids some songs
and do a couple of sing-alongs, and Paige is going to set up a library.
Savannah brought snacks and drinks for everyone.”

When he looked at Charlotte, tears were in her eyes. “I… I can’t believe
you did all this.”

With his arm draped around her shoulders, Julian hugged her in close and
placed a kiss on her temple. “Help me get everyone set up and then you can
thank me properly later,” he teased.

And then she hugged him—full-on, full-body hugged him. “You are an
amazing man, Julian Grayson, and I love that you did this.”

He held her with equal fervor and knew that if he didn’t let go of her now,
he wasn’t going to get anything accomplished.

And certainly he wouldn’t be thanked properly later.
It was a great incentive.
“Come on,” he said, taking one of her hands. “Let’s do this.”



In his mind, Julian knew what he hoped to do here tonight, but the reality
was even better. For two hours, there was music and laughter and one of the
craziest jam sessions he’d ever witnessed. Every kid was playing something
—drums, guitars, tambourines, triangles—some of them danced, and
everybody sang. A lot of the parents and staff joined in, too. At one point he
spotted Charlotte on the far side of the room smiling broadly even as her
eyes were shining with unshed tears.

Yeah, he’d done this for his girl.
Seeing how happy she was made all the phone calls and all the stress of

pulling this together worth it.
“Okay, everyone!” Hank called out. “It’s after eight and we need to let our

guests get packed up!”
It took more than an hour to make that happen, and Julian lost track of

how many people had thanked him and how many had asked if they’d be
back. If it were up to him, they would, but he wasn’t ready to make that
commitment for everyone. They’d talk about it after they left and he heard
how they felt.

By the time he was ready to go, Charlotte was standing by the door
waiting for him. They waved to Hank and the staff and made their way out
to the sidewalk, where Riley, Dylan, and the others were waiting for them.

“What do you say we meet up for coffee and talk about how the night
went?” Julian asked.

“Opposite directions, dude,” Riley said as he pulled Savannah in close.
“You’re heading west to Malibu, and we’re all heading back toward LA.”

“There’s a great rooftop restaurant not far from here—it’s at the
Marriott,” Charlotte suggested. “They have a dessert menu, or we can just
order some appetizers or something. It has amazing ocean views.”

Julian chuckled, and when she looked at him in confusion, he said,
“Leave it to you to throw that last part in.”



She shrugged. “It’s true.” Then she called out the name and general
directions and they all agreed to meet up there. Julian walked her to her car
and she handed him the keys.

“Uh-uh. I drove this time because of my equipment, but I wanted to make
sure you got to your car okay.”

“That’s very sweet of you.” She leaned in and kissed him softly on the
lips. “I’ll see you over at the hotel.”

He stood back and watched her start up the car and drive away, hating that
they weren’t riding together. It just made more sense for them to drive
separately for now.

On his way to the hotel, he thought about how well the night had gone.
This was something they could do again—maybe not with this exact
combination of people, but certainly with another group of musicians and
volunteers to keep it going. He knew he’d be down for doing it whenever he
could—especially on the nights when Charlotte was volunteering. Then he
remembered that this was a temporary shelter for these families. With any
luck, they wouldn’t be there for long and their kids wouldn’t need a little
fun to keep them busy.

Something else they’d need to talk about.
Within minutes, the valet had parked and Julian was joining his friends at

the hotel entrance. He took Charlotte by the hand and let her lead them
inside and up to the restaurant.

Luckily, they were seated quickly—of course Riley had charmed the
hostess into doing that right away—and soon they were ordering drinks.

“So?” he called out once the waitress walked away. “What did everyone
think about tonight?”

“Wait!” Charlotte said before anyone could respond. “I just want to take a
minute to thank all of you for volunteering your time tonight. Maybe it
didn’t seem like that much to you, but to those kids and their families, it
meant the world. I never would have thought of anything so creative and



wonderful that had everyone wanting to join in, and…” She stopped and
Julian could hear in her voice how emotional she was feeling about it all.
“And I just want to say that it meant the world to me too. So…thank you.”

Everyone was talking at once but Julian wasn’t fully listening. He reached
over and squeezed Charlotte’s hand, bringing it to his lips to kiss it. “You
okay?”

She nodded. “I’m just blown away by this, Julian. I don’t think I’ve ever
seen anything like what you did tonight. I…I don’t even have words.”

“You said plenty,” he replied, pleased that she was so happy with what
they’d done. All around them, discussions were being had on what they
could do the next time and who else they could call upon to help out.

Drinks were served, food came out, and from his other side, Riley nudged
him.

“You did good tonight, Jules. Seriously. This was a great idea and you
seemed to have a lot of fun doing it.”

He nodded. “I really did. It made me remember the first time I held a pair
of drumsticks in my hands and how bad I sounded but how enthusiastic I
was.”

“It was the same for me with the guitar,” Riley admitted. “I always knew I
could sing, but I didn’t think I’d be able to play an instrument, too. When I
got my first guitar, everyone in the house used to beg me to go and play it
outside or in the garage because I sounded so bad, but in my head, I was
onstage in front of millions of people.”

Julian chuckled at the image. “Millions, huh? That’s ambitious.”
“Math never was my thing.”
“I don’t expect you to come out here every week, but I’d like to see this

thing keep going with other combinations of people. Or maybe we can get
someone to help organize it based on the needs of who is staying at the
shelter.”



Taking a sip of his drink, Riley nodded. “I don’t think it will be a problem
to get volunteers. We can put out the call for help and I’m sure Paige can
assist. Don’t forget she’s organized campaigns for all kinds of things.
Getting volunteers or figuring out how to put this all together should be a
breeze for her.”

“Good call.” Rising, Julian walked over and pulled up a chair between
Dylan and Paige and began talking to her about what he was thinking. She
was incredibly enthusiastic about it and was telling him all about her
contacts and who she’d start making calls to in the morning, when Julian
glanced back to where Charlotte was sitting and talking to Randy—a studio
bass player who had helped out that night. He didn’t know anything about
the guy other than what instrument he played and that he was good at it, but
the way he was looking at Charlotte and the way she was smiling at him
made Julian’s gut clench.

Dylan elbowed him. Hard.
“Dude, what the hell?” Julian snapped.
With an easy grin, Dylan leaned back in his chair. “Quit scowling at

Charlotte and Randy.”
“I wasn’t,” he lied.
“Please. Don’t even. You were, and you need to stop.”
Fine. Consider him warned.
Maybe. But just in case…
Julian smiled—or at least tried to smile—at Paige. “Call me tomorrow

and let me know what I can do to help.”
Paige reached for Julian’s hand. “Don’t go over there with a head full of

steam.”
Warning number two.
So maybe he moved the chair with a little too much force, but that wasn’t

his intention. He needed to get back to his seat and see what Randy and
Charlotte were talking about so intimately.



“Julian—” Dylan said, but all he did was flip him off before he walked
away.

Randy was talking about some show he did—bragging was more like it.
Julian didn’t care if the guy was midsentence; he sat down, placed a
possessive arm around Charlotte, and kissed her cheek.

“Paige is going to make some calls tomorrow to see about getting more
volunteers to help out with nights like this. What do you think?”

Her eyes went wide and she looked at him, then Randy, and back again.
“Oh, um…yeah. That’s great! Randy was just telling me about—”

“I think we can get a rotation of people who can come in here, and we’ll
coordinate it all with Hank, and who knows, maybe we can start doing this
sort of thing at other shelters or as after-school programs.”

After an awkward glance at Randy, Charlotte turned to Julian. “Wow, I
wasn’t even thinking of something that far-reaching. That sounds
wonderful. Although it does seem like a lot for Paige to be taking on. It’s
not like we can afford to pay her for this or anything, but…”

“I’ll pay her if she needs to be paid,” Julian said confidently, shooting a
glare at Randy.

Moving away slightly, Charlotte looked at him oddly and nodded. “So,
Randy was telling me about the time he played—”

“Have you ever played Madison Square Garden, Randy?” Julian asked
cockily.

“Um…no,” he replied, this time giving Charlotte a nervous look.
“Really? Oh, well, how about the Hollywood Bowl? Ever play there?”
“Julian,” Charlotte whispered, her eyes narrowing.
“No, can’t say that I have,” Randy replied, reaching for his glass. “If you

guys will excuse me, I’m going to see if Nigel’s ready to head out. He’s my
ride.”

“Don’t have a car of your own, Randy?” Julian asked smugly.



“Julian!” Charlotte gasped, before she quickly said good night to Randy.
Once he was out of sight, she faced Julian. “What in the world was that all
about?”

“What?” Feigning ignorance seemed like the way to go when he realized
how angry she appeared.

“Want to explain why you were practically having a pissing match with
Randy?”

“Randy?” he repeated with annoyance. “What difference does it make?
And I wasn’t. I was just curious about his career, that’s all. I don’t see what
the big deal is.”

“The big deal is that you were a colossal jackass. I mean really.”
Unfazed, Julian shrugged and reached for a piece of the bruschetta they’d

ordered. He took a bite and hummed appreciatively before holding it up for
Charlotte. “You should taste this, it’s delicious.”

Declining, she crossed her arms and simply sat quietly beside him. For
the life of him, Julian had no idea what she was so upset about. Why would
she think it was okay for him just to let some random guy hit on her? All he
was doing was showing how much he cared about her by making sure
Randy didn’t get any ideas. Nothing wrong with that.

Except—there was.
And that was blazingly obvious by the way she continued to give him the

cold shoulder for the rest of the time they were with everyone, and how the
only words she spoke were to tell him she was going back to her place.
Alone.

They walked out to the parking lot. Julian offered to drive her home and
deal with getting his car tomorrow, but Charlotte said, “Don’t bother.”

He sighed with frustration. “I still don’t see what the big deal is here,
Charlotte.”

Without looking at him, she pulled out her keys. “The big deal is that you
were incredibly rude tonight. You walked over and…and…it was like you



were staking your claim, and it was ridiculous. Everyone knows we’re
together. You didn’t have to behave the way you did.”

Now he growled with frustration. “That guy was hitting on you!”
“That guy was telling me about how he plays guitar once a week at his

daughter’s preschool!” she shouted. “If you had shut up long enough to let
him answer a question or hadn’t interrupted the story he was telling me, you
would have known that!”

Okay, yeah. He was a colossal jackass.
Raking a hand through his hair, he looked up at the sky and almost

growled. “Fine. I get it. I overreacted.”
“Ya think?” Sarcasm lacing her words, she stormed over to her car and

opened the driver’s side door, tossing her purse inside.
Julian immediately followed her over. “I’m sorry, okay?” he asked when

she made to move around him and get behind the wheel. “I was wrong.”
“Whatever,” she murmured, still trying to get around him.
Grasping her by the shoulders, he waited until she would look at him.

“Don’t go home tonight. Please. This was a great night and I hate that I
ruined it. I got feedback from everyone else tonight except you, and you’re
the only one I wanted to talk to about this. Please come back to the house.”

She eyed him warily. “I’m really tired, Julian, and I think it would be
better for me to go home and get some sleep. I’ll call you tomorrow, okay?”

It wasn’t okay. He wanted to haul her over his shoulder and take her
home. But he figured he’d already acted like a Neanderthal once tonight
and clearly that wasn’t a good thing.

Rather than argue or plead his case, he simply leaned in and kissed her on
the forehead and said, “Okay.”

He stood in the parking lot long after Charlotte drove away, and realized
that he’d done all of this tonight to help her, yet somehow all he’d managed
to do was hurt her. Well, not where the actual volunteering was concerned,
but on a personal level, and he hated himself for that.



And now he was left trying to figure out how to make it right.

* * *

“I’m sorry.”
Charlotte looked at the beautifully wrapped box and then back at Julian.

He’d been almost relentless all day about earning her forgiveness. He’d sent
coffee and muffins to her office. Then flowers. Then he’d personally
delivered lunch—a fantastic gourmet salad from one of her favorite
restaurants. Unfortunately, she’d been too busy to take a real lunch break
with him and had to eat at her desk.

While he watched.
Now it was after eight and they were having dinner out on his deck. He’d

grilled steaks and made a big salad and baked potatoes, and even had her
favorite wine.

The box was served as if it were dessert.
“What’s this?”
He smiled warmly at her. “Open it.”
Something about this bothered her. There was no mistake that it was some

sort of jewelry; the small, slim box couldn’t possibly fit anything else.
She’d never gotten jewelry from a man before. Well, there was a puka shell
necklace she’d gotten from Billy Miller in the tenth grade, but she had a
feeling this was nothing like that.

And she was right.
Gasping softly, she pulled the tennis bracelet from the box. “Julian, what

in the world…?”
Without answering, he took the bracelet from her trembling hand and put

it on her wrist, securing the clasp. Then he brought her hand to his lips and
kissed it. “A beautiful gift for a beautiful woman.”

It was hard not to melt a little at his words, and she had forgiven him
earlier—multiple times. She hated how he was still trying to earn it



somehow. “You didn’t have to do this,” she said, but couldn’t help but love
the way the diamonds looked on her. “It’s too much.”

With her hand still in his, he shook his head. “No, it’s not. I want you to
know how much I regret my behavior last night. I hated sleeping by myself.
I missed you.”

She laughed softly. “Julian, we’ve already been over this. I accepted your
apology and you already did so much today for me. I don’t expect you to
lavish me with gifts. It’s not necessary. And we’re fine. I think a night apart
was a good thing—for both of us.”

He didn’t look convinced. “You deserve to be lavished. It occurred to me
last night how we really haven’t gone out a whole lot or done much together
except hang around here. I want to change that. I don’t want to stay holed
up at home anymore.”

That perked her up. “Does this mean you’re thinking of going back with
the band?” she asked carefully.

“Um…no,” he responded. “This has nothing to do with the band and
everything to do with us. We went out last night and nothing happened.” He
paused at her furrowed brows and then laughed. “I mean, something
happened and I hate it, but what I meant was, no one bothered me. We were
at a nice restaurant with a big crowd, and I was even there with most of the
band, and no one bothered me.”

Well, someone had bothered him, but she wasn’t going to mention that.
“So, what are you saying?”

“I’m saying I no longer feel the need to live like a hermit,” he explained.
“Although it’s not like I want to do anything that draws attention to myself,
but I want to take you places and do things. What do you say we go to
Hawaii next week? I can make a call and we can have a place with a private
beach and—”

She held up a hand to stop him. “Julian, I can’t just take off like that. I
have a job,” she reminded him. “I’ll have some vacation time after the first



of the year, but for now I can’t just pack up and go. And besides, we’re
shorthanded at the office. I couldn’t do that to my coworkers.”

By the look on his face, he wasn’t quite comprehending what she was
saying.

“But…it’s Hawaii,” he said slowly. “I’m paying for everything. You
wouldn’t have to worry about a thing.”

And that was like a slap in the face.
For some reason, his high-handedness rubbed her the wrong way. As if

the fact that she didn’t have to pay for the trip herself made everything else
just work out.

“Again,” she began and slowly pulled her hand from his, “I’m not asking
you to buy me anything, Julian. That’s not the problem. The problem is that
I have a job and responsibilities and I can’t just take off on a moment’s
notice.”

And still he looked a little befuddled.
“How about this—we start small,” she began cautiously. “Why don’t we

go to San Francisco next weekend? I love walking around Fisherman’s
Wharf, and there are some great restaurants. We can ride the cable cars and
just be tourists for the day. What do you say?”

He was quiet for a moment and she thought for sure he was going to
counter with Hawaii again, but he didn’t. Instead, he reached for her hand
and kissed it. “Sounds like a plan. I’ll see if I can find us a place to rent.”

“Why? We can just stay at a hotel. Nothing fancy, just—”
“I hate hotels,” he said a little roughly, and she had a feeling she’d struck

a nerve.
“Okay. No worries,” she said soothingly. “Honestly, I don’t care where

we stay just as long as we’re there together.”
That seemed to work. Julian visibly relaxed and smiled at her.
“How about dessert?” he asked, his tone going smooth and a little

seductive. She smiled shyly at him.



“What did you have in mind?”
That definitely worked. His grin was wicked and she realized how much

she had missed him last night too.
“There’s a death by chocolate cake inside I planned to serve, but—”
Feeling bold, Charlotte rose to her feet and tugged him to his. “It can wait

until later, right?”
In a flash, she was in his arms and he was kissing her. She felt all of his

pent-up anger, frustration, and all of the emotions she’d been watching him
deal with tonight. It was a heady feeling, and as she wrapped herself around
him, she knew she was struggling with them, too. But when they were like
this, everything else faded away. All she could focus on was the feel of
Julian—the warmth of his body, the way his hands felt as they moved over
her—and she wanted more.

As if he sensed her thoughts, he lifted her. Charlotte wrapped her legs
around his waist, more than happy to let him take her wherever it was he
wanted to have her. They’d made love in just about every room of the
house, and it really wasn’t about where they were, but how fast they could
get there.

Now.
She really was hoping for right now.
“Julian,” she murmured against his lips.
“I know, baby,” he said and placed her on the sofa. The sliding doors were

open and the night air was cool and salty and just served to heighten her
senses.

There was no finesse.
There was little foreplay.
It had only been one night apart and yet she was equally frantic for him.
Warning bells should have been going off in her head—this was too soon,

too intense, too…everything—yet they weren’t. And if they were, they



were drowned out by the sounds they were making along with the noise of
the outside world drifting in.

She was naked before she even realized he’d been undressing her. When
he stood and stripped, she licked her lips in anticipation. His body was like
a work of art—it didn’t matter how many times she’d seen it, touched it,
kissed it, it still made her go weak. No man should be so sculpted and sexy
and perfect, and she had to keep from pinching herself to make sure this
wasn’t a dream.

He was hers.
And she was his.
And if this was a dream, she hoped she’d never wake up.

* * *

“So, what’s your favorite place to travel to?” Charlotte asked later that night
as Julian fed her a piece of chocolate cake while they were snuggled under
a blanket on the couch.

He thought about it for a minute and took a forkful of cake for himself.
“On our second world tour we had a couple of dates in London and had a
week off before we moved on. Riley went home to visit his family, Dylan
partied his way around London, and Matt went to Paris for a week to visit
some friends. I just wanted a little peace and quiet and didn’t want to go far
because it felt like we were constantly on the move. The day of our last
performance, I was hanging out at the arena and there was this older guy
sweeping up around the place. I asked him where he’d go if he only wanted
to travel an hour from home and just wanted a little down time.”

“And what did he say?”
“East Sussex,” he said. “More specifically, the town of Rye.” He fed her

another bite of cake. “I had nothing to lose, so I made some calls and rented
a place for a week, and it was one of the greatest weeks ever.”



She smiled as she listened to him, because even if he didn’t give her any
other details, she could hear in his voice how much he loved it.

“It was a two-hour train ride out of London, but I didn’t care. It was an
incredibly scenic ride and it was the perfect choice after all the noise and
chaos of the tour.”

“What kind of things were there to do in town?”
He shrugged. “It’s not really a tourist place—which was perfect for me—

but the architecture and the town itself was really beautiful. It’s a shipping
town and used to be completely surrounded by water.” He sighed and took
another bite of cake for himself. “I just enjoyed walking around and
learning the history.”

“Have you ever gone back?”
“No.” He shook his head. “Never had the time.”
“You haven’t been back to London since?”
“We have, but…” He paused. “It’s not important. What about you?

What’s your favorite place to travel to?”
She knew a diversion when she heard one, but right now she didn’t want

to be diverted. Turning, she faced him head on. “I find it hard to believe that
with all the time off since touring that you haven’t made the time to go back
to a place you loved.”

He shrugged again. “It wasn’t meant to be. Been there, saw that…you
know the rest.”

“Julian,” Charlotte began patiently, “I really wish you wouldn’t shut
down when we’re talking. I could tell you had more to say and then you just
stopped. What were you going to say? Please.”

For a solid minute he didn’t say anything. Hell, he barely blinked. She
saw the instant he resigned himself to it.

“When the band first started touring, I did stuff like that a lot when we
had a couple of days off. I don’t mind staying in hotels, but I like my



privacy, and believe it or not, I’m kind of a homebody. So even if I couldn’t
be home…”

“You wanted it at least to feel like a home,” she finished for him.
“Exactly.” He paused. “Anyway, when Dena and I started dating, she

begged to come on tour. I didn’t have a problem with it and as long as we
were going from city to city, we were fine. But the first break in the action,
when I had rented a place in advance and told her where we were going, she
got pissed. She ruined the entire week for me with her complaining and
bitching about being away from everything and how she hated having to
cook for herself and do her own laundry. I shrugged it off that first time and
figured she was just enjoying life on the road. But it wasn’t that at all—she
just liked having people waiting on her and always wanted to be where the
party was. So I stopped renting places after a while.”

“That hardly seems fair. She got to be happy and have her way and you
didn’t?”

“Pretty much.”
“Wow.”
He fed her the last piece of cake and placed the empty plate on the coffee

table in front of them. “I got used to it.”
“But it makes you angry to think about.”
“Well, yeah,” he said with a humorless laugh. “I was paying for

everything and never got to do what I wanted.”
Now they were getting somewhere.
Finally.
Charlotte took a minute to think about her next words carefully. She

adjusted the blanket and put a little space between them. “How long into the
relationship before you realized there were issues?”

Then she held her breath and hoped he wasn’t going to shut her down and
walk away.



“Six months,” he admitted as he looked down at his hands, the blanket…
pretty much anywhere that wasn’t directly at Charlotte.

And to her surprise, he kept talking.
“It was after that tour when I knew there were problems. Enough that I

seriously was ready to throw in the towel. The problem was—at first—
Dena put on a good show for everyone. She was a freaking delight to
everyone we met—including my parents. So, when I mentioned how I
wanted to break up with her, both of my folks got on me about it. They
always told me that you have to work hard for the things you want, how all
relationships have their ups and downs, and how I needed to try to exhaust
every option before calling it quits.”

Charlotte nodded, thinking it was admirable of him.
Then he looked at her. “My parents weren’t particularly close. Never have

been, never will be. I can’t ever remember seeing them show affection for
one another, although they were always very respectful to each other. I
thought that’s how relationships were supposed to be. Except—for me—
they never were. I’m not like that. When I’m with someone, I enjoy
laughing and kissing and touching…” He gave her a lopsided grin. “As I’m
sure you’ve noticed.”

“I have, and I’ve enjoyed it very much,” she said lightly, hoping he would
continue.

“The first time I found out Dena had cheated, my parents were visiting. I
was mortified. Like, seriously mortified. It wasn’t until later on that I
realized I was more upset about my parents witnessing it than I was about
her cheating.”

Yikes.
“We fought, with my parents in the next room, and Dena stormed out. My

dad never said a word to me about it, but my mom came out and we talked
through the night.”

“And what did she say?”



At this point, Julian reclined and let his head fall back against the
cushions as he sighed. “She told me how when I was little, she’d had an
affair. She took full responsibility for it, even though she said it was
because she was lonely and she wished my dad was more…affectionate,
caring, emotional. It wasn’t that she was in love with this other man, she
just wanted to feel something from someone.”

“Oh, Julian. I’m so sorry,” she said softly, but he wasn’t really listening.
He seemed to be lost in his memory.

“The guilt of what she’d done was killing her, so she confessed to my dad
and he forgave her. But he also told her that if she wanted to leave him for
this other man, she could do that too.”

Charlotte could only stare in wide-eyed shock.
Julian lifted his head and looked at her and let out another mirthless

laugh. “Yeah. That was pretty much my reaction too.”
“I…I don’t even know what to say to that.”
“I asked her why she decided to stay if she wasn’t happy, and after she

gave all the usual answers—there was me, and she still loved my dad—but
the craziest thing about it all was how she kept waiting for him to fight for
her. She never left, so it wasn’t as if he had to beg her to come home. She
wanted him to fight for her and let her know that she meant something to
him.” He scoffed. “She’s still waiting.”

“And you heard that and thought…”
He rose and stretched, reaching for his jeans and sliding them on before

facing her. “I thought if I just kept fighting for Dena, she’d change. Joke
was on me though, right?”

Her heart broke for him all over again. Carefully, she stood and wrapped
the blanket around herself as she stepped in close. “No, the joke’s not on
you. I think what you did just shows the kind of person you are, and it
makes me angry for you that Dena didn’t appreciate all that you sacrificed
for her and the relationship. She didn’t deserve you.”



She saw him swallow hard. “My life was a freaking joke for those years,
Charlotte. Everyone knew I was making a mistake, but I was trying to prove
a point.” He shook his head. “And it wasn’t even a point I wanted to prove!
I didn’t want my parents to be disappointed, and I didn’t want to lose, and
in the end, both those things happened!”

“Your parents can’t possibly be disappointed in you, Julian.”
But he nodded and looked a bit arrogant as he did. “But they are. After

the whole wedding fiasco, I took a few days and then called them to let
them know I was all right, and I got lectured on making a scene. A scene!
There was no real concern about my feelings or how devastated I was. It
was all about how my actions made them look!”

“Okay, but you have to admit, from everything you’ve told me about the
wedding, that had to be a bit of a shock for everyone. Maybe you could
have given them a warning about what you were planning.”

“They would have talked me out of it. Or my mother would have. I was
finally ready to take back control of my life, and maybe that wasn’t the best
way to do it, but it’s done and I can’t change it!”

He stormed away from her and went to look out the windows toward the
beach, while Charlotte took a moment to wrap her brain around what Julian
had just confessed. It was no wonder he had such a strong will and ironclad
control now—for far too long he’d felt like he was being told how to live
his life, and now…now he’d taken it to the extreme.

She walked over and stood beside him. “I think you’re very brave,” she
said quietly, and although she kept her gaze forward, she felt him staring at
her. “You were in a bad situation and you needed to get out of it. Most
people would have stayed in the cycle and resigned themselves to being
miserable. There was never going to be a winner where you and Dena were
concerned. I’m just sorry that not everyone saw it that way.”

Together they stood silently and watched the waves until Julian said,
“Thank you.” His voice was gruff—almost raw.



“Thank you for sharing that with me.” And she meant it. It helped her to
understand him so much more than she’d ever thought she would. He was
still struggling with this and he probably would for a long time, but at least
now she could understand.

“It doesn’t mean I’m weak,” he said, this time his voice so low she almost
didn’t hear him.

“I know that.” And that just shattered her heart. For someone as strong
and proud as Julian to think anyone would view him as weak, and to admit
it, had to be one of the hardest things he’d ever done.

There were still dozens of questions she had for him, but not now. They’d
talked enough.

Without a word, she reached for his hand and led him to the bedroom.
Beside the bed she dropped the blanket she’d been clutching to her and let it
pool at her feet. The heat in his gaze battled with gratitude that she hadn’t
pushed him for more.

And as she wrapped her hand around his nape and pulled his lips to hers,
Charlotte knew that she was the one who was thankful because she had
earned his trust.

And she’d do everything in her power never to betray it.



Chapter 8

They didn’t make it to San Francisco.
The day before they were supposed to leave, Charlotte’s car died and she

was too upset about repairs and having lost half a day of work to go. To say
he was disappointed was an understatement, but Julian knew when to push
and when to let her be. It would have been easy for him to step in and take
care of the car repairs and have them be on their way, but he knew she
wouldn’t want or appreciate that.

Luckily Charlotte was a little easier to figure out than most women he
knew.

Monday morning while she was getting ready for work, Julian walked
into the bedroom with her coffee. “You want me to drive you to work, or do
you want to take my car?”

She was shimmying into a dress and he had to hide a smile as he watched
her move. There was a small selection of her clothes here at his place and
an equally small selection of his over at hers. When her car died on Friday,
he’d brought her back here and they hadn’t left since. He’d tried to reason
that they could as easily be in San Francisco as they were in his house, but
he could tell she was too distracted to enjoy herself. There were a ton of
reasons why it made sense for her to keep her own place, and it wasn’t like
this house was his, either, but he was finding there had only been a handful
of nights that they’d spent apart in weeks.



“If you don’t mind driving me in, that would be great,” Charlotte
responded as she took the coffee from his hands. “Thank you.”

He watched in fascination as she got ready. It was the shortest routine
he’d ever seen: Charlotte could shower, do her hair and makeup, and get
dressed in thirty minutes.

That was a record in his book.
She took a sip of her coffee before securing her hair in a ponytail. Smiling

at him, she said, “On a positive note, we have three new people starting
today. Two are transferring from other human services offices, so they
won’t require training.”

“And that means…?”
“It means my days are going back to normal. I’ll be done at five, and I

have nothing scheduled at the shelter this week.” With a sassy grin she
added, “That’s practically like a vacation for me and I plan on taking
advantage of this schedule.”

The pure joy on her face and in her words was infectious, and Julian
found himself smiling with her. “We should do something to celebrate
tonight. Maybe go out for a nice dinner, a little dancing? What do you
think?”

“Ooo, I like the sound of that. Yes, please!”
Leaning in, he kissed her. “Then leave it to me. I’ll make reservations, but

I’ll make them late enough so you can do whatever you need to do to
freshen up before we go.”

“And I greatly appreciate it,” she said and took another sip of her coffee.
“I need to check with the mechanic today after lunch and see what the deal
is with my car.”

“You know he’s thinking transmission. That’s not a small job.”
“I know,” she said with a small pout. “The car is getting old and I’m not

the greatest about maintenance, but I was really hoping it would last me a



little longer before anything major happened. I’d love to get something new,
but I’m not loving the idea of a car payment right now.”

“Maybe it will be something a little less major. You never know.” He was
hoping he sounded optimistic, but he’d driven her car enough to know she
really was bad about maintenance and it had a lot of miles on it. It was a
wonder the transmission was the only thing to go.

“Maybe,” she said with a sigh, finishing her coffee. “You ready?”
Nodding, he followed her out of the bedroom and out to the car. He didn’t

mind driving her to work. He kind of enjoyed it. By the time she walked
through the front doors of the office building, however, Julian’s mind was
already working on what he was going to do that day.

Once he was back home, he looked around and realized that as much as
he liked this house, it wasn’t his and he was ready to start looking for one of
his own.

Milestone number one, he thought.
It was time, and while it would have been easy to call on Mick to help

him start looking, this was something he wanted to do on his own.
Although…he hadn’t heard from Mick again about the sale of his house, so
no doubt he was going to have to talk to him about it anyway.

Not the worst thing in the world. They hadn’t spoken in more than a week
and that was usually the longest they’d go—even while Julian had been on
the road searching for himself, Mick had forced him to check in once a
week just so he’d know Julian was alive.

And those were his exact words about it too.
“No time like the present,” he murmured as he picked up his tablet and

began scrolling real estate sites while his second cup of coffee brewed.
He stalled after only five minutes, because he realized he wasn’t glued to

LA anymore. He could live anywhere he wanted to. The conversation he
and Charlotte had weeks ago came to mind and he still didn’t have an
answer. California had been his home base for so long that it seemed



strange to consider anyplace else. The East Coast still held a lot of appeal
for him. Between Riley having a vacation home there and Matt living there
full time, he’d be close enough to them to—

Oh, right.
The band.
Probably something else he needed to resolve.
Suddenly, everything felt daunting. There were so many decisions and he

had no idea where to begin.
His phone rang, and it was a number he didn’t recognize but he decided to

answer anyway. “Hello?” he asked with a bit of snap in his tone.
“Um…hello. I’m looking for Charlotte Clark. This is Jake from Precision

Auto Care. I’m calling about her car.”
Julian relaxed a little and remembered they had given his number as a

backup in case they couldn’t reach Charlotte. “She’s at work right now. Did
you try her cell number?”

“Yes, sir. We did, and we left a message, but we figured we’d try this
number, too.”

“No problem. Have you had a chance to look at the car?”
For the next few minutes, Jake explained all that was wrong with it—the

biggest issue being the transmission. Unfortunately, it wasn’t the only one
and by the time the mechanic had recited all the problems, Julian’s head
was pounding.

There was no way Charlotte could afford everything that needed to be
done, and did it really make sense pouring all that money into an older car?
Which was what he asked Jake.

“It depends on who’s asking. Some people prefer to invest the money
because it’s a one-time expense and it saves them from having to go out and
look for a new car. If it were me and replacing the car wasn’t an issue, I’d
get another car.”



He sighed. “Thanks, Jake. Let me talk to Charlotte and one of us will get
back to you, okay?”

“No problem. We’ll hold off on doing anything until we hear from you.
Thanks.”

Julian hung up and immediately changed his search from houses to cars.
Car shopping was way more appealing than house shopping. Julian already
knew the kind of car he enjoyed driving, and really—all he wanted was the
new model of the one he already had. He called the dealership, told them
what he wanted and when he wanted it, and was pleasantly surprised to find
they had one he could have today.

He offered a bonus if they could deliver it to him by lunchtime.
By the time he hung up, he was a little impressed with himself and

couldn’t wait to see Charlotte. Deciding to call her and offer to take her to
lunch, he picked up the phone again, glad she was able to answer.

“Hey,” she said and Julian could hear the smile in her voice. “You caught
me at a quiet moment.”

“That’s good. I was hoping I’d be able to come and take you to lunch
today—no sitting at your desk, but actually going out and grabbing
something to eat. What do you say? Would one o’clock work?”

“Oh, that’s perfect! We were just talking about lunch breaks.”
He found himself smiling just because he loved hearing her happy.
“I missed a call from the mechanic,” she said. “I haven’t even listened to

the message yet.”
“He called here, too, and I talked to him.” He was cautious because he

didn’t want her telling Jake to go ahead with the work.
“And?”
“And it’s what he suspected. And then some.”
“Oh no.”
“I told him I’d talk to you about it and we’d call him later on. So don’t

worry about him right now. Go and take care of your clients and we’ll talk



car stuff over lunch, okay? How about Italian?” he said as a diversion. “I
don’t know about you, but I could really go for some pizza.”

“Ooo…that does sound good. There’s a place around the corner from the
office that has really great pizza.”

“Perfect. Then that’s where we’ll go!” Then his mind began to wander
with a new plan. “Listen, I have to run. I’ve got some calls to make too, so
I’ll see you at one, okay?”

When they hung up, Julian quickly called the dealership back and made
new delivery plans.

He couldn’t wait to surprise Charlotte.
Feeling pretty good about his plans so far, he opted to call Mick next and

get a status update on the house.
“Julian Grayson,” Mick said as he answered the phone. “I was beginning

to think I was going to have to check on you.”
Julian laughed quietly. “Yeah, yeah, yeah. I’m sure if you’ve talked to

Riley or Dylan in the last few days, then you know I’m alive and well.”
“Maybe. Still, it’s nice to be able to confirm it myself. So what’s up? You

ready to let me start making deals for Shaughnessy yet?”
While he knew it was bound to come up, he wasn’t quite ready to get into

it yet. “I’m calling to see if you have any updates on the house. I’ve been
here about a month and I know I’m on a time limit here, so I figured I
should start the process of house hunting.”

“Funny you should call, because I’m expecting an offer later today—
same buyers, just a better offer. Hopefully list price.”

“No matter what it is, take it. I just want to be done.”
“Excellent. That’s what I like to hear. So, what neighborhood are you

looking in for the new place? Back in LA? Or are you wanting to see some
places near Dylan? The area is fantastic and there are a couple of new
builds there we can get you in to see.”



“I haven’t given it much thought. I figured selling the house was the most
important thing to start with. Today was the first day I even started looking
at listings.”

Mick made a noncommittal sound. “Still, you have to have some kind of
idea where you’d like to be.”

The beach.
That was the first time he’d felt so strongly about the subject, but he

couldn’t be sure if it was coming from within or if he was influenced by
Charlotte. How much would she love living on the beach and being able to
walk out her door and onto the sand every day, whenever she wanted?

And that had him sitting up straight and his heart flying to his throat.
Wasn’t it a little soon to be thinking of a permanent home and Charlotte in
the same thought? He was aware of his feelings for her growing stronger
every day, but that didn’t mean he was ready to start planning his life
around her. Hadn’t he learned the lesson that making decisions based on
someone else—and only someone else—didn’t work out well for him?

Okay. Scratch the beach.
“I don’t. For now, I plan to scan the real estate sites to see if anything

grabs my attention. But I’m open to anyplace. I might even give Matt a call
and visit him to see what North Carolina has to offer.”

“Oh, please. That’s not anything new to you. You grew up not far from
him, so it’s not like anything he tells you is going to be a surprise.”

“True, but back then I wasn’t looking at it as a place to invest in and build
a home.”

Mick sighed. Loudly. “I swear I don’t understand the appeal, but all of
you keep doing it, so who am I to say no.”

“Dylan hasn’t.”
“That’s because he’s a city boy and Paige is a city girl. Living here made

sense for them. But you’ve got nothing tying you to any one place, so I
say…take your time and do your research.”



“I’ve only got two months left on this place.”
“I’ll get you two months more if you need. Trust me. It won’t be a

problem.”
“Let’s see if it comes to that. I just wanted you to know I’m looking and

I’m trying to be productive.”
“You’d be a lot more productive in the studio along with Riley, Dylan,

and Matty.”
Well, he’d walked right into that one.
“Mick, come on. Give me a break here.”
“Julian, I’ve done nothing but give you breaks. It’s time you gave the rest

of us one.”
“What the hell does that mean?”
“It means we’ve all been waiting patiently for you. Even before the band

went on hiatus, you were distracted by Dena. We all tried real hard just to
give you some time. That was our mistake. Maybe if we had nipped this
thing in the bud years ago, we wouldn’t be here right now like this.”

Rage began to build. “This isn’t a group thing we’re dealing with, Mick.
This is about me and my life and—”

“No,” Mick interrupted firmly. “This stopped being about you and your
life when you made it a public spectacle. Do you have any idea of the mess
we all had to deal with after you left town? Did you even once consider
how the guys were going to be harassed for interviews or a sound bite? We
had to hire extra people and all kinds of spin doctors for damage control!
So, while you were off trying to get your head on straight, the rest of us
held down the fort. And now when we need your help, where are you?
Bailing again. Looking to run again.”

“No one’s running anywhere!” Julian cried, jumping to his feet. Pacing
seemed like the only thing to do. “All I’m doing is looking for a house! I
didn’t say I was looking for a house in another country, for crying out
loud!”



“Not yet,” Mick countered, and then he took a long pause. “What I am
trying to tell you is you need to start living your life again, and you owe it
to your friends to make things right. You know if the tables were turned,
they’d do it for you.”

Yeah, he did. But right now, it didn’t make him feel any better.
“Guilt isn’t gonna work on me, so you can forget it.”
His statement was met with silence before Mick changed the subject.

“Okay, fine. I hear the music thing at the shelter was a big success. I’ve got
a list of people who are interested in joining in.”

“Seriously? That’s great!”
“I sent two of them to see your friend Charlotte.”
And rage had him by the throat again. “Why? Why bother her with that

stuff when I said I was handling it?”
“Actually, you said you were handling it that night. Then I talked to Paige

and she referred me to some guy named Hank, who put me back to
Charlotte. I have to tell you, Jules, I was almost dizzy from the way things
kept going round and round. Either way, Ty messaged me that he was going
with Rex to see Charlotte today, I think.” He paused and then confirmed.
“Yeah. Today.”

“Who the hell are Ty and Rex?” he demanded.
“Two more guys you didn’t want to know, remember? Trust me, they’ve

never been anywhere near anything Shaughnessy-related. They’re new to
LA and looking for some studio work. I happened to mention this to them
and they were more than happy to volunteer their time.”

“I’ll bet.”
Mick chuckled and it rubbed Julian the wrong way.
“What’s so funny?”
“I heard you got a little…shall we say…territorial the other night. You

know you need to stop that, right?”



Huffing with annoyance, Julian made an excuse to get him off the phone.
“I gotta go. I bought a car today and I’ve got paperwork to deal with.”

“Wait, wait, wait—you bought a car? Why? Yours is only two years old
and you rarely drive it.”

“Just wanted something new.”
“So, you’re trading yours in?”
“Not exactly,” he said and then realized he really needed to get off the

phone. “Look, I have to go.”
“What do you mean, ‘not exactly’? Either you’re trading in or you’re not.

What’s up?”
Raking a hand through his hair and tugging on it, he told Mick his plans.

“It’s nothing. It’s not a big deal, okay? I really need to go, because I need to
take care of some things here and then get over to Charlotte’s office and
meet the salesman with the car.”

“You’re doing it again, Julian,” Mick said, his voice somber.
“Doing what?”
“This is how it started with Dena. Don’t do this crap again. It’s okay to be

involved with this girl, but you’re buying her cars, jewelry, taking on her
causes… Man, you need to start thinking about yourself!”

“The new car is mine. I’m giving her my old one.”
“Old,” Mick said derisively. “It’s practically new.”
“I’m not looking for your approval here, okay? I’m going.”
“Yeah, yeah, yeah. Fine. Go. I’ll take care of the offer on the house and

get back to you later today.”
“Great. Thanks.” And Julian hung up before they could say anything else.
Tossing the phone aside, he couldn’t help but think about what Mick had

said. Was he? Was he doing it again? Was he making the same mistakes
with Charlotte?

“Hell no,” he said adamantly and immediately pushed the thought aside
and focused on surprising her at lunch.



* * *

Saying a prayer of thanks for her new coworkers today, Charlotte was able
to have a little breathing room to handle her surprise visitors. Ty Martin and
Rex Reynolds were both extremely polite and very enthusiastic about
creating songs and games for the kids at the shelter. She was excited about
what they had in mind, and she couldn’t wait to see it all in action.

“This all sounds amazing,” Charlotte said, almost gushing. “I had no idea
anyone was coming here today, and to see how you already have ideas and
are ready to go just makes it all the better!”

Ty—young, blond, and this side of angsty—grinned at her. “Back home I
was involved with my church youth group for years. When I started playing
music, some friends and I used music to get the teens to engage with one
another rather than with their phones. My pastor caught on to what we were
doing and asked us to do something similar with the younger kids on
Sunday mornings.” He laughed and looked a little sheepish. “I know my
appearance doesn’t quite say Sunday school, but I was raised in the church
and I’m comfortable working with kids.”

“As for me, I wasn’t involved in any youth groups,” Rex said, “but I have
four younger siblings and I used to play guitar to calm them down. I’m
eight years older than the next one after me, so I used to help my mom a lot
by babysitting and just sort of doing what I could to help watch them.”

Charlotte was so pleased that her face almost hurt from smiling. “I really
love what you’ve laid out for me here and I think it would be great for you
to go and talk with Hank if you have the time. I can give you the address
and I’ll call to let him know when you think you might be going in. Then
he’ll work with you from there.”

“I thought you were in charge of the project,” Ty commented. “At least,
that’s the way Mick made it sound.”

“I’m sort of the liaison,” she explained. “I’m the social worker assigned
to the shelter, and I try to help them in whatever way I can.”



“Awesome,” Rex said. “We can probably head over there this afternoon if
you think that would work.”

Charlotte quickly made the call and wrote down the address before
standing to thank them. Unable to hide her giddiness, she hugged them and
thanked them both again. When she stepped back, Julian was standing next
to her cubicle and not looking at all amused.

“Holy crap! You’re Julian Grayson!” Rex cried. “Oh, man! I am such a
fan! Dude, it’s so awesome to meet you!”

To his credit, Julian pasted a stiff smile on his face and shook Rex’s and
Ty’s hands before looking at Charlotte. “Are you ready for lunch?”

Nodding, she reached for her purse and explained to him what the guys
were doing.

“I spoke to Mick,” he said curtly. “I know all about it.”
“Oh,” she said and did her best to put herself between Julian and the two

younger musicians. “Hank’s expecting you guys, so thank you again for
your willingness to help out.”

“Our pleasure, Charlotte,” Ty said and with a quick wave, he and Rex
walked out the door.

Bracing herself, she turned to Julian and almost dared him to make any
kind of snarky comment. The look on his face told her everything he was
thinking, but luckily he opted to stay quiet.

Smart man.
“The restaurant is just a couple of blocks and it’s a beautiful day out, so I

thought we’d walk,” she said, choosing to ignore his black mood.
But he completely surprised her when he leaned in and kissed her.

“Actually, I was hoping you wouldn’t mind driving.”
She looked at him oddly and figured he meant he’d be driving them.

Shrugging, she agreed and led the way out of the office. When she stepped
outside and walked around to the parking lot, she spotted his car and



walked over. She went to open the passenger side door, but Julian stopped
her and handed her the keys.

“It’s not hard to find,” she said lightly. “You can drive there.”
Julian shook his head and placed the keys in the palm of her hand, closing

her fingers around them. “You drive us.”
It seemed odd, but she was starving, so with a shrug, Charlotte walked

around to the driver’s side and climbed in. They were parked at the
restaurant minutes later and seated five minutes after that. They’d made
small talk and she was nervously waiting for Julian to question her about Ty
and Rex.

“So, I spoke to the mechanic,” he said instead as they looked over the
menu. “There’s a lot wrong with the car and—in his opinion—it’s almost
not worth fixing.”

Placing her menu down, she sighed. Her appetite was gone. “Well,
damn.”

He continued to scan the menu for a minute, then put it down and looked
at her thoughtfully. “I agree. The car had a lot of mileage on it, and you
need something newer and more reliable.”

“I know, Julian, but it’s not really in my budget right now. I like not
having a car payment and being able to put money in savings every week. I
needed that car to last me at least another year and a half.”

When they’d been seated moments ago, Charlotte had put the car keys on
the table beside her place setting. Julian reached for them and jingled them
in front of her. “Now you don’t have to worry. These…are yours.”

Maybe she was delirious from hunger, because she thought he said he was
giving her his car.

His like-new Mercedes SUV.
“You mean to borrow until I get something, right?”
He shook his head. “Nope. I’ve signed the title over to you and we’ll find

time to get it registered in your name in the next day or two, but it’s yours,



Charlotte.”
Just to be sure she wasn’t hearing things—or crazy—she reached for the

bread their waitress had brought, wolfed down a slab of it, and then drank
some of her water. She took a steadying breath and looked at him—his
expression was amused.

“Julian, you can’t just give me your car. That’s insane. I’ll admit I don’t
mind borrowing it for a couple of days, but then how are you going to get
around?”

“I bought a car today. It’s back in the parking lot by your office.”
“Wait…what?”
He explained what he had done, and still Charlotte couldn’t quite wrap

her brain around it. Nothing like this had ever happened to her before and
she had no idea how she was supposed to respond other than—

“I can’t accept it, Julian.”
His amusement quickly turned to confusion. “Why not?”
Where did she even begin?
“It’s…it’s too much. I appreciate the sentiment behind it, I really do, but

we’ve only been dating for a month. You don’t just…give someone a car
like that.”

He shrugged. “I don’t see it that way. I think it makes perfect sense. I
considered giving you the car I bought today, but I knew that would
definitely freak you out. This is a used car. It’s not a big deal.”

“A used car isn’t usually worth more than a year’s rent, Julian! And it
may not be a big deal to you, but it is to me!” she cried, frustration making
her want to scream. “It’s like the bracelet and Hawaii and—you just don’t
get it, do you?”

His confusion quickly turned to annoyance. “You’re making a bigger deal
out of this than it needs to be. I’m just trying to do something nice for you.”

“I appreciate it, but…can’t I just borrow the car and not have it be a gift?”
she asked.



His eyes went wide. “Charlotte, I just bought myself a new car. I don’t
need two.”

“Then you should have talked to me about this first,” she stated and was
relieved when the waitress came over to take their orders.

Conversation was stilted and awkward after that and as much as it pained
her, she had no choice but to accept the keys and the car for the time being.
There was no way she was going to register it in her name so Julian could
forget it, but for now, she just wanted to try to enjoy the rest of their lunch.

Unfortunately, the only other thing she wanted to talk about was the
musicians Mick had referred to her and she knew that was going to be a
sore subject, too.

“What else do you have planned for today?” she asked casually.
“I started house hunting,” he said flatly, obviously feeling as

uncomfortable as she did.
Pushing aside her current mood, Charlotte tried to remember how this

was a big step for him. “That’s great! See anything you like?”
But he shook his head, obviously unwilling to try to lighten the mood.
So, lunch essentially sucked. The food was great, and it felt good to get

out of the office for a change, but the tension was too thick for either of
them to enjoy anything.

When they got back to her office, Julian kissed her on the cheek and said
he’d talk to her later. As Charlotte watched him walk away, she realized it
was the first time he hadn’t asked her when she was coming over, and
considering he had mentioned them going out on a real date that night, it
seemed odd. And a little unnerving. Part of her wanted to call him back and
remind him of those plans, but then it hit her how a night away from each
other had helped the last time they’d had a disagreement.

She just hoped this wasn’t going to become a pattern of behavior for
them. It was petty and a little childish, and it wasn’t as if she was mad at
him. She just hated that he felt like he had to take care of her or buy her



expensive gifts—something she knew was a big part of his relationship with
his ex. Not that Julian had shared anything that deep, but from the things he
had shared—and the things Savannah, Vivienne, and Paige had shared
when they’d had dinner a few weeks back—she knew that was the way
their relationship worked. Dena got mad and Julian would buy her stuff.

And clearly Dena got mad a lot.
Now it was Charlotte who was mad. There was no way she wanted to be

compared to Dena. She was her own woman, and from everything she had
heard and even researched online, Charlotte knew they were nothing alike.
It was a little insulting to be put in the same box. Their relationship had
been toxic, and she hoped Julian wouldn’t want to repeat those mistakes.

And yet…here they were.
The only difference was that she wasn’t expecting anything from him. It

was plain to anyone who could see that they lived in such vastly different
worlds—he was a millionaire rock star and she was a social worker who
lived in a two-room apartment. Most people would probably assume she’d
want Julian to buy her things and take care of her, but that didn’t make
Charlotte comfortable. Not that she didn’t enjoy nice things or didn’t
appreciate a gift. Flowers were fine and even the bracelet was beautiful, but
a car was way too over the top for her—especially at this stage of their
relationship.

She never wanted there to be a time where Julian—or anyone for that
matter—looked at her as a gold digger. Having lived in a nice middle-class
home her entire life, it was what she was used to. Staying in Julian’s beach
house had been like a decadent treat, but she wasn’t looking to move in!
That was why it was so important to her that they sometimes stay at her
place even though she knew how much he hated it.

Sometimes Mr. Rock Star couldn’t get his own way.
Bottom line, they needed to talk about this—about their relationship, and

who they were as individuals. By now, Charlotte would have thought Julian



would know enough about her to realize she was attracted to who he was as
a person—not his fame or wealth.

Something she probably should have shared with him sooner.
Either way, this was the type of thing that ruined relationships, and that

was the last thing she wanted to happen here. What she felt for Julian ran
deep and she wasn’t ready for it to end. Saying she was in love with him
scared her a little, but only because it was so soon. Her feelings for him
overwhelmed her at times, and he was normally so closed off that she had a
hard time getting a read on how he felt. So, unless his love language was
buying gifts, she was clueless as to how he was feeling.

But for today, she was willing to let things be. After work, she’d go home
to her own place, have a quiet dinner, and read. Maybe they’d take the rest
of the week to let the dust settle and make plans for the weekend.

Yes. That seemed like a nice compromise.
Feeling a little more in control of her emotions, Charlotte realized she

was late heading back to work. With one last look at Julian’s car—and her
temporary one—she sighed. Calling the mechanic was probably something
she needed to do sometime this afternoon too. Oddly, it didn’t give her
nearly as much anxiety as she’d thought it would.

“You’re a problem-solver by nature, Charlotte,” she murmured as she
turned to walk back into her office. “You’re just not used to those problems
being your own.”

* * *

Best laid plans and all…
Her afternoon had been too busy to call the mechanic, so Charlotte

figured she’d do it the following day. Only…she didn’t.
And while she had spent the one night alone at her own place, Julian had

surprised her the next night by waiting for her at her apartment when she’d
gotten home and…well, he really was hard to resist. So…she didn’t.



The only thing she had stuck to was her plan not to register Julian’s car to
herself.

Baby steps.
For several weeks things had gone really well. There was a steady

rotation of musicians coming to volunteer at the shelter, and on one of those
nights, Charlotte and Julian went along, too, with Riley, Dylan, Savannah,
and Paige, and then to dinner afterward. She was finding she really enjoyed
her time with his friends and felt silly for how intimidated she had been the
first time she’d met them. They invited the other musicians to go with them,
and she wasn’t surprised when Julian stayed particularly close to her.

He was jealous and she supposed she understood it, and hopefully in time
he’d see he had nothing to be jealous of.

Unfortunately, that night it was her own jealousy that took her by
surprise.

“Oh no,” Savannah hissed from beside her at the table.
“What? What’s the matter?” Charlotte asked. It was obvious Savannah

hadn’t meant to comment out loud because she quickly elbowed Riley, who
in turn motioned to Dylan. Julian was talking to Paige when he noticed
something was up.

Under the table, Charlotte nudged Savannah to get her attention.
“What the—?”Julian’s curse was fierce and colorful.
“Why don’t we go?” Riley said as he went to stand, but no one was

paying attention. All eyes were on Julian.
A beautiful blond was walking toward the table, and she had eyes only for

Julian. Charlotte had done enough snooping online to know this was the
infamous Dena, and the desire to jump up and claw the woman’s eyes out
was strong. It wasn’t until she was beside them that Charlotte noticed the
uncertainty and, if she was guessing correctly, nervousness on Dena’s face.

Meanwhile, Julian’s was completely closed off and his body was stiff like
granite.



This can’t be good.
“Hey, Julian,” Dena said quietly. “How are you?”
All Dena did was say his name and Charlotte could feel him bristling with

barely restrained rage. She looked nervously to Dylan and then Riley in
hopes of someone stepping in.

At first Charlotte didn’t think Julian was going to respond, but with
clenched teeth he said, “What are you doing here, Dena?”

Charlotte felt kind of bad for the woman because she looked so
uncomfortable and it seemed like everyone in the restaurant was staring.
She saw so many phones up taking pictures, and it was the first time she
caught a first-hand experience of how little privacy celebrities had.

“I—I wanted to talk to you, if I could. Please.”
“No.”
With a huff and a nervous look around, Dena stepped in closer. “Julian,

please. Five minutes. That’s all I’m asking for.”
He let out a snort of derision. “I gave you five years, Dena. I think that

was more than enough.” Then he glared up at her. “Now leave.”
Holding her breath, Charlotte had no idea how this was going to play out.

Part of her wanted Julian to talk to Dena and get it over with, then she
realized this wasn’t the proper venue for that to happen. If Julian was going
to have his say and get everything off his chest, it couldn’t be in the middle
of a crowded restaurant with a hundred witnesses.

Witnesses who were still taking pictures, and no doubt video was being
broadcast all over social media.

Great.
Dena gave a small nod before she turned and walked away. There was a

collective sigh of relief around the table. Both Riley and Dylan leaned
forward, while Charlotte pulled back. These were his friends, and right now,
she was definitely not the person to speak up and ask if he was all right.



“What the hell?” Dylan said quietly. “I thought she wasn’t supposed to
come around you anymore.”

Riley nodded. “Yeah, that’s what I thought too. Mick said part of paying
her off was having her agree not to come near you again.”

It was obvious his friends and their wives were concerned, and while
Charlotte was too, this wasn’t about her. Not really. So for now she’d sit
back and observe. When they got home later, she hoped she’d have a better
idea what to do or say.

“I’m calling Mick,” Dylan stated as he pulled out his phone, and before
anyone could stop him, he was.

“Why don’t we leave?” Riley asked a little more calmly. “We can go back
to our place. I know it’s in the opposite direction of yours, but it’s the
closest right now.”

Both Paige and Savannah were in agreement and were gathering their
things when Julian said loudly, “No.”

Everyone seemed to stop and stare.
“Jules, come on,” Riley said. “We don’t need to stay here.”
“I don’t need to leave. She did. End of story.” Then he motioned for the

waitress to come over and ordered another round of drinks and the desserts
they had been discussing before Dena showed up.

If it were anyone else, Charlotte would chalk it up to growth.
Unfortunately, knowing Julian the way she did, she’d say it was avoidance.
If they left and went to Riley’s, they’d be talking about this. She knew how
much he hated talking about this particular situation.

Avoidance. Definitely.
Dylan put down his phone and looked around the table before addressing

Julian. “Mick’s on it.”
Shrugging, Julian reached for his drink. “Obviously it won’t matter. The

rules don’t apply where Dena’s concerned.” He took a sip and placed it
back on the table, and Charlotte was sure she wasn’t the only one to notice



the slight tremble of his hand. “So where do we stand for next week? Do we
have a schedule in place for who’s going to the shelter?”

And just like that, everyone changed the subject. Charlotte was
dumbfounded. How could everyone just…not say anything?

Excusing herself, she stood and walked to the ladies room. It wasn’t a
surprise when Savannah walked in a minute later.

“You okay?”
Charlotte nodded and checked her reflection in the mirror. “That was…

different.”
“Sadly, it wasn’t. That was…” Savannah paused and shook her head.

“You know what? It doesn’t matter. I’m sorry you had to see it.”
Clearly there was more to the story, but there was no way she could just

change the subject like the rest of them.
Facing Savannah, Charlotte crossed her arms as she rested her hip against

the vanity. “‘That was…’ what?”
“Come on, Charlotte. It doesn’t matter. It was awkward as hell and it

sucked, that’s all.”
“Nuh-uh. You said it wasn’t different. That means you’ve seen this little

scenario play out before, right?”
They stood in silence for a moment but Charlotte refused to back down.
With a sigh of resignation, Savannah leaned against the vanity as well. “It

was sort of their thing—they’d fight, Julian would leave, Dena would show
up and act contrite and he’d tell her to leave. It was almost comical how
predictable it became. I thought after everything that happened it would be
different, but…”

“What do you think is going to happen now?”
“I wish I knew. I really do. It seemed like Julian was finally getting back

to his old, pre-Dena self. At least, that’s what Riley’s been calling it. And
we have all been so happy about that. We know you’re the reason and we’re
all so thankful.”



But Charlotte shook her head. “No, no, no. It’s not me. I don’t want that
kind of responsibility and it makes me sound like I’ve been a therapist—
and believe me, I haven’t. The amount of time we’ve spent talking about…
you know…has been minuscule. Any time we’ve talked about it, it’s either
been a very short conversation or Julian’s shut me down. This is all his
journey, Savannah. I’m just along for the ride right now.”

“Oh, please,” Savannah replied with a light snort. “Don’t sell yourself
short. You are like a breath of fresh air, Charlotte. You are so good for him,
and it has nothing to do with anything therapy-related. It’s who you are as a
person.”

As much as she wanted to believe that, things were a little too intense at
the moment.

The door swung open and Paige poked her head in. “Um…the guys are
starting to wonder what’s taking so long.” Then she gave a sheepish grin.
“Sorry.”

Together, the three of them walked back to the table and Charlotte was
feeling mildly better, except that Julian wouldn’t look directly at her.

Not a great sign.
Almost on principle, they stayed for another hour, enjoying their desserts

and talking more about volunteering at the shelter and the possibility of
branching out to other facilities. Paige talked about possible campaigns her
PR firm could help with to raise both awareness and money for the cause,
and they all agreed to talk more about it in a couple of weeks after she had
time to do a little research.

Julian took Charlotte’s hand in his as they walked out of the restaurant to
a lot of continued curious stares. It was all she could do to keep from crying
out for everyone to mind their own business and go back to their meals.
How did Julian stand it? How did any of the guys stand it?

It was after midnight by the time they got to Julian’s, and as much as she
wanted to go back to her place—and give them both some time to regroup



and recover from the night’s awkwardness—she didn’t. Julian walked in the
front door and straight out to the back deck, where he leaned on the rail and
stared out at the ocean.

“I don’t know if I’m supposed to say something or let you stay out here
alone,” she said quietly as she came up beside him.

Rather than answer, he reached out a hand to her and then gently pulled
her to his side. With an arm wrapped around her waist, he continued to stare
straight ahead. “I’m sorry you had to see any of that.”

“There wasn’t anything to see, really,” she said honestly. “I’m the one
who’s sorry.”

Then he did face her with an odd look. “What are you sorry for?”
“That she still has the power to hurt you. I hate that. I hated to feel how

tense you got or to hear in your voice how angry you were. You handled it
well, but…I don’t know, Julian, it upsets me to see you hurting.”

Wrong. Thing. To. Say.
Pulling away, he took a few steps back. “I’m not hurting, Charlotte,” he

said defensively. “I was annoyed that she showed up where she wasn’t
welcome. Again. That’s it. She doesn’t have the power to hurt me
anymore.”

Oh, if only that were true.
She could argue the point or she could let him come to the realization on

his own. Thinking of her conversation with Savannah earlier, she knew she
didn’t want to step in and play therapist. That wasn’t who she was to him
and it was the last way she wanted him—or anyone—to view their
relationship.

“Okay,” she said simply as she smiled at him. “I’m sorry. My mistake.”
That seemed to soothe him because he visibly relaxed. “I don’t want to

talk about this any more tonight,” he said as he stepped in closer and
wrapped his arms around her. His gaze was intense as he studied her face.
“I don’t even want to think about it ever again. The only person I want to



think about, the only person who means anything to me, is you. You know
that, don’t you?”

In that moment, she did. If she shut her brain off and did as Julian was
suggesting and just forgot about their evening, then it was only the two of
them.

And for right now, it worked.
It was enough.



Chapter 9

Normally Julian loved the mornings with Charlotte. Even when she had to
leave early for work, he loved waking up with her and having lazy
conversations in bed before she had to get up and start her day.

Today? Not so much.
Last night had been a complete shit-show, and while he had done

everything in his power to push all thoughts of it aside, he couldn’t. And
now he couldn’t wait for Charlotte to leave for work so he could just be
alone and…think.

So yeah, seeing Dena last night had freaked him out more than he’d
thought it would. Why the hell was she in town and how had she found
him? They were eating in a place Julian had never frequented, so…how?
Why?

It would have been easy to call Mick and see if he had any information,
but he was tired of having someone else handle his problems. While he
wasn’t ready to pick up the phone and call Dena himself right now, the
bigger problem was figuring out why he was still reacting so strongly.

He was happy with Charlotte. Hell, he was in love with Charlotte. So why
had it taken three minutes in Dena’s presence for him to feel such blinding
rage that he should have been over by now?

“Okay, I’m heading out!” Charlotte said cheerily as she walked into the
kitchen to refill her travel coffee mug.



Julian walked over and kissed her until they were both breathless and then
smiled down at her. “Have a good day, beautiful.”

Her smile warmed as she leaned into him. “You’re a dangerous man,
Julian Grayson.”

He arched a brow at her as he laughed softly. “Me? How come?”
“I normally love my job and I always look forward to the new workday.

But when you kiss me like that, all I can think of is playing hooky, or better
yet quitting so I can stay here all day like this with you.”

The reality was she could. He knew that. Just like he knew he’d take care
of her and her bills and whatever else she needed, because he would love to
have her here with him all day, too. But he also knew her too well. She’d go
crazy without something to do. Which she immediately confirmed before he
could comment on it.

“But there are people who need help finding jobs and I’m just the girl to
help them do it.”

Hugging her close, he kissed her again. “Then you better fix your red
cape and go help the masses.”

They laughed and he walked her out to the car—which he knew she
hadn’t switched over to her name yet, but he wasn’t going to harp on it—
and they made plans to see each other after work. Waiting until the car was
out of sight, Julian went back into the house and started on some of the
things he wanted to do to make up for last night.

First was the florist.
He made arrangements to have a bouquet of wildflowers sent to

Charlotte’s office at lunchtime. She had mentioned once how much she
loved them and he wanted to surprise her with something pretty to look at
while she worked.

Next was the jeweler.
Yeah, he knew she had issues with the last time he’d bought her jewelry,

but he felt like he needed a bit of a grand gesture to make up for last night.



No doubt she had been embarrassed and confused and maybe even a little
angry at the entire situation, and he liked the idea of spoiling her a bit to
make up for it.

An hour later he was on the couch staring at the ceiling and wondering
what he was supposed to do next. The logical part of him said he needed to
cave and call Mick, but he was fighting that for the time being. Or maybe
he was supposed to call Dena and just let her say what she had to say and be
done with her.

Right, like that was ever going to happen. He’d thought by paying her off
she’d stay gone.

Wishful thinking.
And maybe…maybe that was the key right there. For months—years

even—Julian had been simply wishing for things to change without doing
anything to make it happen. Where his ex was concerned, he always caved
and gave her what she wanted in hopes she’d change or their situation
would get better. This time he wasn’t going to give her what she wanted. He
would stand his ground and maybe it would make a difference.

That’s what he was going with as he got up and made himself something
to drink, and then went in search of his tablet so he could do a little online
house hunting.

He was in a good frame of mind while he searched and the day seemed to
speed by. There had been a couple of times when he’d wanted to call
Charlotte and see how her day was going—or at least thought she’d call
when her gifts were delivered—but he decided that maybe she was waiting
to thank him in person.

There was also a random thought or two about why none of the guys had
called him. The phone had been suspiciously quiet all day.

It was definitely odd and a little unnerving, but…
The front door slammed open and shut, and it took him a minute to

realize it was only three in the afternoon. Charlotte came storming across



the room toward him, carrying the flowers and what he guessed was the
jewelry box.

“What the hell, Julian?” she cried, tossing the flowers on the coffee table.
And she did not look happy.
Slowly he came to his feet and eyed her warily. Smiling in hopes of

defusing the situation, he said, “Hey! How’d you get out so early?”
Nope. Still not happy.
Stepping toward him, she shook the jewelry box. “Seriously, what is

this?”
When he’d talked to the jeweler earlier, Julian had told him he was

looking for a necklace with aquamarine stones and diamonds. What they’d
decided on was a design with a two-carat stone surrounded by diamonds
and set in platinum. From the pictures he had received, it was a beautiful
piece. It was something he knew Charlotte could wear every day if she
wanted to rather than just for special occasions—which was why he was a
little perplexed by her reaction.

“A gift,” he replied simply.
“For what?” she demanded with exasperation.
Okay, now they both weren’t happy. With a sigh of frustration, he raked a

hand through his hair. “Look, I feel bad about everything that happened last
night. I thought everything at the shelter went great and we were having a
good time out with everyone and then… It got ruined and I kind of acted
like an ass. So I wanted to get you something to make it up to you.”

Her eyes—eyes that were as blue as the aquamarine in her necklace—
went wide. “Make it up to me? How about by talking to me and just saying
you’re sorry?” Before he could respond, she spoke again. “And you realize
what happened last night had nothing to do with you, right? You weren’t the
one to kill the mood.”

“Not directly, but it was still about me,” he argued.



She slowly let out a breath and seemed to calm down. “Julian, don’t you
get it?” Holding up the jewelry box, she went on. “This? This doesn’t mean
anything to me. I’m not with you because of the gifts—they’re beautiful
and it’s a nice gesture, but this kind of thing isn’t necessary. I would rather
have you talk to me and let me know what you’re thinking or how you’re
feeling than get flowers. I want to know what would make you happy
because that’s what makes me happy! Do you understand that?”

In a million years, he’d never thought a woman would argue with him for
buying her a gift.

“Charlotte, I felt bad about what happened, okay? We covered that last
night. If you’re waiting for me to lie down on the couch so you can ask how
it made me feel, you can forget it. That’s not going to happen.”

“Okay, wow,” she said with a hint of disgust. “I can’t even believe you
went there.”

“Look, all I’m saying is you tend to take a shrink approach to things and
you’re looking to counsel and advise, and I’m telling you I don’t need or
want that. As for this,” he said, motioning to the box, “it’s a gift and I don’t
see what the big deal is!”

“The big deal is you do this—you buy me stuff—rather than talk to me
about whatever it is we’re arguing about!”

“So now we’re arguing about last night? Because I thought we’d moved
on from that.”

She let out a little scream of frustration and paced away and back again.
When she faced him, she took another deep breath and let it out slowly.
“You don’t need to buy me things, Julian,” she said carefully, enunciating
each word precisely.

Maybe no one had ever felt the need to spoil her before, he thought.
Maybe that’s why this was such a foreign concept for her. Closing the
distance between them, he wrapped his arms around her waist. “Charlotte, I
know you don’t need me to buy you things and you’d certainly never ask



me to, that’s why I enjoy doing it. If I could, I’d give you everything, don’t
you get that? I would give you the sun, the moon, and the stars if I could,”
he said earnestly, and he thought he had her. Thought she was finally
understanding where he was coming from. Reaching up, he caressed her
cheek. “You mean that much to me.”

Her shoulders relaxed and her expression turned just a little sad. “I don’t
want the sun, the moon, or the stars. All I want is you, Julian. I want to be
able to sit and talk to you about anything and everything without it leading
to one of us getting upset and then you buying me a present to make it
better.”

“That’s not what’s happening,” he countered.
But she nodded and deep down, he knew she was right.
Dammit.
“It is. If this relationship is going to continue, then there has to be

communication, Julian. And that’s not because you think I’m trying to be a
therapist or a counselor or anything, it’s because that’s what makes a
healthy relationship. I can’t keep going like this—where I have to walk on
eggshells, afraid to talk about your life before I met you.”

“But that life is over,” he said earnestly. “I don’t want to look back at it. I
need to look forward. You’re my future, Charlotte. Anything that happened
before doesn’t matter.”

“Yes it does!” she cried softly. “The band, your music, that’s all part of
your past and you have to talk about it and deal with it.”

“I am.”
“No, you’re walking away from it.” Then she paused. “No, that’s not

right. You’re stopping the guys with one hand and waving them on with the
other.”

“What the hell does that mean?” Taking a step back, he couldn’t wait to
hear this theory.



Her frustration was obvious. “You tell them you’re finished, you’re not
playing anymore, and then you start up this program with the shelter where
you get together with them and jam. Don’t you think that’s sending some
mixed messages?”

“As a matter of fact, I don’t. One has nothing to do with the other.
Helping out for charity is one thing, committing to going into the recording
studio, making an album, and touring the world is another. And I think the
guys all understand that.”

At least…he hoped they did.
They all knew each other so well that Julian just took for granted that

Matt, Riley, and Dylan would get where he was coming from. One was
charity, one was a job—two completely different things. And while he
loved jamming with the guys, and there was still a lot of music in his head
that he was jotting down whenever he got the chance, that didn’t mean he
would go back and open that door again. It was closed. Permanently. There
was no way he was letting anyone take advantage of him again, and when
you lived your life in the limelight, the chance of that happening was far too
great.

Walking away was the smart choice. The right choice.
“Let me ask you something,” Charlotte said, breaking into his train of

thought. “Do you really think that never playing music again on stage is
going to make you happy?”

“What does that have to do with anything?”
“Seriously? Julian, you’re entitled to be happy. You had a crappy thing

happen to you and it sucked. There. I said it,” she said dramatically. “But
that one crappy thing doesn’t have to dictate the rest of your life! Go and
play music! Record, tour. Be happy! It’s not a crime!”

“It’s not about being happy!” he yelled, more than ready to be done with
this entire conversation. “This is about peace of mind. This is about self-
preservation. This is about not being able to trust the people I work with



ever again! And if you don’t get that, then that’s your problem! I don’t owe
anyone an explanation here, Charlotte! This isn’t about you or the guys or
the fans or anyone else except me! I need to be able to sleep at night. Do
you think it was easy to know other men were screwing my fiancée? You
have no idea how freaking mortified I was every time I walked into a party
after one of her affairs was exposed—it felt like everyone was looking at
me and pitying me. And the gossip and the laughter—it was emasculating! I
won’t do it again. Not even for you!”

Breathless, he realized everything he had just said.
Tears were in her eyes and he felt them down to his very soul. There was

no reason to take any of this out on Charlotte—his anger, his frustration, his
paranoia—but apparently, until he learned to deal with them himself, she
was going to continue to be an unwitting target.

And he knew there was only one thing he could do.
“I think you should go,” he said, his voice thick and low. It hurt to say the

words, but he had to.
First one tear fell, then another, and Julian had to hold himself back from

reaching out to her. She took a step back and wiped at them herself, then
nodded. “I think you’re right.”

While he thought she was going to turn and walk out the door, she
actually went toward the bedroom. He stood, dumbfounded, for a moment
before following.

And found her packing.
“What are you doing?” His throat was raw and though he knew what he’d

asked her to do, for some reason Julian didn’t realize this would be part of
it. He wasn’t asking her to leave for tonight, he was asking her to leave.
Period.

And damn if that didn’t feel like a knife to his heart.
“I don’t have much here, but I think it’s best if I take it all now,” she said,

her voice trembling. “Just give me a few minutes, and I’ll be on my way.”



“Charlotte…” he began, but he had no idea what he was going to say after
that.

“I’d rather not do this with an audience,” she said quietly. “Please.”
With a curt nod, he walked out of the room and out of the house. On the

back deck, he stared out at the ocean and wondered how everything had
gone so wrong. And not just today, but with his life.

Fourteen years ago, he’d come to LA with Shaughnessy and the whole
world was wide open to him. He’d made smart business decisions, smart
investments, and had toured the world and seen things he’d never thought
he’d see. Playing music for millions of fans, winning awards…it had been
everything.

Until his own stubbornness had caused him to stop enjoying all the things
he’d worked hard for.

Had he loved Dena? Yes. But not for very long.
Did he love music and playing for the fans? Always.
Did he love Charlotte? More than he thought possible.
But it wasn’t enough.
The three months he’d spent on the road had been to clear his head, but it

hadn’t. There was still more he needed to do for his own mental health and
well-being. Until he got his shit together, he was just creating another toxic
relationship.

And Charlotte didn’t deserve that.
Off in the distance he heard the front door close, and his gut clenched.

Part of him was thankful she hadn’t come out here to say goodbye. He
wasn’t sure he’d be able to handle that. But another part of him wanted to
run after her, chase her down and beg her to stay—to love him despite his
faults and hang-ups and all-around messed-up view on his life.

He didn’t.
Instead, he stayed where he was and stared out at the water and wished he

was anyplace else but here.



* * *

So, this is what hell must feel like.
That was Charlotte’s first thought the next morning when her alarm went

off. She hadn’t slept, hadn’t eaten anything, and basically had spent every
moment since she’d walked through her apartment door crying.

Her Uber driver had asked her at least a dozen times on the fifteen-minute
drive if she was okay, and all she’d been able to do was nod.

A good ugly-cry had always done the trick in the past when a relationship
had ended, but this was the ugly-cry that wouldn’t quit.

Like she was some kind of emotional overachiever.
It was six in the morning and already she knew there was no way she

could go in to work today. The only thing that made her feel okay about her
decision not to was the fact that they were a fully staffed office now, and
with any luck, no one would be too put out by her absence.

Decision made, she texted her boss and then crawled back into bed.
And started crying again.
Eventually she dozed off and the next time Charlotte’s eyes opened, it

was noon.
Progress.
Climbing from the bed, she made her way to the kitchen and tried to find

something to eat, even though just the thought of food made her stomach
rebel.

“Too bad,” she murmured. “You’re an intelligent woman and you know
you need to eat. You don’t have to enjoy it.”

Which was how she ended up with a cup of yogurt and a handful of
jellybeans.

Breakfast of champions.
It had been so long since she’d had an entire day off with nothing to do

that she had no idea what to do with herself. A few weeks ago, heck, a few
hours ago, she would have gotten dressed and gone for a walk on the beach.



But that was ruined for her right now. Her favorite place to walk would
forever remind her of Julian—and the fact that his house was pretty much in
full view of where she normally went didn’t help things either. Hopefully
he’d continue with his house search and move sooner rather than later, and
maybe someday she’d be able to go and sit on the beach and not look over
her shoulder for him. Or wonder where he was or what he was doing.

Right. Like that was ever going to happen.
In a few short weeks, Julian Grayson had managed to consume her—

heart, mind, and soul. For so long, Charlotte hadn’t believed there was such
a thing as true love—at least not for her—but now she knew better. She’d
fallen hard for him when she’d thought he had nothing, and the more she’d
gotten to know him, the harder she’d fallen until she was all in.

Imagine how much more there would have been if he had only opened
himself up to her and let her see all of him? What if he had bared it all to
her—the good, the bad, and the ugly?

She still would have loved him.
She did still love him.
But clearly, love wasn’t enough when he was purposely holding so much

of himself back. Of course, she could reason that she couldn’t possibly truly
be in love with him if she didn’t fully know him.

And she’d be lying.
Loving Julian had come easily. Easier than she’d ever thought it could.
Now she had to hope that having a life without him would come as easily.
Liar.
Okay, fine. She didn’t want to think about moving on, even though—

again, logically—she knew it was for the best. There was no way she could
live like this and feel like this for any extended period of time. For all of her
strength and determination when it came to helping others, Charlotte didn’t
believe she had it in her to do it for herself.



“Focus on something else,” she encouraged herself, even though there
was little hope she would. Walking over to the couch, she sat down and
turned on the television. Channel surfing wasn’t a favorite of hers, but right
now it did provide a decent distraction. An hour later she found a
documentary on Princess Diana that captured her attention.

That’s when the snacking began.
More jellybeans, then popcorn. Luckily, there were some chips in the

pantry, and she even managed to whip up some onion dip. Since no one was
going to be kissing her any time soon, she was able to add extra onions.

That took her through the afternoon, and by dinnertime, she felt sick. And
that definitely took her mind off Julian and how much she missed him.

That lasted until she crawled back into bed, where she started crying
again. “A-at…least I’m consistent,” she sobbed as she rolled over and
turned out the light.

* * *

While Charlotte wouldn’t say a week of self-pity was the way to go, it had
certainly helped her to get a little perspective on life and to find her focus
again. She’d taken the time for some deep reflection and to try to get her
life a little more organized. The first thing she’d done was arrange to have
her car fixed. Fortunately the shop offered her a loaner car so she wasn’t
completely stranded.

So, on Monday morning after picking up her car, she walked into her
office with a clear mind, a fresh attitude, and a desire to help everyone who
needed it today.

And clearly, there were many.
By five thirty, she was exhausted but decided to call Hank and see how

things were over at the shelter. Last week she’d avoided it because it was
too much of a reminder of Julian. Now she could make herself look at it as
part of her job again.



“CeeCee!” Hank said when he answered the phone. “How are you?”
“I’m good, Hank. And you?”
“I’m great, CeeCee. Seriously, great!”
Okay, that was a little overly enthusiastic, so she had to ask. “Wow!

What’s going on?”
“Well, the shelter is almost empty, which means people have places to

live,” he explained. “We had some of your musician friends show up here
last Thursday night and we didn’t have any kids here for them to entertain,
but they were more than willing to give us a hand with some cleaning and
maintenance stuff. I’ll tell you, it was like that first week when Julian came
here. It’s amazing what a couple of extra hands can accomplish!”

“That’s wonderful, Hank. Really. So, what can I do to help this week?
Anything? We haven’t had a job search seminar in a while, any requests for
one?”

“I appreciate the offer, but we’ve been having a lot of luck around here
lately getting people back on their feet. You’ve given those of us on staff
enough training that we’ve put it to use to help out instead of burdening
you.”

“Hank,” she said, smiling, “it’s my job. You’re supposed to reach out to
me and it’s never a burden. You know I love what I do.”

“I do, and you have been such a blessing to everyone here, but the shelter
is my responsibility. I finally have a full-time staff, and for a while there we
were relying heavily on you and that wasn’t very fair either.”

Hearing him say it reminded her of how overworked she had felt for a
while, but after she’d met Julian…

Nope. Not going to go there.
“I didn’t mind. I swear. You know how much I enjoy working with you

and everyone at the shelter. It’s something very near and dear to me, so
please don’t ever hesitate to ask for help.”



“CeeCee, you are always welcome here, and unfortunately, there will
always be a need for your services. But for right now, things are good here.”

They talked for a few more minutes about some of the families she’d met
there and where they were now, and by the time she hung up, she was
feeling good. Positive. Good things really did happen for people even after
something bad.

Something she needed to remember for herself.
Leaning back in her chair, Charlotte contemplated how she was going to

get back into a normal pattern of life that didn’t involve…well, him. She
glanced around her office and saw a picture tucked far down on the
corkboard that hung next to her desk.

Tami.
Her friends.
That’s what she needed right now! A night out with her friends! Feeling a

sense of excitement, she pulled out her phone and did a group text to see if
they could all get together one night this week. It was too much to hope that
it would happen tonight, but she’d throw it out there and see how it went.

Falling in love had been that exciting roller-coaster ride.
But right now, all she wanted was the steadiness of the merry-go-round.
And her friends.

* * *

“You look like shit.”
“Good to see you too, Mick,” Julian murmured as he shut the door behind

his manager. “What brings you here?”
Mick walked through the living room and stopped at the wall of windows.

“That’s one amazing view, huh? It never gets old.”
He rolled his eyes. “Yeah, yeah, yeah. It’s magical. Why are you here?”
Looking over his shoulder, Mick leveled him with a glare. “I see your

mood hasn’t improved.”



And why would it, he thought. His life was a mess, he hadn’t slept in a
week, and right now the last thing he wanted was company. He looked at
the folder in Mick’s hand. “Is that about the house?”

With a sigh, Mick turned and handed him the folder. “It’s a done deal. All
you need to do is sign and you’ll no longer be a homeowner.”

Wordlessly, Julian took the folder and emptied its contents while he
searched for a pen. Two minutes later, he handed it all back. “Done.”

“How about a drink to celebrate?”
“No thanks.”
Mick tossed the folder on the couch and slid his hands into his trouser

pockets. “We gonna talk about this?”
“Nothing to say.”
This was how they did things—Mick tried to draw him out, Julian

resisted, and eventually Mick would calmly say his piece and then leave
him alone. It worked for them.

Until now.
One dark brow arched at him, and if Julian wasn’t mistaken, there was a

bit of an evil smile on Mick’s face.
That was new.
“I have a couple of guys who are interested in the gig with the shelter.

One’s a bassist and one does vocals. They’re young and eager and part of an
up-and-coming band out of San Francisco I’m interested in representing.”
He shrugged. “Anyway, I wasn’t sure if you were going to be doing
anything more with the project since you and Charlotte are no longer
dating, so I sent them directly to her.”

His jaw was clenched so tight that Julian was certain he was going to split
a molar.

“You remember what it was like to be young and hungry for any exposure
with the music, right?” Smiling, Mick walked over and sat down on the
couch next to the discarded folder. “They want representation and I need to



get to know them a bit more. Either way, I figure Charlotte will work
closely with them and maybe even find them some work. That’s what she
does, right?”

“She helps people who are unemployed, Mick,” he said stiffly. “She
doesn’t find jobs for wayward musicians.”

“We’ll see. When I talked to her yesterday, she didn’t seem opposed to
the idea. You know a lot of these kids move to LA in hopes of getting a
record deal. They play all night and sleep all day, but it doesn’t pay their
bills. I’d like to get someone who can work with them to find them jobs so
I’m not buying their groceries, but I know they won’t be living on ramen
and beer.”

“You…you talked to Charlotte?”
Nodding and smiling smugly, he said. “Just yesterday. Probably again

later today after she meets the boys. Well, they’re not boys, really. They’re
men. Young and anxious.”

And while Julian knew full well that Mick was trying to bait him, all he
could do was hold himself still and refuse to react.

“Boys will be boys,” Mick added. “But I think what Charlotte did for you
was great. She got you out and playing music again—even if you won’t
admit you’re ready to rejoin the band—and I think she deserves something
for her time. You know, for, um…services rendered, if you know what I
mean.” He winked and the lecherous grin was the last straw.

The next thing Julian knew he was diving over the coffee table and had
his long-time friend and manager by the throat. The couch flipped over as
every curse he had ever heard flew from his mouth. Mick did his own share
of verbal sparring, but Julian was so blind with rage, the words barely
registered.

Glass shattered, the coffee table went flying, and it was a free-for-all. It
was gratifying to have flesh meet bone as he pounded his fist repeatedly
anywhere he could reach on Mick. It didn’t feel so great to be on the



receiving end of some blows, but he was bigger and stronger and knew how
to deflect better.

Pushing up, he pulled his arm back to deliver another blow when he
realized Mick wasn’t moving. He was conscious and breathing, but…he
was also simply lying there and taking the beating. What the hell?

Julian jumped to his feet and stalked across the room, trying to wrap his
head around what he’d just done.

Breathless, he grabbed the fireplace mantel and did his best to regulate his
breathing and clear his head. Somewhere behind him, he heard Mick come
to his feet, groaning. He was too ashamed to turn around and see what he’d
done.

“Do us all a favor, Julian,” Mick said, his own voice breathless and
strained. “Go deal with your shit. It’s time you confronted Dena and got this
off your chest already. We’re all tired of it. And maybe then you’ll get your
head out of your ass and make music again.”

“This wasn’t about her,” Julian said, his throat dry.
“You keep telling yourself that. You’ve made everything about her and

because of that, you’ve lost the best thing that ever happened to you.”
That made him turn around. “I don’t consider the band to be the best thing

to happen to me.”
With a mirthless laugh, Mick picked up the folder he’d arrived with.

“That wasn’t what I was referring to.”
And then he was gone.

* * *

It was hard to come off like a badass when all you could think of was how it
felt like you had butterflies in your belly, Julian thought.

Yeah, not the manliest thought he’d ever had, but there it was.
He was sitting in a corner booth of one of his favorite restaurants in

downtown LA late Thursday afternoon and wishing he was anyplace else



but here.
“Hey, Julian.”
Dena.
Looking up, he realized that for the first time in a long time he felt…

nothing. He’d thought long and hard about what Mick had said, and about
all the things Charlotte had said to him as well. This had gone on long
enough. It was time to deal with it as an adult and…here he was.

Motioning for her to sit, Julian stayed firmly in his seat. He didn’t give a
damn about being a gentleman or any of that crap. He wasn’t here to
impress anyone; he just wanted his life back.

“I was surprised to hear from you,” she said carefully as she sat. “You
seemed pretty adamant about not talking to me.”

“What are you doing here, Dena?” he asked, cutting to the chase.
“You called me.”
He shook his head. “No. Back in California. I believe I paid you enough

to make sure you left and wouldn’t come back.”
“No, your manager paid me,” she corrected with a bit of a snap in her

voice, which she instantly corrected. “I needed to talk to you.”
“If you’re going to ask for more money or for another chance, it’s not

gonna happen. We’re done. For good.”
And then something strange happened. The woman sitting across from

him—the beautiful, confident woman—almost seemed to shrink before his
eyes. It was then that he realized she wasn’t wearing the heavy makeup she
usually did or the large, flashy jewelry. She looked a lot like the woman he
had originally met.

Only older.
“You may not believe this, but…I wanted to thank you.”
Um…yeah. He didn’t believe that, but rather than comment on it, he

waited her out.



“I didn’t realize just how much I had spiraled out of control until I was
faced with it at the wedding. That video was a real wake-up call, and
believe me, if you wanted to humiliate me, you succeeded.” She let out a
breath and reached for the glass of water the waitress had brought.

“I had this idea in my mind of what I wanted to be—who I wanted to be
—and you were the one I thought could make it happen. What I didn’t
realize was…I didn’t like the person I had become. I was hateful and petty
and…” She gave him a helpless look. “I was horrible.”

No arguments there.
“But I’m not willing to take all the blame,” she went on. “You fed into the

craziness just as much as I did. We were a textbook case of a codependent
relationship.”

Again, no arguments; he simply nodded.
“I kept searching for that thing—just that one thing—that would make me

happy. I kept telling myself if I just had this or if we just did that, I’d be
happy. And you know what?”

“You weren’t,” he replied.
“Exactly. Julian, why did we waste so much time?”
He let those words sink in for a minute and it was almost a relief for him

to hear it was the same for her too.
When he didn’t respond, she posed a question to him. “I know what my

reasoning was for staying. What was yours?”
“Stubbornness,” he said after a long moment. “My mother once told me

she wished my father had fought more for her, for their relationship.”
“But…they’re still together,” she commented curiously.
He’d never shared with Dena the details of his parents’ marriage. And he

didn’t think he should, either. “They had a lot of issues, and my father—
who I’m sure you’ve noticed—isn’t the most emotional man. My mom
always wished he was. She used to tell me how much it would have meant



to her if he had put more effort into their relationship. So that’s what I
thought I was doing. I thought I was doing the right thing.”

“And you were,” she said softly, an understanding smile on her face.
“You were just doing it for the wrong reason. Or should I say for the wrong
relationship?”

He felt himself relax as he laughed. “It never should have gotten to the
point it did.” Swallowing hard, he said the one thing that had been
bothering him the most about the entire situation. “You made a fool of me,
Dena. You screwed around with people I knew—people I worked with and
trusted. I’m a laughingstock in this business because of you.”

She shook her head earnestly. “No, Julian. That’s where you’re wrong. I’ll
admit I acted horribly. I was calculated in who I pursued, but you should
know…I was the aggressor, not them. Every one of them—and how
horrible am I that I can’t even remember names?—they all sort of caved
because I was relentless. At the time, I wanted attention from you. I did
those things because you were so involved with the band that I felt
neglected and I chose a very childish way to get even. But all those guys
hated me. I meant nothing to them, and believe me when I tell you that each
of them told me how much they regretted what we’d done. Why? Because
you’re this amazing person—a real leader in the music industry, and I was
just…I was just this whore you couldn’t get rid of.”

Wow. That was…totally not what he was expecting.
“So, you can hate me,” she said, a tear rolling down her face. “I deserve

it. I more than deserve it. But after the wedding, so many people—
everyone, really—they all took your side. It was all ‘good riddance, Dena’
after you left. You’re not a joke, Julian. And you’re not a fool. And I’m so
sorry I messed up your life so badly. I really am.”

Here was his opportunity to rant, rave, and really go off on her and tell
her what her actions had cost him, but…he didn’t. What would be the
point? She already knew what she’d done and had apologized for it.



“I don’t expect us ever to be friends,” she said, interrupting his thoughts.
“But I hope you don’t look at our time together and have it ruin the rest of
your life.”

He looked at her quizzically. “Why would you even say that?”
She let out a small snort. “Please. I may be a pretty self-absorbed person,

but I spent enough time with you that I know how you think and react. The
fact that there has been no announcement of Shaughnessy getting back
together tells me you’re the one holding out. So what’s going on?”

“It’s not that simple to explain,” he said gruffly.
“Then make it that simple,” she retorted. “We both know how much you

love music. You played, you wrote, you sang nonstop for all the years we
were together, Julian! And you are so gifted and talented, and the thought of
you not making music again makes me sad. Don’t do it to punish me.”

“It wasn’t to punish you.”
Leaning forward, she boldly placed her hand on his forearm. “Then don’t

do it to punish yourself. Playing for the fans always gave you the greatest
joy. I used to hate that. I was jealous of the masses and there was a time
when I would have done anything to distract you from getting up on stage
for them, and I did. The only one holding you back now, Jules, is you.”

And then they talked.
For hours.
They talked about where he went for those three months and where he

hoped to see himself in the future. And for the first time, he was excited to
think about it. Dena told him she was living back in Arizona with the guy
from the wedding video.

Go figure.
She was working in a salon and happy and truly in love. She was looking

forward to having a life outside of Hollywood. And the thing was, he
believed her. She looked happy. Honestly, she really did resemble the girl



he’d met and fallen in love with, but he was no longer the same man—and
while she resembled that girl, he knew she wasn’t her anymore, either.

They had grown and grown apart.
And that was okay.
Actually, it was more than okay.
Conversation was dying down and she looked at her hands, which were

folded in her lap. “So, who’s the girl?” she asked shyly.
“What girl?”
The look she gave him told him how much she hated when he played

dumb. “The girl you were with at the restaurant. We’ve been sitting here
talking for what seems like forever and not once have you mentioned her.”

And just the thought of Charlotte was enough to make his heart ache.
Mindlessly, he rubbed at his chest. “Nothing to tell. It’s over.”

“Oh,” she said softly, her expression going serious, contemplative. “I’m
sorry, Julian.”

“Really?”
She nodded and then looked thoroughly pained. “I’m not trying to sound

egotistical or anything…”
“But…?” he prompted.
“But…don’t let what happened between us affect your relationships.” She

sighed. “Trust me when I say that what we had was dysfunctional, but it is
possible to have a good and healthy relationship.”

This time he did snort with disbelief. “Dena, you can’t sit here and tell me
that the things you did don’t affect your current relationship. Hell, you
cheated on me with him! He clearly knows your history. You don’t think
he’s watching you like a hawk to make sure you don’t do to him what you
did to me?”

Yeah, okay. The words were said with more heat than he wanted, but they
still needed to be said.



She grimaced. “Stephen and I are in counseling. We started almost as
soon as I moved. At first I thought it would be a joke—like, how could
anyone possibly try to make sense out of the crap I’d done when I still
didn’t want to own up to half of it.” She looked at him sadly. “People spit
on me,” she admitted quietly. “I tried to defy Mick and stay in town. I didn’t
think it would be a big deal. I thought the media attention would sway in
my favor a bit—don’t ask me why I thought that, but I did. I was walking
down Rodeo Drive and people spit on me and called me horrible names.
That’s when I knew I’d hit rock bottom. I had to change.”

For a minute, he almost felt bad for her. His stunt at the wedding had been
to humiliate her, but no one deserved to be spit on, for crying out loud.

“Whose idea was it to see a counselor?”
“Stephen’s,” she admitted. “I left town without him—convinced that what

we had was just like what I’d had with all the other…well, you know. But
he followed me. He swore he was in love with me, and I didn’t believe him.
He refused to leave, and when he suggested therapy, I thought he was crazy.
Now I’m glad I went. I think it’s helped so much. It’s the reason I came to
see you. I needed to see you and talk to you and look you in the eye and tell
you how sorry I am. For everything.”

Wow.
“So, this is part of your therapy? Sort of like a twelve-step program?”
Shaking her head, she gave him a small smile. “Not exactly. It was

suggested that I do this, and at first I said I’d never do it. I knew you’d be
so angry and how much you hated me, and I didn’t want to put either of us
through it.”

“What changed your mind?” He was genuinely curious, because if the
tables had been turned, he would have refused.

The tables had turned.
And he did refuse.



“I know this sounds corny, but if I’m ever going to move forward and
have a life with Stephen, then I had to put this—this whole situation
between you and me—behind me. I couldn’t do that without us trying to
find some closure that wasn’t so hurtful or hateful.”

Now he felt like crap. Scrubbing a weary hand over his face, he sighed.
“Dena, look. Maybe I went about everything the wrong way—”

“No!” she immediately cut him off. “I know why you did it, Julian. Don’t
get me wrong, I hate it. I still have nightmares about it. But you did it
because I wasn’t getting it. I know I bulldozed you into a wedding, into a
life you didn’t want…so many things. The only way this express train to
hell was ever going to end was if one of us did something drastic.” Tears
filled her eyes again. “I’m just sorry it had to be like that.”

“I am too.” And he meant it. He was a private man and doing what he did
with that video meant he was letting the whole world know how messed up
his life was. It had humiliated them both—only he hadn’t realized just how
much damage he’d done to himself until much later.

And all of it was hitting home right now.
They sat in silence for several moments, when Dena reached for her

purse. “There is one more thing I need to do, Julian,” she said. Slowly, she
pulled out an envelope and slid it across the table toward him.

Without moving, he looked at it and then at her. “What’s this?”
“This is a check,” she said, her voice a little stronger than it had been a

minute ago. She seemed to straighten, like she was building up to
something. “Mick showed up in my dressing room in the hotel after all the
chaos had died down that day and handed me a check.” She shook her head.
“I always knew he never liked me, but it had never been clearer than on that
day. He told me to take the money and go away—that I could take whatever
I wanted from the house but I had twenty-four hours to do it before the
locks would be changed.”

Julian knew the terms Mick had presented. He had written them himself.



With a small, humorless laugh, she went on. “I remember scurrying
around the house in the middle of the night collecting my things. Looking
back, I’m so ashamed, because I was no better than a common thief. I took
things I had no right to take.”

“Everything in that house was yours, Dena. I never wanted most of it.”
The look she gave him showed she was grateful he wasn’t berating her

any further than she had already berated herself. “I can’t possibly have the
life I need to have, knowing you’ve financed it. That’s not fair to you. Or
Stephen,” she added bashfully. “So, this is a check for the exact amount
Mick gave me. And I promise to pay you back for all the rest—the
furniture, the jewelry, the car—”

He held up a hand to stop her. “Those were all gifts,” he said evenly.
“And I don’t want them back or the money for them.” With a brief pause,
he gave her a weak smile of his own. “Not everything was bad between us,
right?”

She started crying again as she ducked her head. “No. It wasn’t.”
“If you don’t want the stuff, then give it to charity. Donate it to a good

cause.” Then he laughed softly. “I even happen to know of a couple of
organizations you can contact if you want.”

“You’re being far too generous, Julian,” she said, wiping away the tears.
He shrugged. “I have my moments.”
Her phone beeped with an incoming text and she looked at it before

meeting Julian’s gaze. “I need to go. We have a flight back to Phoenix in
the morning and I still have to pack.”

He nodded and rose from his seat.
When Dena stood, she studied him for a long moment before she picked

up the envelope and handed it to him. “I’m sorry I ever took this, but I’m
not sorry for knowing you. Thank you for being willing to talk with me
today.”

“I think it was good for both of us,” he admitted gruffly.



This time she nodded. “I wish you only the best, Julian. Be happy. No one
deserves it more than you.” Then she stood on her tiptoes and kissed him on
the cheek before walking away.



Chapter 10

“Wait, let me get this straight. You were dating a rock star—for like a
month!—and I’m just finding out about it now after you’ve broken up. Do I
have that right?”

Charlotte dunked her hundredth tortilla chip of the night into a fresh bowl
of guacamole and nodded before stuffing it in her mouth to avoid speaking.

“Unbelievable!” Tami cried and then immediately lowered her voice.
They were out at a local Mexican restaurant and clearly decided inside
voices were a better choice for this conversation. “So…how are you doing?
I mean…now.”

When she went to reach for another chip, Tami smacked her hand, setting
both bowls out of reach.

“Now? Right now, I’m a little annoyed our girls’ night turned into just the
two of us, and that after you promised me all the chips and guac I could eat,
you take them away!”

Rolling her eyes, Tami slowly slid the bowls back toward the center of the
table. “Just know this—I don’t care if you talk with your mouth full of food,
but I want to know all the details and I’ve got all night. I already texted
Jimmy while you were in the ladies’ room and told him this could be an all-
nighter.”

Great.
While she had originally given her friend the Reader’s Digest version of

her relationship with Julian when they first sat down, it was obvious that



now she had to relive it all and give her the extended version.
Which she did.
Thirty minutes and way too many chips later, Charlotte leaned back in her

seat and sighed. “So, that’s it. That’s my tale of woe.”
“Holy. Crap,” Tami stated. “That’s just… Wow. I don’t know where to

begin. Part of me is so freaking impressed that you put yourself out there
and not only found a great guy, but a famous one to boot.”

“I didn’t know he was famous.”
Tami laughed. “I know. That’s what makes it even greater. You certainly

know how not to boost a guy’s ego.”
She made a face and waved the waitress over to refresh their drinks.

“Lucky for me I happened to find the one guy who didn’t want to be known
for his fame, so there was that.”

“Lot of good it did. Sounds to me like he needs a shrink. And extended
therapy.”

Charlotte wanted to take offense to that on Julian’s behalf, but her friend
was right. “Yeah, well… Never going to happen. It’s like he knows he has a
problem, but he doesn’t know. You know?”

Another laugh. “I think you should switch to water. The sangria is making
you talk weird.”

“Anyway…”
“Oh, right. So yes, part of me is happy you put yourself out there, but the

other part is happy you knew when to walk away. It seems to me he had
way too many issues and it wasn’t going to get any better.”

“I know, but—”
“Nuh-uh,” Tami cut her off. “No way. No.”
“What?” Charlotte asked with confusion. “You don’t even know what I

was going to say!”
“You were going to say that maybe he just needed time and how you

could help him and blah, blah, blah!” She sighed dramatically. “Seriously,



Charlotte, you have a tendency to try to fix everyone and you don’t realize
that sometimes people have to fix themselves!”

“Well, drat. That does sound like me and what I do.” She eyed Tami for a
minute. “Are you sure you didn’t get the psychology degree and not me?”

“Trust me,” Tami replied. “I barely got my high school diploma. I’ve
known you since we were twelve and I think I’ve picked up on a thing or
two about you.”

That made sense too.
Dammit.
“Here’s something else I know about you,” Tami continued. “You give

everything and everyone your full heart. I know this breakup is fairly new,
but I’ve never seen you like this. Ever.”

Charlotte shrugged. “I don’t think I’ve ever felt like this. I keep waiting to
wake up and feel better and I do, but…there’s an emptiness that wasn’t
there before.” With her hand over her heart, she went on. “It’s like a
constant ache. I can distract myself all day long with work, but it will just
take one thing—a flash of something we did together or something Julian
said—and then I feel like I’m dying.”

And now she felt exactly like that.
“Oh, sweetie,” Tami said as she reached over and took one of Charlotte’s

hands in hers. “I’m so sorry. I hate that you’re going through this and I hate
that you’re trying to handle it alone.”

“I really thought he’d realize he needed help—that it wasn’t healthy to
keep repeating the same patterns of behavior he had with his ex. But he
would get so angry whenever I tried to talk to him about it.” She felt her
frustration building. “What was it about her that she still has such a hold on
him?”

Holding up a finger, Tami took out her phone and began typing and
scrolling. Charlotte had no idea what she was looking for, but she waited
silently.



Tami gasped and murmured something under her breath, then quickly put
her phone away.

“What?” Charlotte demanded. “What was that all about? What were you
looking up?”

“It’s nothing,” she said quickly. “Seriously, nothing. How about we order
some dessert? They have great fried ice cream here!”

Not wanting to be deterred, Charlotte almost crawled across the table to
reach for Tami’s phone. “Come on! You can’t go and get all dramatic and
then act like you didn’t!”

“Fine,” Tami said defiantly. “But this wasn’t what I thought I was going
to find.” Pulling her phone back out, she went back to her search and turned
the phone toward Charlotte.

It was a picture of Julian and Dena.
From yesterday.
“Oh no,” she spat out, her stomach roiling. “How? Why…?” And then

anger set in as she cursed under her breath.

REUNITED! DRUMMER JULIAN GRAYSON AND FIANCÉE HE
LEFT AT THE ALTAR BACK TOGETHER!

Sun, moon, and stars, my ass. One week of her being out of his life and he
ran right back to the woman who completely messed him up! Well, good
riddance!

“Char, you okay?” Tami asked cautiously. “You look a little green.”
Her stomach pitched as she pushed Tami’s phone away, unable to look at

the picture anymore.
Although it was probably burned into her brain.
“Seriously, Charlotte, are you okay?”
One minute she was and then the next—
“I’m going to be sick,” she hissed as she slid from the booth and made a

mad dash for the ladies’ room—cursing Julian the entire way.



When she walked out of the restroom fifteen minutes later, she felt better
and worse at the same time. Chips and guac may be good going down, not
so much coming up.

“Ugh,” she moaned as she slid back into her seat and immediately
reached for her purse to find a piece of gum.

“Better?”
Charlotte shook her head. Nope. Not better. She’d probably never be

better again.
“I paid the check,” Tami said, her voice soft and cautious. “We should

probably go.”
She agreed, so they gathered their things and made their way to the door.

Once they were outside, the fresh air helped a lot. She breathed deeply
several times until her head felt a little clearer.

“Do you want me to drive you home?”
With a weak smile, Charlotte looked at her friend. “Thanks, but I think

I’m going to be okay. There’s absolutely nothing left in me. It was just…”
“I know. I know.” Tami pouted. “Dammit. I hate how I ruined our night. I

never should have tried to Google Julian. That wasn’t helpful at all.”
“Actually, it was,” she said sadly. “Now I know there wasn’t anything I

could have done to change him or help him. Julian’s determined to stay
stuck in a cycle he knows is bad for him. Instead of pining for him, I can
only pity him.”

“And there’s no way you think you can work it out?”
“I can’t,” she said sadly. “I don’t want only a part of Julian. I deserve

someone who is willing to give himself totally to me. That’s what I did.
There wasn’t anything I was holding back.”

“Sometimes it’s not that simple.”
“Would you settle for only part of Jimmy?” she asked. “If you knew there

was a part of him he was refusing to share with you, would you settle for
that?”



A sad sigh was Tami’s only response.
They hugged and walked across the parking lot to their cars. “Let’s try

this again next week and see who else we can drag out with us,” Charlotte
suggested, hoping she sounded upbeat. “Anyplace but Mexican.”

With a laugh and another hug, they went their separate ways. Charlotte
stayed in her car until Tami pulled out. It was early—barely after eight—
and her big plans for a girls’ night out had gone down in flames. Typical for
her life right now.

Maybe someday she’d be able to get her life together. Maybe she’d find
her Mr. Right and get her happily ever after.

Hey, a girl could dream, right?
Sighing, she pulled out of the parking lot and made her way home.

* * *

“Fucking tabloids,” Julian muttered.
“Don’t shoot the messenger,” Riley said from the other end of the phone.

“Just checking on you because…well, I think I sort of threw up a little in
my mouth when Savannah showed me the article.”

“I had no idea anyone was paying attention to us.”
“So? What were you doing out with her? Is there any truth to this,

because the article said the two of you looked cozy.”
Julian snorted with disbelief. “Trust me, there is no truth to anything in

that story other than the fact that Dena and I were sitting together. There’s
no reconciliation, there’s no nothing. I just…it was time. She came back to
LA to talk to me, and I knew that if I’m ever going to get my life back, I
had to face her.”

“Okay. Whew,” Riley said, relieved. “Okay then.” He paused. “So…do
you want to talk about it?”

Hell no, he didn’t. For the better part of twenty-four hours he’d been
thinking about it and playing it over and over in his head. He was pretty



content with how he felt, and now he was ready to put it behind him.
“Look, let’s just say I’m glad I went. I’m glad we cleared the air and…

things are good.” Yeah, he was being vague and maybe someday he’d share
it all with his friends, but now wasn’t the time.

“Okay.”
“You keep saying that.”
“I don’t know what else to say, Jules,” Riley said with a nervous laugh.

“You’re not giving me much to work with.”
He chuckled, because that was true. “So what about you?” he asked,

turning the tables. “What’s going on with you? How’s Savannah and the
kids?”

And you know what? He really wanted to know. For months now he had
asked everyone else how they were, but he wasn’t listening when they told
him and really didn’t care, because all he could focus on was his own pain
and misery. This time, he reached for his cup of coffee and sat down on the
couch to listen to Riley talk about family life.

Afterward, Riley said, “I think we all need to sit down and talk. You, me,
Matt, and Dylan. This anniversary show is still happening and we’ve
accepted the invite to play, but…”

Julian knew what he was getting at, and yes, it was time to deal with that
too.

“Is Matt going to be in town?”
“Dude, if you agree to talk with us about playing the show, then I’ll drag

him here myself if I have to.”
“Sounds like a plan.”
“Have you thought any more about not retiring?”
“Lately, my plate’s been kind of full with a lot of other stuff, Ry. But I

promise I’ll give it some thought.”
“Jules.”



“It’s the best I can do, man. I’m not going to make promises I can’t keep.
Between breaking up with Charlotte and then this whole Dena thing…”

“Wait, wait, wait—you broke up with Charlotte? When?”
Great. Another can of worms opened.
“A little over a week ago. The day after Dena showed up at the

restaurant.”
“She was pissed about it, huh?”
Putting his coffee down, he leaned back against the cushions and closed

his eyes. Not that it helped. He could still see the sadness on her face. “No.
She was pissed at me for trying to apologize.”

“I’m confused.”
“Join the club.”
“There’s got to be more to it than that. Come on. It’s not like you tried to

buy her forgiveness or anything, right? I mean, you wouldn’t start that trend
up again,” Riley said with a nervous laugh and when Julian didn’t answer,
he groaned. “Dude, seriously? Have you learned nothing?”

“It wasn’t like that!” he argued, jumping to his feet. Stalking across the
room, he opened the sliding doors and walked out on the deck. It was an
overcast Saturday morning and the beach wasn’t too crowded. It was a little
on the chilly side and he contemplated going inside for a jacket, but
something caught his eye.

Or someone.
“I gotta go,” he murmured into the phone and even as he heard Riley

protest, Julian hung up. Tossing the phone on the lounge chair, he walked as
if pulled by an invisible force toward the stairs and down onto the beach.

She hadn’t spotted him. She was standing farther down the beach—closer
to the town—and from what he could tell she had a cup of coffee in her
hands. He wished he was bringing her coffee. Then she’d smile at him and
kiss him and everything would be okay.

He missed her.



Ached for her.
Wasn’t sure how much longer he could live without her.
Each step toward her felt like a mile, and when he was only a few feet

away, she finally turned and saw him.
The sadness on her face nearly brought him to his knees.
Wordlessly, he went and stood beside her. He looked out at the waves for

a minute until he could figure out what he could possibly say to her that
would do justice to everything he was feeling.

“Hey.”
Not the greatest start, but at least it was something.
“Hey,” she replied softly, turning to look back at the water.
“It’s a little cold out here today.”
“Yup.”
Okay, so his conversation skills sucked. Now what?
Finally, he forced himself to face her. “I’ve missed you.”
No response. For a minute, she didn’t even blink.
He didn’t take that as a good sign.
“Charlotte,” he said softly, desperate for her to look at him, desperate to

be able to touch her. He thought of the night he came out here and found her
and how it had made everything in his world feel right. He wished he could
have that feeling again right now.

“You should go, Julian,” she said, her voice so quiet he almost didn’t hear
her over the waves. “I’ve got nothing to say to you.” There was no heat
behind her words, barely any emotion at all, and yet it cut him just as deep.

It was foolish to think she’d be waiting here with open arms after
everything that had happened, but he had hoped she’d be a little more
agreeable to talking to him. “Why don’t you come up to the house and we
can talk? It’s cold out here.”

Then she turned and noticed his sweatpants and T-shirt and bare feet.
Meanwhile she was in leggings, a sweatshirt, bulky socks, and boots.



Comparatively, he looked like an idiot.
Or like the guy down on his luck she had once thought he was.
When her eyes met his, all he saw was annoyance there—not compassion

—and she certainly wasn’t considering going anywhere with him.
“Okay, fine,” he said, determined to at least say…something. “You were

right. About everything. I wasn’t handling anything and I was being
stubborn about it. I kept thinking that if I didn’t hold on to the rage, it would
make me weak. I thought that staying angry would keep me strong.”

No response.
“But it didn’t,” he went on. “It was the rage that was killing me. It was

ruining my life. It ruined us and what we had. But that’s changed now. I
swear.”

She snorted with disgust and took a sip of her coffee. “Sure, probably
because you’ve gotten back what you wanted.”

Yes! She was back and—wait a minute. Little warning bells started to go
off in his head. She wasn’t referring to herself, she was referring to…

“The two of you looked very cozy,” she said and there was definitely
some snark there. The smile she gave him confirmed it. “Congratulations.”

Holding up his hands in surrender, he was quick to try to explain. “No,
no, no—that story was a lie. Right now, the PR people are getting it pulled
down. There was nothing cozy about it. It was all a lie. I mean, yes, I was
out with Dena, but it wasn’t to reconcile. I swear. It was just to…to put
things to rest,” he explained desperately, wishing he could convince her he
was telling the truth.

“Whatever.” Another sip of coffee as she watched the waves.
“Dammit, Charlotte, it’s true! I went there because you and Mick and

Riley and the guys? You were all right! I needed to deal with this and clear
the air and…and…just admit that I was angry and hurt and pissed off and
humiliated!”

The side-eye she gave him was her only response.



Why was this so damn hard?
This was everything she’d said she wanted. He’d dealt with the problem

and fixed it and now everything was good. Right? And he was talking to her
about how he felt about all of it! Everything should be able to go back to
the way things were before he screwed it all up!

He shivered from the cold and asked her again to come back to the house,
but she politely declined as if he was a stranger.

“What do I have to do to convince you that I’m sorry?” he asked, not
above begging at this point. “Whatever you want, Charlotte, it’s yours.”

He knew immediately she took that the wrong way.
“Seriously?” she cried, stomping her foot even as she turned toward him.

“You still don’t get it! And you know what? I’m tired of explaining it to
you!”

“No, Charlotte. What I meant was—”
“We are too different, Julian,” she said, ignoring his words. “We are

worlds apart, and we’re never going to see eye to eye on any of it. I can’t
live in a world where the answer to everything is to throw money and
expensive gifts at a problem! That’s not who I am! I don’t want to live in a
ten-million-dollar home that’s too big for anyone to really live in! I don’t
want a car that costs more than the average family makes in a year!”

He was going to try to stop her, but she was on a roll.
And at least she was talking to him.
Or at him.
“I work with people every day who struggle to make ends meet! I’m

passionate about helping people less fortunate, and when I see the level of
excess in your world, I’m uncomfortable with it! I can’t drive to work in
your fancy car or wear designer clothes and jewelry while I’m talking to a
woman who is living on the street with her two kids and believe that she’s
going to relate to me!” She paused and shook her head as she turned away.
“And more than that, if you retreated out of the spotlight and away from the



band and the music that we both know makes you happy…” She looked
back at him sadly. “I couldn’t live in that world either. And not because I
want you to be famous or because I want to be seen with you because of it,
but because it would eventually kill you not to do the one thing you are
most passionate about. Whether you want to admit it or not.”

“You don’t know—”
She held up a hand to cut off his words. “Do you have any idea how often

you hum or tap on things?” The change of subject seemed odd, so he simply
waited her out. “All the time. Your hands are never still. There is so much
music in you that you don’t even realize it. I watched you at the shelter with
those kids, and those few times I saw more joy on your face than I ever saw
when we were alone.” Pausing, she sighed and then took a step back. “I
want to know that you have that joy with you always, Julian. You deserve
it.”

“I’m meeting up with the guys as soon as Riley gets back from North
Carolina. I’ll tell them all right now if that’s what you want,” he rushed on.
“I’ll call a press conference today if that’s what it takes to prove to you—”

But she shook her head. “Not for me, Julian. It can’t be for me. I’m not
part of the equation. This is about you.”

He watched as she closed her eyes, inhaled deeply, and let the breath out.
He knew she did this all the time when she was trying to clear her mind or
to find the right thing to say.

When Charlotte opened her eyes—those beautiful blue eyes—he finally
saw something there. Compassion. Hope had him in its grip as he waited to
hear what she was going to say.

“I never want to be the reason you do something or don’t do something.
It’s a lot of pressure to live with, and I think you have enough of that
without me adding to it. I love you too much to end up being one more
person with expectations and demands on you.” She took another step back.
“Be happy, Julian.” Then she swallowed hard. “Goodbye.”



He couldn’t move. It was like he was paralyzed. All Julian could do was
stand and watch her walk away. His voice wouldn’t work, his limbs
wouldn’t move, and by the time he finally could, Charlotte was climbing
the stairs that led up to the street. If he chased her down, he’d make a scene
and no doubt embarrass her.

Be happy.
Did she have any idea how that wasn’t possible without her? How it

wasn’t just playing music at the shelter that made him happy, it was the fact
that he was doing it for her? With her? Had he really not communicated that
to her at all? Volunteering had been incredibly rewarding and it was
something he never would have done if not for her. He’d wanted to help her
because she did so much for everyone else and never seemed to get help in
return.

How had she missed that? How could he not have told her that everything
he did was for her?

Turning around, he looked at the row of houses and sighed. She might say
she didn’t want to live in a mansion, but she was happy here. The homes
weren’t over the top by any means, but the view was. He wanted to give her
that view. He wanted to give her something—everything—that would give
her joy. Because in return, that’s what would give him his.

He just didn’t know how.

* * *

It was becoming exceedingly obvious that she was either going to have to
change her daily routine or move.

Yeah, those were her options.
Every morning when Charlotte went to get coffee, Julian sat at a table

outside the shop reading the paper, sipping his coffee—which he would lift
as a way of saying hello as she walked by. He never tried to stop her or get



her to sit with him, but when she would leave, he always said, “I hope you
have a good day, beautiful,” and yeah, it always gave her heart a little thrill.

They crossed paths at the supermarket, at the Chinese takeout place, and
at the car wash.

Weird.
And although she couldn’t prove it, some strange things were happening

all around her and she had a feeling Julian had something to do with them.
There were flowers around the office that were delivered every other day.

They weren’t addressed to anyone; they were just there to brighten up the
place. Someone had even sent lunch to the office twice a week for the last
two weeks. And not just something easy like pizza, but sandwich platters
and salads and cookies.

Everyone had loved those days.
And then there was the shelter.
The entire exterior had been painted, new windows installed, new

landscaping—it looked like a completely new building. And every time she
walked inside, something else was being rehabbed.

New kitchen appliances—all top of the line, restaurant-grade.
New furniture in every room.
New computers in the conference room where she and others taught job

skills.
On Thursday night she stood in the middle of the rec room, amazed.

There was music playing, children laughing, the place looked bright and
cheerful, and she barely recognized it.

“CeeCee!” Hank called as he practically jogged toward her. “You’re not
going to believe this. Come see, come see!” He motioned for her to follow
and she did, unable to hide her own excitement over what he had to show
her.

There were several storage rooms in the back of the building which
normally housed extra boxes of clothes and donated furniture, but both of



those rooms now looked like something out of a department store. She
looked at Hank in confusion. “I…I don’t understand. What’s going on?”

“We’ve got a guardian angel, I think,” he said happily. “These are all new
clothes and linens for families in need! They were dropped off here earlier
along with all the shelves and hangers and everything we’d need to store
them for people to go through with more ease.”

“That’s…that’s amazing,” she said softly as she walked around the room
and saw row after row of men’s, women’s, and children’s clothing in every
size imaginable. On the perimeter of the room were shelves that went from
floor to ceiling, full of sheets, towels, blankets, pillows—things that were
new, so a family getting back on their feet could take them and have a little
pride in having something new. Her heart felt ready to burst as she thought
of how much families would appreciate that.

“We have a system so no one can take advantage and take more than they
need, but there is a monthly order in place for the next twelve months, so
the inventory will be replenished with whatever we’re low on! Can you
believe it?”

Charlotte was still speechless.
“And there’s more,” he said and boldly took her hand and led her from

the room. They walked back to the food pantry. Normally it was stocked
with canned goods or boxed goods that were a little banged up or dented,
but now the room had new shelves full to overflowing with new
merchandise—nothing dinged or damaged—and all brand name.

“When the new kitchen came, we also got more refrigeration units so we
can have fresh produce,” Hank explained giddily. “I’m telling you, it’s a
miracle. And like the clothes, there is a standing weekly order in place to
restock us.” He laughed happily. “In all my years of doing this, I’ve never
seen such generosity!”

Neither have I, she thought as her heart raced.
“Any idea who donated?” she asked hesitantly.



“I can’t say with any great certainty, but Julian’s been here helping with
all the heavy stuff—demolition, construction of the new shelves, cleaning.
I’m telling you, he and his team have put in a lot of sweat and time. But
he’s done that for us before so I didn’t give it much thought. And then with
the celebrity lineup he’s sent through here in the last few weeks, I’d have to
say it’s either one or all of them combined. Either way, I am thankful for it
and I’d love to shake all of their hands and tell them how many lives
they’ve saved with their donations!”

“Wait—celebrity lineup? I mean, I know he brought Riley and Dylan with
him a couple of times, but that’s it, right?”

Hank laughed. “I forgot you haven’t been in when they’re here, but it’s
been like a who’s who of the music world in here! Wait, let me pull up the
pictures I have on my phone. I’ve been so star struck and I never know
who’s going to walk through the door!”

Charlotte scanned the twenty-something pictures on Hank’s phone as he
shared a story about each of the celebrities he’d met. Why hadn’t anyone
mentioned this to her? She’d even spoken to Mick several times and the
guys he normally sent her way were new to the business and looking for a
way to fill their time or find temporary work until their music took off. How
could no one have said anything about any of this? Which was what she
asked Hank.

“Honestly, I thought you knew! I figured you and Julian had worked this
out and you were just busy,” he replied. “Are you saying you didn’t know?”

“Not a clue,” she said, frowning, but then she quickly reminded herself
that it wasn’t about her. This was a great thing that was happening, and she
needed to focus on all of the good it was doing—not the fact that it had all
happened without her knowledge or help.

Hank finished showing her all the improvements to the facility and by the
time they were done, it was after eight and she was starving. Another night
of takeout and she could only pray she wasn’t going to run into Julian. After



seeing everything that he’d more than likely done, she had a feeling she’d
fling herself into his arms and thank him and then beg him to take her back.

So, it seemed the way to her heart wasn’t with diamonds; it was helping
the needy.

Not a bad thing at all, right?
And it wasn’t like he was just throwing money at the problem, he was

putting in the time, too, which made what he was doing even more
amazing.

“I’m heading out, Hank!” she called out as she walked to the door. People
wished her a good night, and when she stepped outside, there was a small
mob of people and lights and cameras flashing. What the…?

“Charlotte! Is it true the Shaughnessy reunion to raise money for the
shelter was your idea?”

“Charlotte! How did you manage to get the band back together?”
Wait…what?
“Charlotte! Are you the reason Julian Grayson came out of retirement?”
She was surrounded and practically blinded and had no idea what was

happening! She looked around frantically, stammering and stuttering while
she tried to think of something to say.

“No comment, folks!” a male voice called out and suddenly Mick was
there with a protective arm around her to shield her from the crowd.
Everyone moved aside as he guided her toward his car.

“But…my car’s over there.” Charlotte weakly pointed in the opposite
direction. Not that Mick noticed, he was too busy fielding questions—and
by fielding, all he kept saying was, “No comment.”

“Come on, man, just one comment!” someone called out. “Please!”
“There’ll be a news conference tomorrow at eleven. You’ll get everything

you need there,” Mick said as they kept walking. “In the meantime, why
don’t you do something useful like donate a meal to the shelter or volunteer
to help a kid learn to read!”



He ushered her into the back of a black SUV before jogging around to the
other side and climbing in beside her. “Let’s go,” he said to the driver and
then they were in motion.

For a minute, she forgot to be confused and instead got annoyed. “What
in the world do you think you’re doing?” she cried, turning in her seat to
face him. “What was that all about?”

“I’ll take you to Julian’s and he can explain,” Mick said evenly as he
reached forward, grabbing a bottle of water and handing it to her. “Here.
You look a little flushed.”

Without thinking, she took the bottle. “I don’t want to go to Julian’s,
Mick. I want you to tell me what’s going on. And I need to go back for my
car!”

He gave her a very serene smile. “I like you,” he said. “And trust me, I
haven’t liked anyone from the get-go like I have you. On top of that, you’re
good for him.”

Was she in some sort of alternate universe or something?
“Right now, I really don’t care who likes me. Why were all those people

outside the shelter and what does Shaughnessy have to do with it?”
“Like I said, I’ll take you to Julian’s so he can explain it. He’s really

looking forward to being able to share it with you.”
“I’m not going to Julian’s,” she said defiantly. “I want to go back to my

car. Now.” She did not like having someone dictate what she had to do or
hijacking her the way Mick just had.

But all Mick did was smile. “If you give me your keys, I’ll have someone
go back and get the car. It will be at your place within a couple of hours.”

She rolled her eyes. “Thanks, but no thanks. I don’t think you’re
understanding me. It’s been a very long day and a confusing night and right
now, I just want to go home.”

Mick tried to interrupt her, but she quickly cut him off.



“And not like this!” she cried. Taking a deep breath, she let it out and
tried to be reasonable. “How did those reporters know who I was?”

“Julian mentioned you in the press release,” Mick said casually. “He told
them about your work with the unemployed and the homeless, and I guess
they did their homework and went to see you. I’m surprised there weren’t
more of them there.”

“It must be a slow news day,” she murmured.
“Look, Charlotte, this wasn’t quite the way we envisioned tonight going.

We knew there might be a few reporters around, but I thought I’d get there
in time. That’s on me and I’m sorry. But Julian can explain the rest, I
swear.”

Would it really be the worst thing in the world for her to go and see him
and just get this over with? Although, remembering her earlier thoughts on
what she would do if she saw him right now came to mind. Maybe she
should stick to her guns and go home. Her emotions were too all over the
place for her to go and see him, and she had a feeling there would be very
little talking and a lot of her crawling all over him.

Yeah. That was the better plan.
She hated how logical her mind could be even when her body was crying

out for some attention.
Mick’s phone rang and he immediately answered. “Yeah. Uh-huh…

exactly. No problem. Thanks.”
The whole thing took all of ten seconds.
He slid his phone back into his pocket. “I’ll take you home and I promise

to get your car to you. We’re already on our way, so it’s crazy to go back.”
“Oh. Okay,” she said hesitantly. Why the sudden change of plans?
“It’s late,” he said a moment later. “Have you eaten yet?”
“I…I had plans to grab something on the way home.”
He nodded. “Call in whatever you want and we’ll swing by and pick it up

on the way to your place.”



Why was he being so agreeable all of a sudden? And why did that annoy
her too?

Right then her stomach growled, so she was going to blame it on hunger.
Pulling out her phone, she called in her Chinese food order and then sat
back stiffly, wondering what she was supposed to do now.

Oddly enough, Mick started talking to her about her job. They’d
discussed it over the phone and in person the few times he’d come to see
her about the volunteers, and it was kind of nice to focus on something that
was comforting for her and…normal. After the last hour, she could
definitely use some of that.

They talked and laughed, and as much as she was dying to ask more
about what was going on with the band, she kept that to herself. The driver
ran in and paid for her food—something she protested, but fortunately Mick
allowed her to give him cash to repay him—and the next thing she knew,
she was home.

No paparazzi.
No questions.
No Julian.
“Well, this sucks,” she murmured as she let herself into her apartment.
Alone, she ate her dinner and picked up her Kindle to finish reading a

Christmas romance she’d started a few days ago that had recently been
turned into a TV movie.

The book was better.
When the book was done and her dinner gone, Charlotte gave in to the

urge to go online and try to figure out what in the world was going on with
Shaughnessy.

SHAUGHNESSY REUNITES!
SHAUGHNESSY—THE INFAMOUS BAND ON THE RUN—IS

FINALLY HEADING BACK TO THE STUDIO!



JULIAN GRAYSON’S NEW LOVE THE REASON BEHIND
BAND’S COMEBACK?

Her eyes began to glaze over as page after page after page of stories came
up under her search. It was hard to know where to start, and then she had to
stop and ask herself if the internet was really the best place to get
information or if she just should have gone to Julian’s.

Jumping up, she went to grab her purse and then she remembered—no
car.

Opening her front door, she walked out and looked to the parking lot, but
the car wasn’t back yet. She cursed her own stubbornness, because now
she’d either have to wait, call an Uber, or call him. And calling him felt
both safe and scary at the same time.

“Just do it,” she scolded herself as she headed back in and found her
phone. “It’s not like he’s going to hang up on you. He wanted you to come
and talk to him.” All this was said as she paced and tried to figure out what
she was going to say. “Okay. You got this. Just be…casual. See how he
sounds and go from there.”

And with that, she pulled up his number and hit send.
It rang.
And rang.
And rang again.
“Hey, this is Julian. Leave a name and I’ll call you back.” Beep!
Seriously? He wasn’t answering his phone? And she knew he specifically

wasn’t answering, since it didn’t go immediately to voicemail, so…she was
thoroughly confused.

“Um, hey, Julian, it’s Charlotte. Mick brought me home a little while ago
and I just wanted to know what was going on, so call me, okay? Thanks.
Bye.”

Her heart was hammering so hard in her chest that she was practically
breathless as she put her phone down. Then she sat down on her sofa and



figured he’d call her back.
Channel surfing killed some time, and when she looked at the clock, she

saw it was after ten and frowned. He could still call her back.
The eleven o’clock news ended and she glared at her phone, still trying to

reason with herself that he could call her back tonight.
When The Late Late Show ended, Charlotte turned off the television and

chucked the remote across the room.
He didn’t call back.
And the thing was, she wasn’t sure who she was more pissed off at—him

or herself. If she had just gone to his house like Mick had insisted, she
wouldn’t be sitting here alone and miserable, still trying to figure out what
in the world was going on.

Now she had two options—she could go back online and read the articles
and piece together what was real and what was just conjecture, or she could
go to sleep and try to see Julian tomorrow. Of course, it would have to be
after work, since Fridays were usually a little chaotic at the office. But by
that time the band would have had their press conference and she’d be able
to see video footage of it and hear from the guys themselves about what
was going on.

“Sleep it is,” she said, stretching.

* * *

When her alarm went off in the morning, it felt as if she had just fallen
asleep after the restless night she’d had.

And as was her usual luck, nothing went as planned. Her shower drain
backed up, she burned her hand on her curling iron, and there wasn’t any
coffee in the house so she had no choice but to stop and get a cup on her
way to work. It was her usual stop, but today she just wanted to get to work
and get the day over with.



There were a ton of cars lining the street, and she had to wonder what
would have all these people in town at this early hour. Finding a parking
spot was a bit of a nightmare, but one opened up miraculously after she’d
circled the block multiple times.

“It’s going to be that kind of day,” she murmured as she climbed from the
car. Turning the corner, Charlotte cursed.

The line was easily fifty people deep coming out of the coffee shop.
“What in the world?” she cried softly.
The guy in front of her turned around and smiled. “Free coffee today,” he

said.
“Seriously? Why?”
He shrugged. “Some guy came out earlier and said there was free coffee

for anyone who needed it today. Kind of loud about it too,” he added. “You
can imagine how fast word spread and people were lining up.”

Charlotte looked at her phone and knew that if the line didn’t start
moving, she was going to be late for work. The thought of the one-step-
above-instant coffee at the office made her decide being a few minutes late
would be worth the inconvenience.

It didn’t take long for her to realize she may have underestimated how
late she’d be when a news crew pulled up and headed into the coffee shop.

“Must be another slow news day,” she murmured, and the guy in front of
her chuckled.

“Either that or they really wanted the free coffee and used their gear as a
ploy to cut to the front of the line!” he said.

That was one way to look at it, she supposed.
Twenty minutes later she was finally walking through the door. Her head

was down as she looked at her phone and quickly typed out a text to her
boss to say she was running late and would be there as soon as possible.
Their exchange went back and forth as she moved forward, and it wasn’t
until she heard someone call “next” that she looked up.



And saw Julian standing behind the counter next to the cashier.
Charlotte looked around in confusion before focusing her gaze on him.
“I believe the lady will have a caramel Frappuccino and a blueberry

muffin,” Julian said to the cashier, but his eyes never left Charlotte’s.
“Ma’am? Is that correct?” the cashier asked.
All she could do was nod.
“If you could step down to the end, your order will be out in a moment.”
She did as she was asked and expected Julian to move with her. But he

didn’t. She looked at him and saw the amusement on his face. After a
moment, he walked over to meet her.

“Julian, what in the world?” she asked quietly, not wanting anyone to
think she was having a panic attack.

Even though that was exactly what she was having.
“I’m paying it forward,” he said and then looked over his shoulder toward

the line. “I’d love to stay and talk, but I need to get back to the register and
greet everyone. Who knew so many people were in need of coffee, right?”

When he turned to walk away, she reached out and touched his arm. He
immediately turned around, his expression so soft and warm and wonderful,
and a far cry from the man she had first met here two months ago.

“I don’t understand what’s going on,” she admitted, moving in closer to
him. “I tried calling you last night and—”

“Why didn’t you let Mick bring you over?” he asked softly, his eyes
scanning her face like a caress.

“I…I was confused and nervous, and those reporters really freaked me
out. Everything happened so fast and I just kind of panicked. Then I
realized how stupid I’d been and tried to call.”

Julian moved just a little closer and she could feel the warmth of his
body; she wanted to burrow in close to him and never move away. He
touched her hand gently as he smiled down at her. “What are you doing for
lunch?”



Lunch? Wait…what time was it?
“I don’t have any plans.” Hope began to bubble up inside of her.
“Now you do,” he said. “I’ll pick you up.” Then he turned to walk away

but stopped and looked at her. “And make sure you’re online at eleven.”
This time he did walk away and she had to call out after him. “What am I

looking for?”
With one last glance over his shoulder, he smiled again. “The link is

waiting in your inbox.”
And then he was back behind the counter and the barista was handing her

the coffee she’d ordered. Head spinning, Charlotte somehow managed to
make it out the door and back to her car, but work was the last place she
wanted to go. She wanted to stay and watch him do this crazy stunt and
then be with him when he went to whatever it was he was doing next.

Beside her, a reporter was speaking to the camera. “Drummer Julian
Grayson is giving away free coffee here until ten this morning and
reminding people to pay it forward. There’s some speculation on why the
normally private rocker is suddenly making such a public display.
Hopefully we’ll find out later this morning when Shaughnessy holds their
press conference. In the meantime, everyone, let’s all take a page from
Julian’s book and do something nice for someone today.”

If her heart hadn’t already been full to capacity before, it was now.
Not only had he remembered her words from their first meeting, he was

reaching out to the masses in the hope that they’d do something good for
others.

And that was the greatest gift he could ever have given her.



Chapter 11

“This is freaking awesome!” Dylan shouted as he high-fived Matt. “Do you
hear the crowd out there?”

Beside him, Julian stood with Riley and waited for their cue to take the
stage. It wasn’t a concert. There were no instruments, just a long table with
five chairs behind it up on a stage facing a crowd of about a hundred
people.

“I’d like to hear the roar of an arena crowd,” Matt said and then laughed.
“But this is a great start!”

The day after Riley and Savannah had returned home from North
Carolina, the four of them had gotten together to talk about the band’s
future. There hadn’t been a lot to talk about—Julian was the lone holdout to
them getting back together.

And now he wasn’t and here they were.
“You’re sure about this?” Riley asked casually.
“A little late to change my mind now, don’t you think?” Julian replied just

as coolly.
“I’m serious, Jules. It wasn’t so long ago when I stood beside you and

asked if you were sure about something that was going to change your life.
If you’re not in this one hundred percent—if you’re doing this out of some
misplaced sense of loyalty and it’s going to make you miserable, just say
the word and we’ll call it off.”



For a moment, Julian was too stunned to speak. Frowning, he looked at
Riley and realized he was serious. If Julian had any doubts in his mind
about taking this step, Riley Shaughnessy would have his back. Dylan and
Matt stepped in close and nodded—clearly having heard Riley’s words.
And what he saw on their faces was the same look Riley had on his.

These were his friends at their best.
No. They were his brothers, and as always, they had his back.
And now it was time to have theirs too.
“There is nothing else I want more than to start making music with the

three of you again,” he said, his voice thick with emotion. “The years we’ve
spent playing together have been the best of my life.”

And just like that they were huddled together in a group hug.
When they broke apart, Dylan nudged him with his shoulder. “Nothing

else you want more?” he teased. “Does that include Charlotte?”
Rolling his eyes, Julian chuckled. Leave it to Dylan to stoop to juvenile

teasing. “That’s on a whole other level and it’s completely separate from
this,” he stated honestly. “And after this press conference, I’m going to get
the girl and convince her we can make this work. So just know that I am not
to be bothered for at least seventy-two hours.”

“Someone thinks pretty highly of himself,” Dylan murmured.
“Mighty optimistic of you,” Matt said right after him.
“Make sure you have some Gatorade on hand,” Riley added with a laugh.
“I’m serious,” Julian said, even as he laughed and shook his head. “We’re

here to do this and we agreed to an hour. I hope Mick and the publicity
people can handle things after that, because—”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Mick said as he walked over. “We know. You’ve got
to go grovel and convince Charlotte that you deserve her. But, if you ask
me, she’s too good for you.” Then he grinned and slapped Julian on the
back good-naturedly. “It’s good to see you back where you belong.”



Once again emotion clogged his throat. “It’s been a long road,” he said
and then looked at his friends, his brothers, his bandmates. “For all of us.”

Everyone nodded in agreement.
Mick looked at the four of them and stood like a proud father. “Here’s

how this is going to go—you’ll be introduced one by one and when you’re
all on stage, pictures will be taken. I’m only allowing five minutes for that
before you’ll be shown to your seats. Once you’re situated, I’m going to
come out and talk to the crowd and let them know what’s going on. After I
read the statement we all agreed on, I’m going to open the floor to
questions. That’s where the bulk of the time will be spent.”

They each nodded. “We know the drill, Mick,” Riley said with a grin.
“This isn’t our first rodeo.”

“I know it’s not, but this is the first one you’re doing after several
turbulent years,” Mick said seriously. “We’re going to try and keep
everyone focused on what’s coming up, but you have to be prepared to
answer questions about where you’ve all been. That includes struggles with
writer’s block, career failures, rehab, and emotional breakdowns.” He
studied each of them as he said the words. “If you’re not prepared to deal
with the questions, tell me now and I’ll shut them down. Personally, I think
if you each lay your story out on the line—especially those of you who
haven’t talked to the press already—then it’s going to make moving
forward that much easier. The more secretive you are, the more rabid they’ll
become.”

More nodding.
“So, are we ready?” he asked.
“As we’ll ever be,” Julian said, more to himself than the group.
Riley put his hand out and said, “Let’s do this.”
And just like old times, Matt, Dylan, and Julian placed their hands on top

of his as a show of solidarity. Mick touched in at the end and looked at them
with a wide grin.



“Let’s go tell the world we’re back.”

* * *

Charlotte did her best to focus on her work, but she was entering
information for the client sitting in front of her and it was almost eleven.
Her nerves were frazzled and she had no idea how she was going to watch
the press conference if she didn’t get this done. The computer was slow and
if she could just get the file to submit, she could rush this gentleman out the
door.

She tapped her fingers, her toes, and was basically bouncing in her seat
when the screen changed and showed that her file was accepted.

Yes! Finally!
“Okay, Mr. Martinson,” she said quickly as she rose to her feet. “That’s

everything. Renee at the front desk will have a printout for you in about five
minutes with a list of jobs that match your search requirements. I’d like you
to make an appointment to come see me next week.” Holding out her hand,
Charlotte shook his and almost sagged to the floor with relief when he
walked out.

Swiftly, she moved around her desk and shut the door. Everyone knew
that when her door was shut it meant she was in the middle of something
important and not to be disturbed unless it was an emergency.

Luckily she’d set that precedent years ago and no one questioned it.
She nearly tripped over her own two feet to get back into her chair and

then it was like she was all thumbs as she tried to get into her personal
email account for the link Julian assured her was there.

At ten fifty-nine, she held her breath and waited.
On the screen, she saw a stage with a table on it and cards with all the

names of the guys in front of their seats, and then a woman went to a
podium off to the side of the stage.



“Ladies and gentlemen, I give you the men of Shaughnessy!” she said
with enthusiasm. She introduced the guys one by one, with Riley coming
out first and waving to the wildly cheering crowd, then Matt, then Dylan,
and finally, Julian. Her heart skipped a beat at the sight of him.

She hadn’t noticed this morning that he’d trimmed his hair and that his
perpetual five-o’clock shadow was looking a little fuller than usual, but
none of it mattered because he was perfect. Standing on the stage and
smiling in a pair of faded jeans, a black T-shirt, and a bit of attitude, he was
every inch the man she loved.

Next, Mick came out and announced that the band would be heading back
into the studio for the first time in five years, and once the album was
complete, they would tour. Charlotte’s hand flew to her chest as tears filled
her eyes. He was doing it. He was finally ready to do it.

And she was so damn proud of him.
Questions were being shouted from all over the room and she held her

breath, hoping no one was going to bring up the wedding or the video or
anything that might send Julian into some kind of tailspin. Although she
had a feeling he was ready to handle it now in a way he hadn’t been before.

Riley fielded the first two questions, which were specifically directed to
him—first about how he felt being back as a band after a successful solo
album and tour, and the second about Savannah’s upcoming book.

Sweet, she thought.
Then questions came to Matt and Dylan about their solo work outside of

the band.
Also nice questions.
“Julian!” someone called out. “You went on a sabbatical and came back

to do a lot of charity and volunteer work. Tell us about it.”
Charlotte didn’t breathe, didn’t blink. She sat and listened to Julian talk

about how they’d met, and how he came to find out about the plight of the
homeless firsthand, and how fulfilling it had been to get involved. He then



encouraged everyone in the room to do something to help out—donate
food, clothing, or their time. He was emphatic when he spoke of how most
people thought they’d have to give too much or wondered how could they
give when they thought it would cost them too much money to make a
difference.

“The first time I stepped into the shelter, I helped unload a food truck and
moved some shelves around and swept floors,” he said. “It didn’t take too
much time or effort. But to those people who worked there day in and day
out and were feeling overwhelmed? It was a gift. That’s when I knew we
were looking at charity the wrong way.”

“Tell us about the music program!” another reporter called out.
Slowly she let out her breath and felt tears roll down her cheeks. No one

was interested in talking about the painful stuff these four men had gone
through in the last several years. No one cared about their struggles and
their mistakes. They were there because of a shared love of rock and roll
and the music Shaughnessy played.

For another forty minutes, each of the guys answered questions, and then
Mick stood and thanked everyone for their time before motioning to the
band to exit the stage. The reporters were still calling out questions, and that
was when Mick brought back the woman who had originally introduced
them all and told the crowd she’d be handling the rest of the questions.
Charlotte had no idea who she was but apparently she handled PR for the
band. She felt sorry for her and imagined how overwhelmed she must feel
at the enthusiasm of the reporters for more information.

Closing her browser, she immediately stood and reached for her purse,
and ran to the ladies’ room to freshen up. No doubt it would be at least an
hour before Julian showed up, but she didn’t want him to see she’d been
crying—even if they were happy tears.

For thirty minutes, she did busywork and was anxiously watching the
clock, when her boss came into the office.



“Would you care to explain why there is a horde of reporters out in front
of the building asking for you?” Jennifer Roberts looked like someone’s
sweet grandmother, but still managed to strike fear into you with one look.

“Um…”
“Is there something going on, Charlotte?” she demanded. “Are you in

some sort of trouble or involved in some kind of scandal? Because we can’t
have that here! The people who come to us are trying to get their lives
together, and I can’t have someone who’s causing problems in the public
eye sitting behind a desk helping them.”

“It’s not like that, Jennifer. I swear,” Charlotte said, her voice only mildly
trembling. “There’s no scandal, but—”

“Then why are reporters here? Do you hear how loud they’re being? I bet
whoever just walked in the door was scared to death to walk through that
crowd!” She gave Charlotte a disapproving glare. “I think you should pack
up and go home for the rest of the day. And we’ll see if things are quiet on
Monday.” She paused. “On second thought, stay home on Monday too, just
to play it safe.”

“That works for me.”
Charlotte gasped as she heard Julian’s words and saw him leaning against

the door with a sexy grin. Nothing and no one had ever looked better to her.
“Who’s this?” Jennifer demanded. “Is he the reason you’re in trouble?”
While Charlotte grabbed her phone, her purse, and her laptop, Julian

looked at Jennifer and smiled politely. “There’s no trouble, ma’am. I’m just
here to get my girl.”

Stepping around her desk, Charlotte took the hand Julian held out to her
and wished her boss a good weekend, happily following him out the door.

And stopped short at the crowd of reporters.
“Julian, I…”
Tucking her in close to his side, he whispered in her ear, “Smile and wave

and keep walking.” When she looked at him with wide eyes, he added,



“Trust me.”
And she did.
She truly did.
Together they made it to a waiting SUV—probably the same one from

last night—and he helped her in before climbing in beside her. Without
waiting for any instructions, their driver pulled out of the parking lot, and
she felt herself breathe normally for the first time all day.

Julian still held her hand as he kept her close.
“Did you see the press conference?”
“I did. You did great. All of you did great.”
He nodded. “I was pleasantly surprised. I think I was expecting a little

more drama.”
“Every time someone started asking a question, I held my breath and

prayed they’d behave. I’m so glad they did. And not just to you, but to all of
you.”

“Yeah, like I said, it was a surprise, and now that it’s over, I’m even
happier that we did it. We were prepared to answer whatever was thrown at
us, no matter how personal. I’m glad it didn’t come to that. This was a good
experience, and it’s nice to see the support we already have from the
media.”

As they drove on, Charlotte rested her head on his shoulder and listened
to him talk about the conversation he had with the guys and what their plans
were for the new music. None of the specifics mattered to her—it wasn’t as
if she understood the music business anyway. All that mattered was
listening to the excitement in his voice as he talked about his future. It was
hard to imagine that this was the same bitter, angry man she’d originally
met. The two barely resembled one another anymore, and that was a
miracle in and of itself.

When they drove through town and didn’t stop, she straightened. “I
thought we were getting lunch.”



Beside her, Julian chuckled. “Don’t worry. I know how important eating
is to you. I just figured after such a crazy morning, you wouldn’t mind a
more…private lunch.”

All of her girly parts wanted to stand up and cheer and then sing the
“Hallelujah” chorus. Smiling shyly, she said, “Sounds perfect.”

Within minutes they pulled up to Julian’s house and as soon as they were
out of the car, he waved to the driver and ushered Charlotte inside—
seeming as anxious to get her alone as she was to be alone with him.

They had always been in sync like that.
Inside, with the door closed and locked behind them, Julian took her by

the hand and led her directly to the kitchen. The table was set and food was
out—all of it looked delicious, but she couldn’t help glancing over her
shoulder toward the bedroom and feeling just a teeny bit disappointed.

Tugging her in close until they were toe to toe, chest to chest, Julian
rested his forehead against hers. “Patience.”

Yup. In sync.
Her stomach growled and she reminded herself that it would probably be

a good thing for them to take the time and eat now, because if she had her
wish, they wouldn’t have the time or energy for food until much, much
later.

Maybe even tomorrow.
So she let him lead her to the table and took a seat.
They ate as she listened; he talked more about how he felt about the press

conference and heading back into the studio. And then she knew they would
have to address the elephant in the room before they could go back to what
they had before.

“Tell me about your meeting with Dena,” she said carefully.
With a chuckle, Julian finished the last of his sandwich, taking his time

before answering. “You know, I actually kind of like it when you pose a
question like a shrink. At first I didn’t, but now I think it’s kind of cute.”



It was the most ridiculous thing she had ever heard, but she realized it
was exactly how her words had sounded. “Sorry. Habit, I guess.”

“Don’t apologize. It was just the first thing that came to mind.”
It was possible he was trying to avoid the topic, but then he surprised her

by talking.
And talking.
And talking.
By the time he stood to clear away the dishes, Charlotte almost felt like

she’d been there in the restaurant with them that day. He’d held nothing
back, and she had to say—on both a personal and professional level—what
had transpired had been pretty healthy. For both of them. And while she’d
still like to have five minutes alone with the woman responsible for messing
up so much of his life so she could get a few things off her own chest, that
was never going to happen. Eventually, she’d be okay with that.

Julian sat back down and smiled, looking completely at ease and relaxed.
It was such a transformation for him that she couldn’t take her eyes off him.

“Tell me what you’ve been up to,” he said, reaching for her hand and
caressing her palm.

How in the world was she supposed to concentrate on forming words
when his touch was already turning her inside out?

“Nothing at all like what you’ve been up to,” she said, hoping to move
things along. “You know, work, sleep, work again. Nothing exciting at all.”

“Hmm…”
“I saw the improvements at the shelter, you know.”
He nodded, but he was studying her hand and running those talented

fingers over her wrist now. “And what did you think?”
There were zero thoughts in her head other than feeling his hands on

other parts of her.
“Julian?”



His dark eyes looked at her and she saw all the heat and want and need
that she knew were mirrored in her own. “Hmm?”

“I think I’d very much like to take this conversation inside,” she said
boldly, coming to her feet. “To the bedroom,” she added for clarification.

In the blink of an eye, she was scooped up in his arms as they strode from
the room.

“Thank God,” he said with a husky laugh, and it was the greatest sound in
the world to her.

* * *

Having Charlotte back in his arms, his bed, his life was even better than all
the success Julian had ever had. Nothing had ever felt as satisfying.

He had promised himself he’d bring her home and they’d spend time
talking, and he wouldn’t pressure her or push her for more than she was
willing to give. If that meant taking things slow and starting over, then he’d
be okay with that. But judging by the way she was tearing at his clothes
with the same fervor he was moving hers aside, he felt pretty confident that
slow was out the window.

And he’d never been more thankful in his life.
They rolled onto the bed—each vying for the top position but Julian

eventually won out. His prize? He got to gaze down at his beautiful girl
with her hair sprawled across the pillows and wearing nothing but ice-blue
lace. She simply took his breath away.

She panted his name and it sounded like a plea. He understood
completely because he wasn’t above begging right now either.

He wanted to savor this and make up for lost time, but the need for her
was too great, his desire too strong.

“I promise round two will be better,” he vowed. “But I can’t wait,
Charlotte. I’ve missed you so damn much.”



Her long legs wrapped around his waist as her arms circled his shoulders.
“No one’s asking you to wait. I was ready about an hour ago. I wasn’t sure
how much longer I was supposed to wait.”

That was his girl. His sweet, sexy, sassy girl.
“The wait is over, sweetheart,” he said gruffly, reverently.
What followed was wild and frantic and so perfectly them, and when he

held her close afterward and helped her shimmy under the sheets with him,
he felt like the happiest man in the world.

He was home.
He was healed.
“Do you remember the night I saw you on the beach?” he asked softly,

kissing her temple.
“Which one? There were two of those nights.”
“The night a few weeks ago.”
She nodded. “I do.”
“Do you remember what you said to me?”
“Right now, I can barely remember my own name, Julian,” she teased.

“You’ll have to refresh my memory. I was so mad at you, I’m sure I said
something bratty.”

He laughed and hugged her close. “There were a couple of bratty
comments, but that’s not what I was referring to.”

Pulling back slightly, she looked at him, her brow furrowed and confusion
on her face.

“From the moment I met you, Charlotte, you never asked for anything.
You gave, and you gave selflessly. No one’s ever done that for me before.
Ever.”

“Julian…”
“I’m serious. At first, I had no idea what to do with you or about you. I

kept waiting for you to do or say something that would prove you weren’t



who you seemed.” He paused. “But you’re the most sincere and genuine
person I’ve ever known.”

She sighed and looked like she was about to say something but stopped
herself.

“But more than that, you felt my pain like it was your own. I didn’t…I
didn’t get that. It wasn’t until you told me you loved me too much to end up
being one more person with expectations and demands on me that I realized
that. I know I don’t deserve you, Charlotte, but I love you. I want to be the
man who is worthy of you.”

Stopping because, for the second time today, he couldn’t believe how
emotional he was feeling, he kissed the top of her head and smiled when
she relaxed against him.

“Then I started thinking about that and realized I felt the same way about
you too—I see how hard you work and how much of yourself you give to
the things you believe in and how you try to ease people’s burdens. Most of
the time no one thanks you for it or you don’t get to see how thankful they
are. I wanted to do something to help you so there would be fewer
expectations and demands on you. So maybe you could relax a little at work
or have a night off where you weren’t feeling stressed about a family you’d
helped or the shelter.”

“No one’s ever done that for me before,” she admitted quietly. “I mean, I
get volunteers, and my friends and family help out or donate to a cause that
I suggest. I think they do it more to make me stop talking about it than for
the people they’re helping. What you’ve done in the last two months,
Julian? The effects of that are going to be felt for years. And that makes me
both happy and sad at the same time.”

He knew exactly what she meant and loved her all the more for it.
In each other’s arms, they seemed lost in their own thoughts for several

long minutes before Julian spoke again. “So you were in trouble with your
boss, huh?”



She laughed softly. “Jennifer has two moods—neutral or fully annoyed. I
think you can guess which she was today.”

“Would it help if I said I was sorry?” he asked with amusement.
Playfully swatting him, Charlotte said, “I guess I figured it was one thing

for reporters to show up at the shelter—after all, it was the place you
referred to. And then today I thought everyone would be at the press
conference. I’m not newsworthy enough for them to track me down at the
office.”

“Well, to be honest, they followed me to your office.”
Lifting her head, she looked at him.
“When I was leaving the building, there were a few reporters outside who

asked if I was heading to the studio to start working on the new music, and I
told them no. I had to go and get the girl first.”

Her eyes went wide. “You did not!”
But he nodded and grinned. “Sure did. So we had a bit of a caravan

following us that somehow grew along the way. I hope some people stayed
to the end of the conference. Our PR team had a ton of information to share
and answer questions about. I certainly thought that would be more
interesting than me showing up and taking the woman I love to lunch.”

And yeah, he’d said it twice now and she hadn’t, and he wasn’t sure how
much more prompting she’d need to say it to him.

He really wanted her to say it to him.
“Hmm… I wouldn’t find that particularly interesting either,” she said

mildly. “Except maybe they were hoping for a little PDA for their video.”
“You think they followed me all that way just to see a kiss?” he asked,

totally amused by her theory.
“It’s a possibility. You never know.”
Shrugging, he did let his mind wander to that, but it still seemed crazy to

him.



“Here’s something I can tell you about the average person—you know,
the ones who don’t live in mansions on the beach or who tour the world as a
rock star,” she added for clarification. “We all have a mild curiosity to
watch a train wreck. I don’t know why, but it seems to be a fact. And when
that train wreck comes in the form of someone’s downfall, the more
interesting the story becomes.”

“Great,” he murmured.
“However,” she quickly went on, “we all love a happy ending. For years

the press has been watching you and the guys have your own versions of
train wrecks. Now they’re ready for all those happy endings.”

His chest tightened at what she was implying.
“And you think this here—us—is going to be one of those happy

endings?” he asked cautiously.
“Oh, yeah,” she said softly, practically purring as she leaned in close. “I

believe that very much.”
Now he was desperate for the words.
“Why, Charlotte?” His voice was so low and so unsure he almost didn’t

recognize it.
“Because I love you, Julian Grayson. I loved you when you were being

completely unlovable. I want to watch you step back into the music world
with confidence. I want to be by your side when you have amazing success
and I want to be by your side when you come home at the end of the day or
at the end of a tour and hear all about it.”

It was possibly the most amazing thing anyone had ever said to him.
Ever.
“You’re mine, Charlotte Clark. And there isn’t another woman in the

world I want with me as this new phase of my life begins, because you
make me want to be a better man. You make me want to do more on a
completely different level than I ever knew existed. I love you.”

The kiss they shared was soft and reverent.



Just like their words.
“This was what the reporters wanted to hear,” she said, smiling sweetly at

him.
“Well, too bad. They’ll have to wait and hear it another day. Your boss

told you to stay home until Tuesday, so if anyone wants a sound bite from
us, they’ll have to wait until then.”

* * *

The sun was rising and Charlotte didn’t think she’d ever get enough of
watching it from this vantage point—wrapped in Julian’s arms with a
blanket around them while they sipped coffee on the sand.

“You know you’re spoiling me, right?” she asked softly as the coffee
warmed her on such a chilly morning.

“You deserve to be spoiled. And you can’t really put this on me. Mother
Nature is the one doing all the work here. I’m just along for the show.”

“And what a show it is.”
“I don’t know, I kind of like the show we had going on inside—you

know, where it was warm and we had a big bed and more blankets and no
audience.”

She laughed. “It’s only us and the seagulls out here right now.”
“Yeah, well…they’re watching,” he grumbled and took a sip of his own

coffee.
“That’s ridiculous.” But then one of those seagulls started to walk by and

stopped to study them. “You’re not helping here, bird.”
“Told ya.”
They laughed and Julian hugged her close as they enjoyed the

peacefulness of the early morning.
As much as Charlotte would love to have this feeling, this view, every

day, she knew it wasn’t possible. For starters, this wasn’t her home, and
technically, it wasn’t Julian’s either. For all she knew, in the last few weeks,



he had decided on where he was moving to and it wasn’t going to have an
ocean view address.

Then again, neither did hers.
Last night they’d stayed up all night talking, making love, and eating, and

she knew they both needed some sleep, but that didn’t stop her from
touching on the topic.

“How much longer is your lease on this house?”
“Mick said I could extend it if I wanted to.”
“That was nice of him.” She paused and drank a little more of her coffee.

“How has the house search gone?”
Behind her, he shrugged. “I’ve seen a couple of places online that interest

me, but I haven’t been motivated to go look at any of them.”
He went quiet and she had a feeling he had more to say, so she waited him

out.
“I was going to look at places on the East Coast,” he said quietly, and

Charlotte stilled. “Without you, there wasn’t anything keeping me here. I
grew up out there, and Riley’s got a vacation house there, Matt’s living
there full-time…it was an idea.”

Charlotte had been born and raised in Malibu and never considered living
anyplace else but here. Even when her family vacationed, it was to other
parts of California or in the Pacific Northwest.

“I’ve never been to the East Coast,” she said casually. “I hear there are
some beautiful beaches there.” As she rested her head back on his shoulder,
she could almost feel him smiling. “Then again, you can’t believe
everything you read, right?”

He chuckled. “Depends on what you’re reading.”
“I have some vacation time coming. Maybe I’ll have to go find out for

myself if what I’ve read is accurate. I may even ask Riley about his
brother’s resort on Hilton Head. That might be nice to see.”

“Oh yeah?”



She nodded. “I trust Riley more than I do a travel brochure. And I doubt
he’d brag about the place just because his brother owns it.”

That made Julian laugh. “Then you don’t know Riley very well. He’s got
a lot of siblings and if you listen to him, they’re all brilliant.”

“Well, his twin brother is, isn’t he?”
Nodding, Julian said, “Owen. Who is now the father of two sets of

twins.”
Charlotte gasped and turned in his arms, smiling. “They had the babies?”
“Last week. They induced Brooke and she and the babies are fine—

perfectly healthy.”
“And? What did she have?” she asked excitedly.
“One of each this time.”
“And they have twin boys already, right?”
“Three boys and one girl. They’re going to have their hands full.”
Charlotte was actually a little envious. Not that she was eager to have

multiple sets of twins, but thinking about having a big family and knowing
that the entire Shaughnessy family must have been there to celebrate the
twins’ birth made her feel hopeful. She would love to experience something
like that for herself. Even if she didn’t have the big family, she did have a
lot of friends.

“What are you thinking about right now?” he asked as he nuzzled her
neck, his breath warm yet causing chills.

“Thinking about how lucky they are. All that love and new babies and…”
She stopped and sighed. “It just sounds like a lot of happiness.”

“How would you feel about that kind of happiness?” he asked with a little
more nuzzling.

She could play dumb and make him spell out exactly what he was trying
to say, but this was far too important of a topic. Twisting all the way around
in his lap so she was straddling him and being very careful to keep the



blanket in place and not spill the coffee, Charlotte met his very serious
gaze.

“I want that kind of happiness. Very much.”
A slow smile spread across his face. “How soon?”
So much joy bubbled up inside her that she couldn’t help but wrap herself

even tighter around him. “How soon are you offering?”
“Sweetheart, I’m ready to take you inside right now and get started if

you’re up for it.”
Was she? Were they seriously talking about this already? Were they being

just a little impetuous?
Julian must have sensed her inner questions because he pulled back and

looked at her before reaching up and cupping her face. “There’s no rush,
Charlotte. We don’t have to decide right now or today or even tomorrow.”
His thumb stroked her cheek. “Just promise me something.”

“Anything.”
“That we will make those plans someday. Because baby, I don’t want to

waste one more moment of our lives.”
“It’s the same for me, Julian. Always.”
Slowly he maneuvered them so they were both on their feet. “How about

this, we go inside and catch a couple of hours’ sleep and maybe start
making a few plans over brunch out on the deck.”

“That sounds like the best plan yet.”
Taking her hand, Julian began to lead her back to the house. “Sweetheart,

that’s just the beginning. You ain’t seen nothing yet.”
And she truly believed him.



Epilogue

Two months later…

“I’m nervous. Is anyone else nervous?”
“I’m doing okay.”
“Never better.”
Charlotte took a deep breath and accepted the glass of wine Savannah

handed to her. “Thanks.”
“You need to relax. This is all a good thing. Trust me.”
“How can you be so sure? The last time something like this happened

was, what—years ago!”
Paige laughed softly as she sipped on a glass of water with lemon.

“Personally, I’m excited. I’ve watched old footage and it was amazing. And
kind of a turn-on. Dylan had no idea why I jumped him that night.” And
with a naughty grin, she moved away to greet some people.

“I saw them live years ago. It was the night I managed to sneak backstage
and kissed Matt for the first time,” Vivienne said, sipping her own glass of
wine.

“Seriously?” Charlotte asked. “That’s kind of cool!”
“Nah, not so much. Turns out he didn’t remember it,” she said blandly.
“He did eventually,” Savannah prompted. “But yeah, no points for Matty

on that one.”



“Ladies!” Mick called out as he strode toward them. “You all look
beautiful, and I have an usher here to escort you and the rest of this massive
VIP group out to your seats.”

They were standing in a grand lounge along with most of the
Shaughnessy family, Dylan’s parents, Matt’s father, stepmother, and little
sister, Vivienne’s brother Aaron and his fiancée, Emilie, and Julian’s
parents. Tonight was the first public performance for Shaughnessy in years.
The anniversary gala was a star-studded event, but Shaughnessy was the
headliner and the media had been buzzing about it for weeks.

It was a little like an out-of-body experience for Charlotte. All of her time
with Julian had been fairly off the radar, and to be thrust into the spotlight
and walking a red carpet had been beyond intimidating.

But she was kind of loving every minute of it.
Just like she was loving every minute of their life together.
A life they were moving to North Carolina as soon as Shaughnessy’s

album and world tour were completed. Julian had been anxious to do it all
now, but she had argued it would be better to stay grounded where they
were for the time being so he could be close to the studio and the guys. She
would also be able to keep working while he was on tour.

The discussion hadn’t gone quite the way she had envisioned, and they’d
compromised—they would stay put in Malibu while the album was being
finished and she would keep working, but he wanted her to resign sooner so
she could see the world with him.

How could she say no?
And to sweeten the deal, the name of the tour and the album was Pay It

Forward. A percentage of the tour revenue and record sales were being
donated to a foundation whose goal was to end homelessness.

So for the first time in her life, Charlotte Clark was going to see not only
the country but the world. Julian had opened her eyes to the fact that it was
time for her to live a little for herself—that there was no crime in her doing



so. It didn’t take away from the work she did to help those less fortunate; if
anything, it invigorated her. She knew she’d spent far too long working
tirelessly and realized how much more effective she could be if she allowed
herself some time to recharge once in a while.

Amazing what the love of a good man could do. And one of the things he
did to show he loved her was to be concerned for her mental and physical
well-being. He never asked her to stop working, just to take some time for
herself once in a while.

This had been a year of many firsts for her and she was thankful for all of
them—especially for the man who was making so many of her dreams
come true.

* * *

“I’m nervous. Is anyone else nervous?”
Julian threw one of his drumsticks at Riley and told him to shut up. The

man was practically bouncing on his toes in excitement, and he knew their
front man had never been nervous a day in his life.

They’d worked hard, the four of them. They’d spent every day in the
studio for almost two months straight and the album was nearing
completion. They were fortunate that they were four strong composers who
knew one another so well that they had the same vision for their newest
musical collaboration.

Julian sat on the sofa and let his head fall back and closed his eyes. He
was in the zone. He was ready. It was funny how he didn’t realize just how
much he’d missed this and needed this until he had it back. The thought of
never doing this would have been like losing a limb, and he was grateful
that he’d finally got himself together and out of his funk before it was too
late.

Lifting his head, he scanned the room and looked at his friends.



Matty Reed. Once a cocky and arrogant little punk who thought he had
more talent than the four of them put together. He’d learned a hard lesson
with his Broadway flop, but that lesson had helped him finally mature and
had led him to Vivienne. Despite Matt’s turbulent upbringing, it was nice to
see a smile on his face almost all the time. He was calmer now, more
thoughtful, and finally at peace with his past and his family and ready to
start one of his own.

Dylan Anders. It was a wonder he was still alive. Julian could look back
and think of the things Dylan used to do, and all he could say was that his
friend had one hell of a guardian angel. The funny thing was how even at
his worst, Julian had always considered him one of the most gifted
musicians he had ever encountered. But then when he started jamming with
a sober Dylan? Man, this clean and sober version was brilliant. And now he
was going to have a kid of his own. Julian could only hope the kid inherited
some of his father’s musical gifts.

“Why isn’t the clock moving?” Riley called out to no one in particular.
Riley Shaughnessy. The reason any of them were even here. A scrappy

kid from a large family, with a big personality and a voice like an angel.
Yeah, he’d said it.
No one could sing like Riley, and when he sang a capella? The man was

capable of giving even the biggest music cynic chills. Riley had formed this
band so many years ago and they had all given him grief about naming it
after himself. Turned out it really worked for them because Riley was the
heart of this band. None of them could do it on their own, and without him
at the helm, it wasn’t even worth doing. It had been tough watching him
struggle to do this whole thing on his own, but Julian felt it had been a great
experience for Riley. It had strengthened him and given him a confidence
he didn’t have before.

And then there was himself.



He was all of them rolled into one. Except with a heaping pile of attitude
and stubbornness thrown in. Most of his life Julian had told himself he was
a loner—that he would be okay and even happy on his own. But it was a lie.
Without these men, he would be miserable. They completed him and
brought out the best in him as a musician.

He firmly believed his heart was split equally in two—one half belonged
to Shaughnessy and the other to Charlotte.

And he was happy to give it to each of them.
The door to the dressing room swung open and Mick walked in with a

couple of bodyguards behind him.
“Let’s do this!”
No one said a word as they walked the winding hallways that led to the

backstage area. It was dimly lit and loud, and there seemed to be people
everywhere. It was familiar and intimidating all at the same time.

Nervously, Julian twirled one of his sticks in his right hand and waited for
their cue. The stage manager led them out behind the curtain, where all of
their places had been marked. Stepping behind the drum kit he loved, Julian
caressed the wood and smiled. In front of him to his left was Dylan. He was
flexing and stretching his fingers as one of the stage crew adjusted his
guitar strap for him. To his right, Matt was putting his ear piece in and
listening to something Mick was telling him.

And out in front behind the microphone stood the band’s namesake.
They were back.
No more running.
No more hiding.
And as the curtain rose and the crowd went wild, Julian counted them in

and let the music take them.

For more Samantha Chase check out 
The Montgomery Brothers series



Suddenly Mine
On sale January 2019



Read on for a sneak peek at the next book 
in the Montgomery Brothers series

Suddenly Mine



Prologue

As far as cocktail parties went, this one was in pure Montgomery fashion.
In a room filled with family, there was a lot of laughter, but there was also a
lot of business talk.

Monica Montgomery rolled her eyes at that one. It didn’t matter how
many parties she’d attended—and hosted—she still never understood the
appeal of talking business when you were celebrating something wonderful!
In this case, her niece Megan’s engagement to Alex Rebat. Looking across
the room, she saw them laughing and smiling as they spoke to the people
around them, and it made her heart swell with pride.

“We did that,” a giddy voice said from beside her.
Smiling, Monica looked at her sister-in-law Eliza and agreed. “We sure

did. Now I can see why my husband loves playing matchmaker. It’s a
wonderful feeling to see the joy on the faces of a couple in love.”

“And Megan and Alex certainly are,” Eliza said with a happy sigh. “My
baby girl is all grown up and I’ve never seen her look happier.” She paused.
“I only wish I could say the same for my sons.”

Unfortunately, Monica was stumped on what to do with her wayward
nephews. Neither Carter nor Christian seemed to have any interest in
settling down. And that wasn’t acceptable. There was a whole new
generation of Montgomerys coming up in this world and she hoped her
nephews would want to contribute to that.



“I have to admit,” she began carefully, “Christian seems a little less…
intense these days.”

Beside her, Eliza nodded. “Believe it or not, he was dating someone.”
“Really?” Monica asked excitedly.
“Pfft, don’t get your hopes up. That relationship ended already, but it was

nice to know that he was finally showing an interest in dating again.”
“Any idea what finally changed his mind?”
Eliza shrugged. “Not a clue. My son doesn’t share anything about his

personal life, and for that I blame my husband.”
This was new information. “Why? What does Joseph have to do with

this?”
For a moment, Eliza looked extremely uncomfortable, managing to look

everywhere except at Monica.
“Eliza?” Monica prompted.
With a weary shrug, Eliza responded, “Let’s say that my husband

managed to interfere in a relationship Christian was involved in when he
lived in London. Neither of them will say much about it and it was
obviously ages ago, but…” Another sigh. “It’s come up several times, and if
I had to take a guess, I’d say my husband was a little less than
compassionate.”

“Oh no.” Monica scanned the room and spotted Christian talking intently
with his father. “Do you think we should go over there and break that up?
After all, maybe they both need a reminder that this is a ballroom, not a
conference room.”

Eliza laughed softly. “It doesn’t seem to matter.”
“What about Carter? How’s he doing these days? Dating anyone?”
“Carter seems to date a lot, but we never meet the girl and he only goes

out with them once or twice.” Shaking her head, she turned to Monica.
“Here’s the thing. I know exactly who Carter’s going to marry, he just
doesn’t know it yet.”



That was both cryptic and intriguing. “Really? And when did this
happen?”

“When Carter was in the fourth grade.”
Luckily, she hadn’t taken a sip of her champagne or she would have been

choking on it. “Um…excuse me?”
Nodding, Eliza explained. “I knew the moment my son had met his

match, and they’ve known each other almost their entire lives. If I had my
way, they’d be together right now.”

“So why aren’t they?”
“Neither of them is ready, but…soon.” She sighed. “I hope she’s still

single.”
“You don’t know?”
“I’ve sort of lost track.”
There was no way Monica was going to remind Eliza that there was a real

possibility of the girl being unavailable. The last thing Monica wanted was
to bring the mood down—after all, that would make her no better than her
brother-in-law. Looking around the room, she spotted her husband. She was
going to have a conversation with him later on in hopes of having him
straighten his brother out and getting him to lay off of Christian.

Deciding to change the subject—sort of—Monica took a sip of her
champagne and smiled at Eliza. “So, what are you doing with yourself these
days? Anything exciting?”

“I’ve been working with Joseph’s head of human resources lately and
helping them with some new health incentives for employees.”

“Really? I haven’t heard anything about that,” Monica said, intrigued. “Is
this something that is only going to take place in New York, or do you think
it will go company-wide?”

“I’m hoping for company-wide. It would have a corporate wellness nurse
come to the office several times a month and do things like flu shots, blood
pressure checks, and offer sessions on nutrition. It’s in the beginning stages,



but I’d like to think we can turn it into something all employees can benefit
from.”

“Color me impressed, Eliza,” Monica said with a smile. “I had no idea
you were doing any corporate work.”

“Every once in a while, I like to get involved in something. This
particular idea wasn’t something I came up with myself. It was something I
heard about while I was at my doctor’s office. You know I had gone to
school to become a nurse, but once we started having kids, I stopped
working. Believe it or not, I’ve often toyed with the idea of going back to
school and becoming an RN.”

“I didn’t realize that! That would be an awful lot of work, wouldn’t it?”
Eliza agreed. “It would, and as much as I think I’d enjoy it, I enjoy our

lives the way they are right now.”
“I understand.”
“Anyway, I mentioned the idea of the wellness program to Joseph and he

liked it. We talked about it and he asked me to work with human resources
to get it started.”

“I’ll have to ask William about it. It sounds wonderful!”
“Did I hear my name?”
Monica turned and smiled as her husband leaned in and kissed her on the

cheek. “It’s like you have some sort of radar, William,” she teased.
“Sometimes I do,” he teased in return. “What are you two lovely ladies

talking about?”
Monica told him about the corporate wellness program. “Don’t you think

it’s a wonderful idea?”
“Absolutely! We’ve been talking about it and were trying to figure out

where to go with it next.”
And then inspiration hit. With a sly look at Eliza, Monica turned to her

husband. “I think it would be beneficial to go to San Diego next!”
Both William and Eliza looked at her in mild confusion.



“You do?” they said in unison.
“I do,” she replied. “Just like it worked well to have Megan go and work

with Christian’s office because it’s smaller, it might be nice to do the same
with this program.”

“Well, I suppose—” William said, but Monica was on a roll.
“And considering how Eliza has been working so diligently with Joseph’s

office, I think it would be a wonderful idea for her to share what she’s done
with Christian’s human resources people.”

“That does sound—”
“And,” she barreled on, “I think I’d like to go with her and learn a little

about it myself, and then I can talk to the people in your office, William.
What do you think?”

“I…I, um…”
“I bet Eliza and I could go to San Diego directly from here and spend a

week and get the ball rolling.” She looked anxiously at Eliza for
confirmation. “Don’t you think?”

Eliza’s expression was mildly confused, but she rolled with it. “I agree. I
think the sooner we get things going, the better.” She smiled at William.
“And I know Monica will be a fantastic asset.”

William looked between the two of them, his eyes narrowing. “I guess I’ll
tell Robert and Joseph what’s going on.”

“That would be wonderful, sweetheart,” Monica said, squeezing her
husband’s arm. “I think this is going to be a wonderful thing for the
company, and you know Eliza and I will do everything we can to make it
succeed!”

“I know you will,” he said sweetly. Then he kissed her again before going
off to speak to his brothers.

It wasn’t until he was across the room that Eliza stepped directly in front
of Monica. “What was that all about?”



The wide-eyed expression on her sister-in-law’s face was priceless. But
Monica knew as soon as she explained herself—and her plan—Eliza would
be on board.

Hooking her arm through Eliza’s, she guided her toward the bar to
freshen their drinks. “Just imagine all the possibilities a week in San Diego
observing your son could do. Now that he’s open to dating again, we just
might find the perfect woman for him.”

It took a minute, but Eliza’s smile came slow and equally sly. “Why,
Monica, you’re a bit of a genius.”

“Guilty as charged,” she said with a grin. Raising her glass, she added,
“Here’s to a successful search!”



Chapter 1

“Don’t these people have jobs?” Christian Montgomery murmured to
himself as he sipped his morning coffee.

For a while now, he had taken to having his coffee out on his deck before
going into work. It was a chance to breathe in the fresh air and have some
peace before the craziness of his day. People-watching had become his
favorite hobby, and as odd as it sounded, he found it relaxing and
therapeutic.

Scanning the sand, he smiled at the small circle of people doing yoga off
to his left. Every day they were out there stretching and holding their poses,
and it was almost hypnotic to watch. At times, he even found himself deep
breathing along with them, as he imagined they were doing.

Not far from them was a trio of fishermen. Not once had Christian ever
seen them catch anything, but they were out there religiously every morning
—rain or shine. That was one hobby he had never had an interest in. It
looked boring. Those guys were there before Christian came out on his
deck, and he imagined they stayed out there long after he left for work. He
could only hope they caught some fish.

Then there were the surfers. A slow smile crept across his face as he
scanned the water. They were also hypnotic to watch but offered a bit more
excitement. There was no way he could even imagine himself doing what
those people did, but it was cool as hell to watch. Some of them were
amazing at it, while others sort of…well, they tried.



Which reminded him…
“Oh, this is glorious! I could totally get used to this!”
Great. His mother was awake and encroaching on his peaceful time.
Looking out at the waves crashing on the shore, he took another sip of his

coffee before turning to look at his mother. “You’re up early.”
She took a long sip of her own steaming coffee before answering. “Well,

as much as I complain about your father’s snoring, it appears I can’t sleep
without him.” With a serene smile, she added, “Besides, I was hoping to
have a few minutes with you before you left for the office.”

He’d been avoiding this sort of thing. After getting ambushed at Megan
and Alex’s engagement party with the news that his mother and aunt would
be coming home with him, Christian had been doing his best to stay out of
their way. But apparently, his reprieve was up.

He almost jumped at the feel of his mother’s hand covering his. She
looked so sweet, yet he had a feeling there was more to this trip to San
Diego than starting some sort of wellness program.

“You work too hard,” she said, point blank. “Monica and I tried waiting
up for you, but we were both exhausted and couldn’t wait any longer. What
time did you finally come home?”

“I don’t know. Sometime around eleven.”
She made a disapproving sound. “Were you working all that time or did

you happen to have a date?”
It was a challenge not to roll his eyes. “I was working, Mom. I wouldn’t

have blown you and Aunt Monica off for a date.”
“Well, you should,” she argued lightly. “It wouldn’t kill you to get out and

date more.”
“Mom…”
Placing her mug on the deck railing, she faced him. “Christian, you

remind me so much of your father.” Then she paused. “And that’s not a
compliment.”



Okay, this was new.
“I don’t know everything that happened in London and I don’t want to

know,” she stated. “What I do know is that it’s gone on long enough. You
work too much, you spend far too much time alone, and I can’t ignore it
anymore.”

Christian sighed wearily and drank the rest of his coffee before putting his
mug beside hers.

“I get that you’re disappointed in me—”
Her soft gasp stopped him.
“Christian, I could never be disappointed in you. Ever,” she said

vehemently. “But I look at you and I can see you’re not happy.” Reaching
up, she cupped his cheek. “No mother wants to see her child unhappy. You
need a life outside of work.”

“That’s not what Dad thinks,” he mumbled.
“You know you don’t have to do everything your father says, don’t you?”

Her words were soft and firm and when Christian looked at her, he saw a
hint of a smirk on her face. “Your father is a very intelligent man, but not
everything he says is the gospel truth. As a matter of fact, I think it’s safe to
say that where anything outside of work is concerned, your father doesn’t
know what he’s talking about.”

Christian couldn’t help but chuckle. “You’re pretty feisty early in the
morning,” he teased.

She waved him off. “I’m feisty all the time, but no one seems to pay
attention.”

So many thoughts were racing through his mind. It was easy to stand here
and say he didn’t have to listen to his father—or anyone for that matter—
but actually doing it without letting the guilt eat away at him were two
different things. And it didn’t matter how old he was or how independent he
was, for some reason his father could make him feel like an incompetent
child with a few choice words.



“Christian,” she went on, interrupting his thoughts. “If you’re not happy
in this career, you know you can change that, right? Just because you have
the Montgomery name doesn’t mean you have to work for the company.”

“Everyone else does.”
This time her smile was patient and loving and so completely a mom

look. “Your brother doesn’t, and for years your sister didn’t.”
“And now she does,” he gently reminded.
“But she turned down the opportunity for a big promotion because she

realized she wanted more out of her life. And from what I understand, you
helped her realize that.”

He felt himself blush. Clearing his throat, Christian turned and leaned on
the railing. “Yeah, well… I hated the thought of Megan getting trapped like
I am.”

He realized a little too late what he’d just admitted.
“Sweetheart, you’re not trapped,” his mother said quietly, her hand

covering his again. “If there’s something you want to change, you should!
Life is too short to stay in a place that makes you miserable.”

“I wouldn’t say I’m miserable—”
“But are you happy?” she quickly interrupted.
That question gave him pause. “Sometimes I think I am.”
Beside him, she sighed. “Do you like living in San Diego?”
“What’s not to like? I’ve got a great house right on the beach. The view

alone makes it pretty spectacular.”
“Christian, you’ve been living here for five years and this isn’t even your

house. If you like it here so much, why not find a place of your own and
settle down?”

It was way too early in the morning for this conversation.
“Mom, Ryder and I have an agreement on the house. He’s fine with me

living here, and he knows if he wants to sell, I’m the first one who’ll put an
offer in.”



“You’re avoiding making any commitment here,” she gently chided. “It’s
your cousin’s house and your father’s company, and I would love to see you
pick something that was yours and enjoy it.”

“Bollocks,” he muttered, raking a hand through his hair.
With a small laugh, his mother scolded him. “No need for that language.”
He almost laughed with her. After spending so many years living in

London, Christian had picked up a lot of the lingo and every once in a
while, it came out.

Usually when he was annoyed.
“Mom,” he said with a huff of frustration. “This is not how I want to start

the day—arguing with you about my life choices.”
“I’m not arguing—”
“You are,” he corrected.
“I’m concerned, Christian. There’s a difference.”
As much as he didn’t doubt that, the truth was that he just wasn’t in the

mood for this particular discussion, so as a distraction, he hugged her. “And
I love you for it.” He placed a kiss on the top of her head. “Now, tell me
how your search for a wellness provider is going.”

If she knew why he was changing the subject, she kept it to herself. “I’ve
been pleasantly surprised at how well things are falling into place. Patricia
in human resources has been amazing!” She stepped out of his embrace and
sat on the nearby chaise. “We’re going to be holding more interviews—but
it’s a formality. Monica and I met the perfect applicant already.”

“So then why keep interviewing?”
“This particular applicant we haven’t formally interviewed yet, so we’re

covering our bases.”
“Mom,” he admonished. “That’s not a great way to handle this.”
“Oh, hush. Trust me on this one. I want to have backups, but I am

confident that once we do the formal interview, everything will fall into
place.”



He studied his mother for a long moment and realized he didn’t want to
get too involved in this. Just admitting that to himself let him relax. With a
smile, he said, “I do trust you. You’ve done great things with this program,
so who am I to tell you how you should be doing things?”

“Thank you.” She smiled proudly. “But the best part of the whole thing
was how Patricia was able to secure office space that would require little to
no work to modify.”

He nodded, thankful for that little bit of news. The last thing he wanted
was to deal with the headache of office renovations.

“Basically, you won’t have to worry about a thing,” she continued. “All
you need to do is be pleasant and greet whoever we hire in a way that won’t
scare them away.”

Christian laughed. “I’m hardly scary, Mom.”
“You could smile more.” She was about to say something else but instead

glanced toward the house. “I promised your father I’d call him this morning
and you know he’ll worry if I don’t.” Walking over, she gave him a quick
kiss on the cheek before heading back inside.

The whoosh of relief at being alone came out before he knew it. As much
as he loved his mother, she could be a bit exhausting.

Especially this early in the morning.
Turning his attention to the beach, a slow smile spread across his face.

“There you are,” he said quietly.
With a quick glance over his shoulder to make sure his mother wasn’t

coming out, Christian immediately returned his attention to the shore. Every
morning, dozens of surfers came out and started their day by riding the
waves. When he’d first moved to San Diego and into his cousin Ryder’s
house, he’d been a bit annoyed at the constant sea of bodies practically right
outside his door. It didn’t take long for him to realize they weren’t the least
bit interested in him, they were here for the ocean. Nothing more, nothing



less. And the longer he lived here, the more he appreciated all of the
activity on the beach—particularly the surfing.

Surfing had never been something that interested him before, but one
morning he’d come out on the deck with his cup of coffee and noticed one
surfer in particular. Christian didn’t know any of them personally, but had
named them each based on what he’d observed. For instance, there was
Surfer Dude—a young guy with sun-bleached blond hair and a tan who
embodied exactly what Christian has always envisioned a surfer would look
like. Then there was Older Surfer Dude, who was exactly as described.
After those, the names were a little more random: Tie-Dye Guy, Too-Tan
Girl ,and Burly Guy. They were the regulars, but if someone new caught his
attention, he usually gave them a name while he watched them.

Seriously, this had been his greatest form of entertainment.
Then there was her.
No nickname would do her justice.
With long red hair pulled up into a ponytail and skin that was far too fair

to be out in the sun for long, she stood out in a sea of blond surfers. From
this distance, Christian couldn’t say with any great certainty how tall she
was, but if he had to guess, he’d say she was on the petite side. Dressed in
long-sleeved black Lycra that encased an incredibly curvy body, she was
completely captivating. Today’s wetsuit had neon pink bikini bottoms. Her
legs were just as spectacular without the Lycra as they were with. If he was
a bolder guy, he’d head to the water and pretend he was a surfer to get a
closer look at her and maybe introduce himself.

But…he wasn’t.
And he couldn’t.
Duty called.
But not before he watched her attempt at surfing awhile longer.
That’s right, for all her gear and apparent enthusiasm, she wasn’t a good

surfer. Even without any real knowledge of the sport, Christian could tell



she was a novice. He’d watched her stand on her board and fall off more
times than he cared to count, yet every time she fell, she got up and tried
again.

He had to admire her perseverance.
And the way she looked soaking wet.
In his mind, he envisioned being able to walk down to the water and right

into it with her. He’d put his hands on her waist and help her onto her
board. His touch would linger just a bit, and he knew his fingers would
twitch with the need to feel her skin—to know if it was as soft as he
imagined. In the suit she had on today, he could be bold and run a hand
along her leg, skim her thigh before watching her swim into the current.

From there, he’d stay in the water to cool his own skin. He’d watch her
catch a wave and ride it successfully until she was back at his side—
exuberant at the thought of finally making it. She’d jump into his arms,
wrap those magnificent legs around him, and kiss him.

Licking his lips, he could almost taste the salt, along with the softness of
her. He almost groaned at the image.

From there he’d invite her up to the house and finally see how she looked
without the Lycra.

No doubt it would be fantastic.
Behind him, he heard his mother and aunt laughing and boy, didn’t that

kill the fantasy. Which was just as well—it wasn’t as if he could do
anything about it. There was no way he was going down to the beach or
into the water or…inviting his surfer girl back to the house.

The thought was more than a little disappointing.
He had to get ready for work. Just like he always did. There hadn’t been a

day since he was fifteen when he hadn’t been responsible or gone to the
office. Even through college Christian had held a job with Montgomerys.
Back then it was in his father’s New York office, then later he’d jumped at
the opportunity to move to London—partly for the change of scenery and



partly to have a little independence. That hadn’t gone quite as planned and
now he was in San Diego, still making sure he never gave anyone a reason
to question his dedication to the job.

Although…he was starting to question his own dedication. Lately, no
matter how much he tried to tell himself otherwise, there was a growing
discontent within himself. Maybe it was the job, or maybe it was just his
life in general, he couldn’t be sure. All Christian knew was that there were a
lot of people counting on him and he couldn’t sit out on his deck looking
out at the ocean all day. He had a full day of appointments, and no matter
how badly he’d like to—for once—play hooky and enjoy a day for himself,
he couldn’t.

Joseph Montgomery wouldn’t allow him to.
And whose fault is that?
Yeah, yeah, yeah. He knew he was responsible for the position he was in

now by refusing to stand up for himself early on and letting his father get
away with calling the shots. They’d butted heads a lot—particularly in the
past five years—but it didn’t change anything. Every time they fought,
Christian would cave out of respect to his father, because if nothing else, he
was a good son. This was their pattern of behavior and it was too late to
change the dynamic.

Or was it?
He caught sight of his surfer girl flying off her board and smiled. That

made four times in the short period he’d been watching. She came up
laughing—as she often did—and in that instant, he envied her. Did she ever
feel discouraged? Did she ever break through the water after a fall and
scream bloody hell and just want to give up? She was clearly failing and
yet…she was still smiling and finding joy in it. How was that possible? If it
were him and he was the one out there constantly falling off his board, he
would have given up by now. Sometimes you had to admit defeat and



realize there would be some skills you simply couldn’t master. Didn’t she
realize that?

Now wasn’t the time to find out, unfortunately. He had responsibilities
and commitments and none of them made him feel joyful. If anything, he
could already feel his body tensing up. It felt as if it began at the tip of his
toes and was working its way up through his entire being—the muscles
growing tighter until it felt constricting, like he couldn’t breathe.

It wasn’t the first time he’d felt that way, but it was happening with more
and more frequency.

Rubbing a hand over his chest, Christian tried to calm down and clear his
mind. Deep breaths, he reminded himself. Just take some deep breaths.

And for several minutes he did. It helped. Sort of. Either way, he felt well
enough to grab his coffee mug and give one last look at the beach before
heading into the house and preparing for another full day of…nothingness.

* * *

Sophie Bennington breathed through the pain as she made her way out of
the ocean and onto the shore. That last wave had hit her hard and she knew
she’d be feeling the effects of it for the rest of the day.

“So not the day for this,” she murmured, walking to her stuff. It was still a
bit surprising that she could leave her things in the sand and they’d go
undisturbed, but right now she was thankful for it.

The beach wasn’t particularly crowded—just folks like her who were
interested in catching some waves before they had to head off to their real
jobs and responsibilities.

She sat on her towel as she dropped her board on the sand. She inhaled
the fresh air before letting the breath out slowly. If it were up to her, she’d
stay here all day and enjoy the sunshine and sounds of the waves crashing
on the beach. Unfortunately, that was no longer an option.



Sure, she’d been pretty much doing that for the last several weeks—not
that she spent entire days on the beach, but she also hadn’t had any reason
to rush off.

Not like today.
Today she had a job interview and almost broke out in a hallelujah chorus

over it. Moving to a new state on a whim had been completely out of her
comfort zone, but a healthy savings account had meant that she didn’t need
to stress about finding a job right away. Part of her had felt like being a bit
more rebellious and shirking some responsibility for a little while. But fun
time was over, and her more practical side was coming out to remind her
that she needed to find a job. She just hadn’t realized it might take longer
than she wanted.

But…she was feeling extremely optimistic about this interview and she
had more than enough credentials and experience, and by all accounts, she
should be a shoo-in.

“Don’t go getting ahead of yourself,” she quietly reminded herself. “Just
because you think you’re all that and a bag of chips doesn’t mean everyone
else will.”

A girl could hope though, right?
All around her people were moving and laughing and doing their thing,

while Sophie contemplated the day ahead. It had been a long time since
she’d gone on a job interview. Having lived her entire life in a small town,
she knew everyone. Add to that having gone to college in the next town
over and living at home, getting a job had been handled over Sunday dinner
or at the potluck after church. Dealing with strangers was going to be a bit
of a challenge.

“But I’m up for it,” she said confidently. “I moved a thousand miles on
my own, I can do this.”

Daily pep talks were becoming the norm for her and she wasn’t quite so
sure that was a good thing. Basically, she was talking to herself.



A lot.
Refusing to let herself believe she was going crazy, Sophie stood and

stretched. The sky was definitely getting brighter, the morning clouds had
moved on, and she noticed a mini mass exodus to the parking lot. That
meant it had to be around eight o’clock. Her interview was at eleven, so she
had plenty of time, but she had a feeling it was going to take every one of
those hours and minutes to get her nerves under control.

With a final look at the ocean, she collected her things. She’d gotten it
down to a science—towel rolled and put in her backpack, sunglasses on,
flip-flops in her hand, and board under her arm. It only weighed ten pounds,
but it was awkward as hell to maneuver: the board was close to seven feet
long and she was barely five foot three, but she was stronger than she
looked. Most people tended to underestimate her—in just about every way
—based on her size. What they didn’t know was that she had enough
determination to do whatever she put her mind to and was willing to do the
work to get it done.

Athletics came easy to her and at times, her size worked to her advantage.
Where surfing was concerned, however, she had been encouraged to get a
larger board until she gained some skills. That wasn’t happening nearly as
fast as she’d hoped, and by now Sophie was seriously hoping that she could
trade out for a smaller board.

“Soon,” she said, making her way back to the parking lot. “I just need to
practice a little more.”

Or a lot, she corrected.
Walking across the lot, Sophie smiled at fellow beach-goers and said a

word of thanks to the kind gentleman holding the door open for her at the
surf shop. Renting her board made a lot more sense than going out and
buying one outright—especially if she came to the conclusion that surfing
wasn’t her thing.



“How’d it go today, Soph?” Randy, the owner of the surf shop, asked. He
was in his mid-thirties and had the look of the perpetual surfer—tanned
with shaggy hair, puka-shell necklace included.

“I think I’m getting better,” she said optimistically. “But that last wave
knocked the wind out of me and the board hit me pretty hard as I flipped.”
Absently, she rubbed her hip. “No doubt I’ll have a nice bruise to show for
it by lunchtime.”

“It goes with the territory,” he said, taking the board from her and giving
her a receipt. “Do you want to try a different board tomorrow? Maybe
something a little lighter?”

“You said this was the size I should be using, since I’m a beginner,” she
reminded him. “And besides, I think I’m getting used to it. I need to work
on my confidence and maybe my concentration.”

He grinned at her. “You should have taken more than one lesson. And
while I can appreciate your enthusiasm, it never hurts to get a little help
with your technique.”

Placing the receipt in her bag, she smiled. “I’ll think about it. Right now
I’ve got to go and get ready for my job interview.”

His blue eyes widened. “Hey, that’s great! Did you finally opt to go with
an agency?”

“I did,” she said, with just a touch of sadness. “They’re sending me today
to meet with my first client company. It’s not exactly what I had planned,
but…I’m sure it’s going to be great.”

It was important to stay optimistic.
Over the past several weeks, she’d shared a little about her job search

with pretty much anyone who would listen in hopes of getting some
recommendations. She’d begun to lose hope until she’d been talking to a
couple of older ladies on the beach and they’d shared with her a lead on a
potential position. That morning she had signed on with an agency and had
mentioned the job opportunity to her new boss and after a bit of



negotiations, Sophie had managed to secure the position—even though
there were others who had seniority over her.

“Fingers crossed,” she said cheerily, walking toward the door. “If you
don’t see me tomorrow, that means I’m starting a new job!”

“Good luck, Soph! I’m sure you’re going to do great!”
“Thanks, Ran!”
Pulling her keys out, she was in her car and on her way home in no time.

Her studio apartment was only a mile from the beach, but traffic was
already congesting the roads. It was nearing nine o’clock when she walked
through her front door. Tossing her backpack on the sofa, Sophie
immediately went to the refrigerator and poured herself a glass of orange
juice. She was about to take a shower when her cellphone rang.

Taking the phone from her pack, she smiled and sighed at the same time.
“Hey, Nana,” she said, kicking off her flip-flops. “How are you this

morning?”
“Oh, you know me. Can’t complain. How’s California treating you?

Ready to come home yet?”
They had this conversation several times a week since Sophie moved

away. “Nope. I’m enjoying the beach and the sunshine. I think I can see
myself living here permanently.”

“Now, Soph, you know California is one of the most expensive places in
the country to live. Why would you put all that extra stress on yourself,
especially when you know the cost of living is so much more reasonable
here in Kansas.”

“Not everything is about being cost-effective, Nana. Sometimes you have
to leave your comfort zone to find what makes you happy. And worrying
about the cost of living does not make me happy.”

“I’m sure it won’t—if you keep living there, the stress of it will make you
downright miserable.”

I walked right into that one, she thought.



“I don’t think I’ll be worrying for too much longer.”
“Oh?”
“I have a job interview today!” she said excitedly.
“I bet it won’t pay well,” Nana mumbled. “I bet that agency you signed

up with will take a percentage of your paycheck now too.”
There was only a slight hesitation before Sophie responded. “Umm…no.

They don’t take a percentage of my pay. I got the referral from some people
I met and was able to get assigned to it! Isn’t that great?”

Nana snorted softly.
“Oh, stop,” she chided. “I think it’s going to be perfect. It’s exactly what I

was looking for—practically as if the job was created just for me!”
“Probably a scam.”
“Thanks for the vote of confidence.”
For her entire life, Nana had been her biggest champion—always telling

Sophie there wasn’t anything she couldn’t do. She was the only parent
Sophie had ever known, and Sophie knew that right now, Nana was lashing
out like this because she missed her.

At least, she hoped that was why.
A weary sigh came over the phone before Nana spoke again. “I worry

about you, that’s all. This whole thing—you moving away in a show of
defiance, well…it’s hard for me. I thought you’d go there and see that
California wasn’t for you and just come home.”

Resting her head against the sofa cushion, Sophie let out her own sigh.
“We’ve been over this. You know why I needed to do this.”

“I know, I know. And…I hope you find what you’re looking for,
sweetheart. But I hate that you felt the need to do it so far away from me.”

For a moment, her heart hurt. “It was time for a change. I couldn’t stay
there knowing—”

“I know,” Nana quickly said, and Sophie was thankful they weren’t going
into details again. She couldn’t handle that right now. Not when she needed



to focus on positive things.
“I went surfing again this morning,” she said, abruptly changing the

subject.
“And? How did you do?” Nana asked, with her first hint of

encouragement.
“Still not getting far, but I’m having fun!”
“That’s my girl.” She paused. “Tell me about this job you’re interviewing

for. Is it really what you’re looking for, or are you settling because you need
to find a job? Because if you’re going to settle, you know I can help you out
financially until you find the right one.”

It would be easy to accept the financial help. And right now, with her
bank account balance dwindling, a little padding wouldn’t hurt. But she
swore to herself that she’d make it on her own no matter what. She wasn’t
broke, and today’s meeting was a done deal. They were going to be her first
clients, and once she proved herself to the agency, no doubt she’d get a few
more assignments.

“I’m fine, Nana. I promise. I have a good feeling about today.” For the
next several minutes she talked about the position and all it would entail
and could barely contain her excitement. By the time she was done
explaining, Sophie was almost breathless. “So now I have to shower and
find something to wear and do something with my hair so I don’t look crazy
—”

“Your hair is beautiful. If you use one of those silver clips I gave you, it
will be perfect.” Nana was silent for a moment before adding, “You’re
perfect. And don’t you ever forget it.”

And just like that, Sophie relaxed.
To most people, she might come off as being confident, but sometimes

she needed a few words of encouragement from the one person who loved
her.

“Thanks, Nana.”



“Go and show these people why they are lucky to have you! And promise
you’ll call me later and tell me all about it.”

Smiling, Sophie replied, “I will.”
Placing the phone on the cushion next to her, she wondered why life

wasn’t always as simple as it used to be. There was a time when she never
would have considered leaving her hometown. She knew everyone, and
everyone knew her. Life was uncomplicated.

Until it wasn’t.
Secrets had a way of ruining everything.
“So not the time to be thinking about this,” she murmured, forcing herself

to stand up and grab another glass of juice.
One of the reasons Sophie had hopped in her car and driven a thousand-

plus miles for a change of scenery was to help her forget. The other was to
start over—as someone nobody knew, and people could choose to either
love her or hate her for herself, not because of her family history.

So far, it had been working.
Sometimes, however, her mind was her own worst enemy.
“Not now and not today,” she stated firmly, drinking her juice and

walking determinedly toward the bathroom. “I have to kick butt on this
interview, so only happy thoughts!” With that, she turned on her shower and
then immediately reached over and turned on her iPod, cranking up some of
her most motivating music.

Under the spray, she sang—badly—at the top of her lungs while she
washed her hair. One song led to another and by the time she shut the water
off, she’d gone through at least a half dozen of them. Clearing her throat,
she realized she may have been a little overzealous in her singing.

“Not smart, Soph. Definitely not smart.”
Opting to listen to the rest of the playlist, she went about carefully

applying her makeup before starting the lengthy process of drying her hair.
How many times had she considered cutting her long tresses, only to back



out at the last minute? It was a love-hate relationship, basically—she loved
how it looked when it was styled and behaving but hated it every time she
had to dry and style it.

Studying her reflection as she combed through the wet tangles, she said,
“Clearly, I have issues.”

Issues or not, she finished getting herself ready—hair, makeup, and
kickass outfit with a jade-green pencil skirt that matched her eyes and a
white blouse. It was simple but crisp and professional, and when she
walked out her front door a little later, she felt like she could take on the
world!

* * *

Two days later, Christian came home early and went searching for his
mother, stopping in the doorway to the guestroom. “You’re leaving?”

Eliza looked up from her suitcase and gave him a small smile. “We had
planned to stay another couple of days, but Uncle William called to tell
your aunt that Gina is having early contractions.”

“Wait—isn’t she only like six months along?”
“Exactly. That’s why your aunt is so frantic about getting home. William

tried to assure her that he had everything under control and he’d call her if
they were going to admit Gina to the hospital, but”—she let out a soft laugh
—“you know how your aunt is about her grandchildren. She’s been there
for the birth of each and every one of them. All six.”

“You don’t think Gina’s going to deliver the baby this soon, do you?”
His mother moved around the room collecting her things. “I doubt it. But

Monica wants to be there to help Mac and Gina with whatever they need.
No doubt they’ll need a hand taking care of their son. He’s only three and if
Gina has to go on bedrest, or if the baby does come prematurely, someone
will need to be with her full-time.” She sighed. “That’s the sort of thing
grandmothers do.”



Christian wanted to roll his eyes at the longing he heard in his mother’s
voice. There was no doubt that his cousins were procreating like wild and it
was putting a lot of pressure on the rest of the Montgomerys, but normally
his mother wasn’t so obvious about it.

“You know Megan and Alex will be pregnant before you know it,” he
said optimistically, even pasting a smile on his face for good measure.

She waved him off and resumed her packing. “I hope you’re right, but
that still leaves me hopelessly behind. This baby will make her seventh
grandchild. And your Aunt Janice and Uncle Robert are coming up right
behind them. And what have I got?” she asked, but Christian had a feeling
she wasn’t exactly speaking directly to him.

“Mom…”
“Sure, your sister and Alex are anxious to start a family, but what about

you and your brother, huh?” Still not looking at him, she tossed the last of
her items into her suitcase. “Neither of you will even consider settling
down, so I’ll have to be content to be Great-Aunt Eliza, watching everyone
else have grandchildren while I’m forced to play with—with—
Snickerdoodle!”

“Snickerdoodle?”
Snapping her suitcase shut, she spun to face him. “The dog I’m going to

have to get—one of those yappy little things that I can fit in my purse and
carry around like a baby. That is my future, Christian.”

With a soft laugh of his own, he stepped into the room and wrapped his
arms around his mother, hugging her close. “Let’s not go there just yet,” he
said with amusement. “For all you know, Megan will have twins or
something.”

“You know she’s not pregnant yet, right?” Eliza asked flatly.
Nodding, he said, “I know. But I’m hopeful.”
“Twins don’t even run in our family. Alex’s either.”
“And you know this…how?”



“I was a little inquisitive when I met his parents,” she murmured. “Not
one set of twins on either side. So you see, I don’t have a choice but to put
all of my hopes and dreams in Snickerdoodle.”

He kissed the top of her head and took a step back. “Maybe you can run
this whole speech by Carter before you go getting a dog carrier, huh? For all
you know, this may be the exact thing he needs to light a fire under him to
pick a girl.”

Swatting him away, Eliza breezed out of the room as she called out to see
if his aunt was done packing.

Feeling more than a little exhausted, he sat on the corner of the guest bed
and relaxed. While he had to admit that this visit was a little more like a
whirlwind than the relaxing exchange they usually enjoyed, he was still
sorry to see his mom leaving so soon.

Rising from the bed, he walked out of the room and down the hall, where
he found his mother and aunt straightening up the second guest room.

“You know you don’t have to do that, right?” he asked, leaning against
the doorjamb. “I have a cleaning service that comes in once a week. They’ll
take care of all this.”

“Nonsense,” Aunt Monica replied, putting the last of her things into her
suitcase. “I couldn’t leave without cleaning up a bit. It’s bad manners.”

This time he did roll his eyes, but he laughed too. “Did you talk to the
people in human resources? Do they know you’re both leaving?”

“I did,” his mother responded. “And we hired a corporate health aide
today, so things are right on track. Your people have access to all of the
training materials we created and they know where to reach me if they have
any questions.”

He wanted to feel relieved, or at least a little excited, but his mother’s
voice was a little…stilted.

“Are you happy with this new hire?”



Both women shrugged and murmured “yes” and “sure,” but neither
sounded overly enthused.

“Okay, out with it. What’s wrong with this person? Are they not fully
qualified? Do you think we need to keep interviewing?”

“No, no, no,” his mother said, waving him off. “It’s nothing like that.”
“Then what’s the problem?”
Aunt Monica took the lead on this one. “Honestly, we found the perfect

person, but—”
“But what?”
“She didn’t show up for our first meeting,” Eliza replied. “She called and

there was a perfectly good explanation, but…”
He waited her out for another minute.
“Monica and I had hoped to have the time to get to know her a little bit

more, that’s all. It’s not a big deal or anything, but it was something we had
both wanted to do. Then our schedules were filled with calls for some of the
other Montgomery offices and working with your human resources team, so
we didn’t have time to reschedule.”

Christian knew this was his mother’s baby and had to ask.
“Okay, well… I get why Aunt Monica is leaving, but why don’t you stay,

Mom? You just got here and I’m sure there’s more you can do. Maybe you
reschedule the appointment and have the time to get to know her more.”
Although for the life of him he had no idea why this was even an issue, but
whatever. “And on top of that, I’d like for you stay for a little longer.”

And just like that, his mother’s face transformed from neutral to
positively beaming. She stepped forward and when she was standing in
front of him, she cupped his cheek. “That is quite possibly the nicest thing
you’ve said to me in a long time.”

Damn. And it really wasn’t all that nice, he thought.
“I’m just saying that you don’t have to go,” he clarified. “I know I haven’t

been home as much as I had hoped, but I promise to make the time so we



can have our meals together if you stay—breakfast out on the deck, I’ll take
you to lunch, and then we’ll come home and make dinner together. What do
you say?”

“I say that you are an incredibly sweet son,” Eliza said. “And if I hadn’t
already talked to your father, I’d consider staying. But as soon as I
mentioned coming home, he went into the helpless man mode and whined
about how much he didn’t know what he was doing and that he needed me
at home. So…”

“Honestly, men can be such babies,” Aunt Monica said, securing her
luggage and placing it on the floor. “No offense, Christian.”

“None taken,” he said, smiling. He looked at the two of them—while he
normally preferred his privacy, it had been nice having them here. “So what
time is your flight? What time do we need to leave?”

They exchanged looks. “Um… We figured you’d be busy,” his mother
explained, “and we called for a car service to pick us up.”

As if on cue, a horn beeped.
He looked at his mother in disbelief. “Seriously? You didn’t think to ask

me to drive you to the airport? And for that matter, why didn’t you tell me
any of this while we were all at the office? Was I supposed to come home
and find a note saying you’d left?”

Basically, he had no idea what time his mother and aunt had come to the
office or when they’d left—their schedule wasn’t something he was overly
concerned about. But today he had forced himself to leave the office early
so he could take them both to dinner. If he hadn’t come home when he did,
they’d both be gone.

“Now who’s being dramatic?” Eliza asked.
“Well? Isn’t that what you were going to do?” he demanded.
With a murmured “excuse me,” his aunt carefully made her way out of

the room to tell the driver they’d be right out.



“To tell you the truth, Christian, I figured you wouldn’t mind,” his mother
stated firmly, her spine stiffening as she spoke. “I know you work long
hours, and you haven’t particularly gone out of your way since we arrived
here, so I thought it would be best if we simply left.” She crossed her arms
over her middle and waited for his response.

He raked a hand through his hair. “Okay, fine. I know I wasn’t a good
host, but still, Mom, you could have given me a heads up about leaving.”

She seemed to soften a little. “It all happened so fast. One minute we
were making plans to go walking on the beach, and the next Monica got the
call about Mac and Gina and she immediately started making plans to fly
out. I thought it best if I left too.”

How could he argue with that? It was all logical and it made sense for
them to go—especially if their work here was done.

“I hate that you’re taking a car to the airport. What kind of son does that
make me?” he grumbled.

Immediately, his mother was hugging him and laughing softly. “A smart
one. Now you won’t get stuck in traffic like we’re going to be.”

Christian thought of all he could be doing at the office, and as if she’d
read his mind, his mother poked one long finger on his chest. “But since
you’re not going to be stuck in traffic, take tonight and do something
relaxing. Something fun! Something that doesn’t require you to be in a suit
and tie behind a desk!”

And with that, she gave him a loud, smacking kiss on the cheek. “Now
come on and help us get all this luggage out to the car. We don’t want to
miss our flight.”

Fifteen minutes later, they were gone and Christian was out on his deck
staring at the ocean—much like he had started his day. The only difference
was that now he had taken off his tie, unbuttoned a couple of buttons on his
shirt, and was taking a sip of his beer.



“This won’t do,” he murmured and set the bottle down, then walked into
the house. Five minutes later, he’d changed into a pair of shorts and a T-
shirt. Most people didn’t realize that he enjoyed relaxing at home and didn’t
spend the bulk of his time wearing a shirt and tie. With a satisfied grin, he
picked up his beer and scanned tonight’s crowd of surfers.

Leaning on the railing, Christian felt himself relaxing. It was still pretty
hot out and for a minute, he contemplated changing into a pair of swim
trunks and going in the water. Normally, at this time of day he was still at
the office, but now that he was home, it was possible to indulge a bit.

“When in Rome,” he said. Straightening, he spotted a familiar red
ponytail, and his desire to head down to the water had little to do with
swimming and everything to do with getting a closer look at the woman
who’d been intriguing him for weeks.

She was swimming out on her board and he watched in fascination as she
went through the entire ritual of waiting for the perfect wave, getting up on
her knees, and eventually standing. Christian held his breath as he watched
her find her balance and silently cheered her on as she straightened. For a
second, he could have sworn he heard her joyful laugh, but that simply
wasn’t possible. Still, it kept him smiling.

To her left, another surfer was quickly approaching—a big, burly guy
with long hair and tattoos—and even though he didn’t know much about the
sport, something seemed a bit dodgy. He was fairly certain that you weren’t
supposed to crowd each other like that. Helplessly, he stood rooted to the
spot as the second surfer got closer and closer, until they collided. The
redhead went flying one way, the burly guy in the opposite direction.

Burly guy surfaced, she didn’t.



Chapter 2

Before he knew it, Christian had leaped over the railing and was sprinting
to the beach. From his perch on the deck, he’d felt like he was much closer,
but no matter how fast he ran, he didn’t seem to be getting any nearer.

She surfaced and was swimming toward the shore, with the burly guy
berating her the entire time. Rage filled him as he listened to the wanker
hurl insults as if she had been the one to collide with him. Not sure of what
he should do, Christian stood and waited. The two of them walked out of
the water not ten feet away and his fists clenched as the dialogue became
clearer.

“You don’t belong here!” Burly Guy yelled. “You could kill someone if
you don’t pay attention to the surfers around you! Why don’t you go to one
of the resorts and take lessons, or better yet, give up! You’ve been at this for
weeks and you’re nothing but a nuisance!”

To her credit, his surfer girl didn’t yell—hell, she didn’t even argue. All
she said was, “Thanks for the advice.” Then, with her head held high, she
walked the rest of the way out of the water and started to make her way
toward the parking lot, awkwardly carrying her board.

“Hey!” Burly Guy yelled again, storming after her. “You better listen to
me! I’ll be sure to tell Randy that you’re a danger to everyone out here and
he shouldn’t rent to you anymore!”

That had her stopping in her tracks. Slamming her board into the sand,
she unfastened the band from around her ankle, straightened and turned,



and Christian could almost feel the frustration vibrating off her. And then
she completely unleashed on him.

“You know what?” she said firmly. “You are nothing but a bully! In case
you hadn’t noticed, I was up and on my board first. And you know how I
know? Because I was paying attention and I saw you come out after I
already chose my wave and you were close. And considering you were
behind me, you should have been the one to back off!”

“Now, you listen,” Burly Guy snarled, but she held up a hand and cut him
off.

“No, you listen!” she stated, her voice growing a little louder. “I have
every right to be here. There’s an entire ocean for all of us to use and you
don’t get to tell me where I can and can’t surf. And if you so much as even
think of talking to Randy about me, you will be sorry!”

Burly Guy stood there, slack-jawed, for a moment. Just when he looked
like he was about to respond, someone yelled out, “Ollie! C’mon, man, let’s
go!” And just like that, Burly Guy turned to walk away.

“Ollie?” the redhead repeated with amusement. “Seriously, your name is
Ollie? Is that why you’re so mean—because you got stuck with a ridiculous
name?”

The guy glared at her, and if Christian wasn’t mistaken, growled. “Watch
where you surf,” he snapped and then turned and stormed off.

“Right back at ya!” she called after him.
Laughing softly, Christian stood and watched to see what she would do

next. He figured she’d grab her board and…then he wasn’t sure. Her
options were to either return to the water or head to the surf shop. Much to
his surprise, she let out a shaky breath and sank to the sand.

And even more to his surprise, he walked over and sat beside her.
She looked at him with wide emerald eyes and gave a soft gasp, but said

nothing.



“You were pretty brave,” he said, resting his arms on his bent knees.
“Bloody brilliant, actually. That guy was pretty intimidating.”

Beside him, she relaxed a little. “Yeah, well…he was completely in the
wrong and it’s been a crappy couple of days and he was the perfect outlet
for my frustration.”

Christian nodded, unsure of what to say.
“I’ve seen him around here almost every day and he’s a jerk to everyone,”

she went on. “No one ever talks back to him, they simply stay out of his
way after he’s done berating them.”

He looked at her and found he was seriously impressed.
She shrugged and looked out at the waves. “People like him are the worst.

They bully, they belittle, and most of the time, they have no idea what
they’re even talking about. If I had been in the wrong, I probably would
have apologized profusely and followed the herd and simply gotten out of
his way.” She paused. “But I knew I was right. I’m very aware of my
surroundings and I knew he was coming in behind me even as I was
heading out, but I thought he’d wait and let me catch my wave.” Then she
muttered a curse.

And it was completely adorable. He couldn’t help but laugh softly.
She glared at him and he saw he’d seriously offended her.
“Sorry,” he murmured. “I just… I guess I misjudged the situation.”
Tilting her head, she studied him for a moment. “Why would you say

that?”
Great. How was he supposed to explain that he’d been watching her and

came down here to try to rescue her without sounding like some sort of
creep?

Swallowing hard, Christian looked away from her and figured he’d rather
be honest than lie to her. “I saw the two of you collide and then he surfaced
before you, but he didn’t look like he was too concerned about where you
were. So…”



“So you came to help me?” she asked, her voice a little uncertain, wary.
Nodding, he looked at her. “I thought I was acting heroic, but then you

rose from the water like a bit of a badass.” He laughed softly. “So clearly
you did not need my assistance.”

With a small smile, her eyes scanned his face and then she looked away
again. “Yeah, well…there’s a first time for everything.”

Now he was the one who was curious. “Why would you say that?”
She must have caught on to his using her own words on her, because she

laughed. “Let’s just say that normally I’m a bit of a pushover. I don’t like
confrontation and I’d much rather turn the other cheek. But like I said…”

“Crappy couple of days, huh?”
She smiled. “Big time. I was supposed to start a new job. I had my first

meeting scheduled the other day,” she explained. “But I had a flat tire and
by the time I got it fixed, I was a mess and had to change my clothes and
was late heading to the appointment. There was an accident on the freeway
and by the time I arrived, the people I was supposed to meet with had gone
for the day.”

“Damn,” he said. “That is a crappy day.”
“I know, right?”
“They didn’t fire you before you even started, did they?”
She shook her head. “No, but it makes for a lousy first impression. I

wouldn’t blame them if they did fire me. It’s my first job here and…” She
sighed.

“Is this a job that you want or a job that you need?”
“Need,” she said wearily. “I moved here a little over a month ago and

have been job hunting while living off my savings—which are now
dwindling.” She muttered a curse again. “I know I’m perfect for the job.”

“Maybe you can reach out to them tomorrow,” he suggested. “Just
because you missed your appointment doesn’t necessarily mean they won’t
see you again or let you reschedule.”



“I know, I know. Like I said, it just makes for a lousy first impression,”
she said miserably, resting her chin on her hands. “I think the universe hates
me.”

“Yeah, I know that feeling well,” he murmured, and they fell into a
companionable silence while the waves crashed on the shore in front of
them. There was so much more he wanted to say to her, but no matter how
hard he tried, nothing came out. In his mind, he’d imagined all the things
he’d ask when he finally met her and now here they were sitting side by
side in the sand and he couldn’t utter a word.

Brilliant, Christian. Bloody brilliant.
Finally, she stood. Christian had no idea how much time had passed, but

he had no choice but to stand with her. Brushing sand from his shorts, he
straightened and looked at her with a smile. She was almost a foot shorter
than him and for the first time tonight, he took in her long-sleeved top and
bikini bottoms.

Curvy, he thought.
Her green eyes looked sad and he wished there was something he could

say to make that look go away.
“Thanks for wanting to rescue me,” she said, leaning against her board.
“Sorry you’re having a bad week.”
Nodding, she thanked him again. “So, um… I guess I should go. It’s

getting late and I need to bring the board back to the shop.” Lifting it, she
shifted it in her arms and took a step back. “Have a good night.”

“Wait!” he said, a little frantic. There was no way he could let her walk
away without at least finding out her name. “I—I realized I never
introduced myself. I’m Christian.” He held out a hand and almost sighed
with relief when she accepted it, wrapping her much smaller hand in his.

“It’s nice to meet you, Christian,” she said, “I’m Sophie.”
Sophie. Studying her for a moment, Christian realized the name fit. “Do

you mind if I walk with you?”



She shrugged. “No problem.”
Before she could object, he took the board from her. She hesitated for

only a moment and then they walked together—slowly—toward the parking
lot.

“So tell me about this job.”
Another shrug. “It’s a nursing job,” she said. “Corporate. Back home I

worked in a small doctor’s office and it made me crazy. I love being a
nurse, but I like the idea of not going to the same place every day.”

“And this job offered multiple locations?”
Shaking her head, she explained. “No, it didn’t. But the hours were

flexible, so I could work for several companies and mix things up a bit. It’s
through an agency and they’re going to be my first clients. You know, sort
of like a test to see how well I do before my bosses will assign me to more
companies.”

Wait. This all sounded mildly familiar, but what were the odds of this
being the same thing his mother and aunt had come here to start?

“I don’t think I’ve ever heard of a corporate nurse,” he said, fishing for
more clarity. “Is it like having a nurse’s office in school?”

Beside him, she laughed, rich and husky and a little bit sexy. “I don’t
think I would put it quite like that, but…yes. Essentially, I would have set
days that I go in to a particular corporate office where I would do things
like blood-pressure checks, administer flu shots, routine physicals, that sort
of thing. It’s not particularly challenging, but I’m a people person and I
think it’s hard for the average employee to take time to see a doctor about
maintaining their health. This way, we’re bringing the doctor—or…me—to
them.”

He nodded as they climbed the steps leading to the parking lot.
“Either way, it would have been a great way to get started and see if this

is what I want to do.”
“You’re not sure?” he asked.



“I moved to San Diego in search of something new—new surroundings,
new job. So far all I’ve accomplished is the surroundings. I can’t believe a
job can be so elusive.” Then she gave him a lopsided grin. “At least, I think
it’s elusive.”

He laughed softly. “You’re not sure?”
“I haven’t exactly been consistent with the job search.”
“I would think there’d be a big demand for nurses,” he said. “I mean, the

sheer number of medical centers and doctor’s offices I see around here
would lead me to believe that.”

“Oh, I’m sure there are plenty of jobs, but I’m a little…shall we say,
picky about where I want to work.”

He admired her honesty. Maybe if he had held out for the job that he
really wanted he’d be a little happier right now.

“Nothing wrong with that,” he finally said.
“Sure, it all sounds like a good thing until you’re facing the possibility of

rolling your change to buy groceries.”
Christian stopped in his tracks and stared at her. “Sophie, then maybe you

need to take something else on temporarily. It might not be ideal, but it’s
better than going broke.”

Her laugh was a little more boisterous this time and when she studied
him, her smile was warm and friendly. “I’m being a little dramatic. It’s not
that bad yet. I promise. And besides, I think you’ve encouraged me.”

“I have?”
She nodded. “I think I’m not going to let this get me down. I’m going

back to that office tomorrow and demanding to talk to someone in human
resources and have that meeting. I know I am more than qualified for that
job and I at least deserve the chance to be interviewed and to start with a
clean slate!”

“Well, I didn’t quite say you should do that…”



“No, no, I know,” she clarified. “I’m just saying that I have to at least try.
Maybe this wasn’t the job for me, but I should at least get the opportunity to
sit down with them and start the position with them knowing I’m taking it
seriously, right?”

“I suppose.” Honestly, if he were the one she was supposed to meet with
and she hadn’t shown, he wouldn’t have given her a second chance. That’s
not the way it went in the corporate world, but he wasn’t going to say that
to her and risk making her feel worse than she already did about her
circumstances.

“Anyway, I should go.” Taking the board from him, she smiled again.
“Thanks for carrying it, and thanks again for trying to help.”

“I’m glad you didn’t need it,” he said, almost bashfully.
They stood facing one another until it got a little awkward.
“Well… Good night, Christian. I hope to see you around.”
He gave a small wave as she turned to walk away.
And yeah, he hoped he’d see her around soon too.
And not just from the privacy of his deck.

* * *

The next day, Christian was having his own crappy day.
For starters, he didn’t feel well. Everything was…off. He was a little

warm, a little jittery, more than a little tired, and his concentration was shit.
Maybe he was coming down with something. No matter how long he
looked at the reports in front of him, nothing was making sense. In an hour,
he was supposed to meet with a new client he’d been courting for months
and he needed to get himself together.

“Focus, dammit,” he muttered, taking a long drink of his coffee. Probably
not the best option considering he was already jittery, but he hoped it would
wake him up a little too.



After he’d watched Sophie walk away, he’d gone home and found that he
was at a loss for something to do. With his mother and aunt gone, there
almost wasn’t a need for him to be home. Going back to the office seemed a
bit ridiculous, so he’d forced himself to make a real meal for dinner instead
of opting for takeout, and then he’d sat and watched TV until well after
midnight.

Then sleep had eluded him.
He’d tossed and turned and done more than his share of cursing, but

nothing had seemed to make his brain shut down enough for him to relax
and go to sleep. He was edgy and uncomfortable—and no matter how great
his Sleep Number bed usually was, last night there was no perfect setting to
help him.

Sometime after two, he’d risen and—feeling more than a little desperate
for sleep—made himself a cup of chamomile tea. It wasn’t something he
normally drank, but he always kept some in the house for his mother’s visits
because she enjoyed it. More than once she’d mentioned how it always
helped her sleep, so he figured he’d try it.

Didn’t work.
By three, he’d gone out on the deck, sat on one of the chaises, closed his

eyes, and listened to the sound of the waves.
That worked until he realized there was no way he could sleep out on the

deck. So, half-delirious from exhaustion, he’d opened the French doors that
led to the far end of the deck. Part of him was a little ill at ease about
sleeping with the doors open, but desperate times called for desperate
measures, and as he crawled into bed at three thirty with the sound of the
waves lulling him, all thoughts of security were forgotten.

Unfortunately, his alarm had gone off at six thirty and three hours of sleep
were not enough to get him through this day. If he could get through the
meeting with the Davenports, he could go home after that. No doubt he’d be



able to sleep tonight without any trouble. Looking at his watch, he saw it
was already eleven and his meeting was at one.

“Christian?” his assistant Erin called from the doorway.
Looking up, Christian scowled. “What is it, Erin?”
“Patricia from HR is here and she’d like to speak with you.”
With a shake of his head, he responded, “I don’t have time right now. Tell

her we’ll have to talk later this afternoon.”
He wasn’t about to admit that he was already planning on leaving as soon

as his meeting was over. No one needed to know that. And basically, there
were very few things that he needed to handle directly with his HR
department, so no doubt if it was really all that important, she could reach
out to someone else.

Figuring that was that, he was surprised when he looked up and saw Erin
still standing in the same spot. “Problem?”

She took one hesitant step into the room, and that was his first clue that
something was up. Erin had been working with him for over two years now
and she was an extremely confident person who knew when he didn’t want
to be bothered. To see her looking less than such had him more than a little
curious.

When she was in front of his desk, she said, “It seems that there’s a
problem with the program your mother and aunt were here about and
Patricia can’t get either of them on the phone. She’s a little anxious about it
and I think it would be best to talk to her now rather than later.”

Bloody hell.
“Erin,” he began evenly, “I am a little swamped here going over the file

for the Davenports. Surely I’m not the only person who can talk to her
about this. Can’t she reach out to someone at my father’s office who’s in
charge?”

“I thought of that too, but it seems like the issue is…unique to, well,
here.”



Okay, now he was curious. Tossing the file aside, he let out a loud groan
of frustration. “Tell her to make it quick.”

Smiling at him, Erin said, “I will. Thanks.”
As she walked out of the office, Christian raked a hand through his hair,

his chest tightening. The last thing he needed was another distraction this
morning. Why didn’t people understand he had a job to do and that it
wasn’t possible for him to put out everyone else’s fires? Although, if he
were honest, he wasn’t getting a whole lot done on the Davenport file
anyway. Maybe this little meeting with Patricia would be enough to break
him out of whatever was bothering him and get his head focused like it
needed to be.

“Thank you so much for meeting with me, Mr. Montgomery,” Patricia
said as she walked into the room. She was an older woman—in her sixties
—with a sleek blond bob, dressed in a classic Chanel-style suit. Christian
often noticed how she was a throwback to another time—a time when
employees put a little extra effort into how they dressed for work. He
appreciated her effort, admired it. And normally she was the first with a
smile, but right now she looked more than a little uncomfortable.

Motioning for her to have a seat, he relaxed in his chair. “What can I do
for you, Patricia?”

Sitting primly in her chair, she folded her hands in her lap before she
started to speak. “As you know, your mother and aunt entrusted me with
their new corporate health program.”

He nodded as she went on to describe all of the work they’d
accomplished this week. Holding up a hand to stop her, he asked, “I thought
everything was in place? My mother mentioned that you had hired
someone.”

“Oh, we did,” she said. “The agency they’re using assigned a nurse to us
and she was supposed to meet with your mother and aunt and…” She
paused for a moment. “Well, she’s here today for an orientation.”



“Patricia, I don’t see what—”
“Christian?” Erin’s voice came across the intercom.
Holding up a hand to Patricia, he picked up the phone. “Yes, Erin?”
“The Davenport people are here,” she said quietly.
“What?” he cried, panic gripping him by the throat. Jumping up from his

chair, it suddenly felt as if he couldn’t breathe. “They’re two hours early,
Erin! Did you remind them of their appointment time?”

“I—I did, sir. But they are insisting they see you earlier. It seems they met
with Brannigans this morning and now they’re anxious to talk to you.”

“Brannigans? They met with Brannigans?” The tightening in his chest
grew to almost painful proportions.

“Mr. Montgomery,” Patricia said, concern lacing her tone. “Are you all
right?”

Brannigans was an investment firm like Montgomerys. They were their
direct competition and Christian was more than a little concerned that not
only had the Davenports openly admitted they’d gone to them, but that
they’d come here to comparison shop!

Wiping sweat from his brow, he ignored Patricia’s question and said to
Erin, “Set them up in the conference room and tell them I’ll be in shortly.”

“Are you sure?”
“Offer them coffee, beverages, whatever we can to tide them over while I

get everything together,” he went on even as she tried to reason with him.
“We can do this, but I’m not going to jump through their hoops and run in
there.”

Christian heard her small sigh. “Yes, sir.”
Hanging up the phone, he turned to Patricia. “This will have to wait,” he

said, but he was breathless and his head was spinning. Reaching for the
desk to steady himself, he took a moment to try to catch his breath. Doing
his best to focus, he looked at Patricia and noticed the stricken look on her
face right before she ran from the room.



At least…he thought she ran. Everything was starting to look a bit wonky,
tilted. Christian did his best to focus on his office door, but it seemed to be
getting further and further away. Slowly, he made his way around the desk
and the pain in his chest got sharper. Gasping painfully, he almost dropped
to his knees.

This is it, he thought. This job has officially killed me. Why didn’t I listen
to everyone who’d been warning me to take it easy? Why didn’t I quit when
I wanted to? Way back when I left London?

Off in the distance, he could hear voices, but they were muffled. A
million thoughts raced through his head—why hadn’t he taken that vacation
to Hawaii last year? Why were his only trips for either business or family
events? And lastly, why hadn’t he asked Sophie out last night?

The pain in his chest subsided, but everything else was still off. Blinking
several times, he saw people entering his office. It took a couple of tries to
focus, but then he saw Erin and Patricia—both of them encouraged him to
sit. Nodding, he agreed and let them lead him over to the leather sofa
against his far wall. Erin immediately loosened his tie and even though his
first instinct was to swat her hand away, he simply didn’t have the energy to
do so.

He was tired.
So, so tired.
“Miss Bennington! In here!” Patricia called out.
He had no idea who that was and right now, he didn’t care.
Resting his head against the sofa cushions, Christian closed his eyes and

tried to take a deep breath but found that he couldn’t.
“I’ve called 911,” someone said. He didn’t recognize the voice, but then

again, everyone still sounded muffled.
All around him, he could feel people moving around, but he was just too

tired to open his eyes and see what all the fuss was about. Maybe if he
could lie down for a little while, he’d feel better.



The touch of someone’s hand on his temple startled him, but still he
didn’t open his eyes. The hand felt cool against his skin, and it went from
his temple to the pulse at his neck and then finally to his wrist.

“Does anyone have an aspirin?” that same voice asked and now he was
getting curious as to who it belonged to. Just as he was about to ask, he felt
a little pressure on his bottom lip as he was instructed to “chew this.” He
assumed it was the aspirin and simply complied.

“Paramedics will be here in five,” Erin called out.
Okay, he was starting to recognize voices again and—strangely enough—

the pressure in his chest was easing. He took one breath, then another, and
found it a lot easier than it had been moments ago. It took a bit of an effort,
but he wanted to sit up a little straighter. As soon as he moved, however,
there was a hand on his shoulder encouraging him to sit still.

Now he opened his eyes, and the first thing Christian noticed was the
crowd of concerned faces—besides Erin and Patricia, there were several of
his junior executives staring at him. Frowning because he hated being the
center of attention like this, he was about to speak when he was encouraged
to relax.

That voice.
He knew that voice.
Turning his head, his gaze locked on a pair of serious and concerned

green eyes.
Sophie.
What? How? Why? So many questions and no one would let him speak.
“Your heart rate is going up again,” Sophie said softly, keeping her

fingers on his wrist. “It’s vital for you to relax, Christian. The paramedics
are on their way.”

“I don’t need the paramedics,” he finally said. “I’m fine now.”
The look she gave him showed that she didn’t believe him even the littlest

bit. “You’re pale and your skin is clammy. Your pulse is jumpy and you



almost passed out.”
Um…yeah. He didn’t need the laundry list, he’d lived it.
“I’m fine,” he repeated, feeling a little of his strength return. Looking

over at Erin, he said, “Cancel the paramedics.”
She turned her head as if she hadn’t heard him.
Traitor.
Since his loyal assistant wasn’t feeling particularly like listening to him,

he faced Sophie. “Look, you’re right. I had a bad moment there. I didn’t
sleep well last night and I guess it caught up with me. As a medical
professional, you know paramedics don’t appreciate being called to a scene
when there’s nothing wrong, so really, just…cancel them. Tell them I’m
fine. And since you’re a nurse, they’ll believe you!”

If he thought his reasoning would win her over, he was sadly mistaken.
Christian heard the flutter of activity coming closer to the office and knew

that everyone who worked for him was going to watch him getting wheeled
out on a stretcher, and that was unacceptable. Sophie went to stand, but he
frantically grasped her hand and pulled her in close.

“I do not want to leave here on a stretcher,” he ground out.
With a simple nod, she stood and walked over to greet the paramedics,

and then—in a move that surprised him—she addressed everyone else in
the room.

“We need to make room for the paramedics to come in!” she called out.
“So unless you are a medical professional, you need to leave the office. I’m
sure that”—she looked over at Erin and asked her name before continuing
—“I’m sure Erin will update all of you as soon as we have more
information. Thank you for understanding!”

As the paramedics moved toward him, everyone else quickly filed out of
the room.

Before he knew it, they were checking his vitals and talking to him, and it
was a little overwhelming. Sophie gave them the rundown of what she’d



observed as well as the vitals she had taken before they arrived. He wanted
to be annoyed at her high-handedness, but honestly, right now he was
grateful not to have to think so much.

“Mr. Montgomery, we’re going to need to take you in for a cardiac
evaluation,” one of the paramedics stated, and Christian immediately
looked to Sophie for help.

She cleared her throat and said, “Um, is there any way we can let Mr.
Montgomery walk out of the building?”

“Seriously?” the second paramedic asked. “He may have had a heart
attack. We need to get him in the bus as soon as possible and get him to the
ER.” Then he looked at Christian. “Sorry, Bud. We need to do this now.”

They helped him to his feet and onto the stretcher, but at least he wasn’t
fully reclined. They gave him oxygen and secured him, and once again, his
eyes went to Sophie’s.

“I’ll be right behind you,” she said, taking his hand and walking alongside
him out to the ambulance.

* * *

It was a good thing she was trained to work well under pressure, because
when Sophie had walked into Christian’s office and seen the condition he
was in, she almost cried. Why? She honestly couldn’t say. Maybe it was
because he had been so nice to her the night before or maybe she was
reacting to witnessing someone she knew in true distress.

Okay, so…technically, she didn’t really know Christian. He was simply an
acquaintance.

A really nice acquaintance.
But still, she was a nurse and dealing with someone in the midst of a

medical crisis should have her ready to leap into action. Back home when
she’d worked for Doc Kelly, the most they ever saw was the flu or the
occasional broken bone. And during her clinicals, she’d been able to detach



herself. But seeing Christian looking so helpless had affected her in a way
she’d never experienced before.

At the hospital, she wasn’t allowed to go to the examination with him, but
within minutes she had been brought to him because he kept asking for her.

And while that should have been weird—they’d only met the night before
—it wasn’t. If anything, she wanted to be there for him.

As soon as Sophie stepped into the room, she was at his side and he’d
taken her hand in his—and she liked that he was a toucher. She sat with him
as he was given a complete cardiac workup, and with each test they
performed, she explained it and answered any questions he had.

“Is there anyone you want me to call? Your parents? Siblings? The office?
Your girlfriend?” she asked, her eyes not meeting his.

Sure, she was totally fishing on that last one, but she couldn’t help but be
curious.

After walking away from Christian yesterday, she had called herself every
kind of idiot for not asking him if he wanted to have coffee or something.
At the time, she was in her wetsuit and it wasn’t as if she could have gone
anyplace right then and there, but they could have made plans for later on.
It was exactly the thing Sophie’d been telling herself she needed to do more
of, yet when a sexy guy—who was clearly a good guy too—essentially
landed at her feet, she wished him a good night and walked away?

All night and all morning she’d been hoping to run into him again.
She just hadn’t thought it would be while he was having a heart attack.
“I’d prefer to wait until we get a final diagnosis,” Christian said,

interrupting her thoughts. “No need to get anyone upset if they don’t need
to be.”

Typical man.
Nodding, Sophie noted that he hadn’t given her an answer on the whole

girlfriend thing. She looked at their joined hands and hoped he wasn’t the
type of guy who would hold hands with one woman while dating another.



Then she wanted to smack herself in the head, because it wasn’t as if he was
holding her hand in a romantic way—he was looking for a little comfort
while going through a scary experience.

They sat quietly as the medical team walked out of the room. No doubt
the doctors would look over all of the test results and confirm whether or
not what had happened to Christian was a heart attack. She hoped it wasn’t.
He was far too young for that sort of thing.

He was calm right now. Relaxed. And while his eyes were closed, Sophie
allowed herself to take a minute to study him. Dark brown hair that was
looking a little haphazard right now, a strong jaw, and the kind of face that
made a woman sigh with appreciation. He was tall—easily six feet—and
even though he was in a hospital gown right now, she remembered from last
night that he had an impressive physique. Christian was tan, but not overly
so. He didn’t look like someone who spent a lot of time at the beach. More
than anything, she couldn’t help but admire his lean muscles—she had to
stop herself from reaching over and stroking a bicep.

That would be wrong, right?
Sophie spoke after a minute. “Can I ask you something?”
“Sure.”
“If no one had been in your office with you, would you have called for

help?”
Without hesitation, he replied, “No.”
“Wow,” she said.
“My turn. Can I ask you something?” He turned his head toward her and

opened his eyes, and she was struck at how blue they were. Had she noticed
that last night?

“Sure.”
“What were you doing at my office?” Both his tone and his expression

were serious and at first, Sophie wasn’t sure what to say.
“Remember the job I told you about yesterday?”



He acknowledged her question.
“It was with your company,” she said.
One dark brow quirked and she thought it was sexy as hell.
Clearing her throat—and her mind—she continued. “I had no idea it was

your company. Honestly, I didn’t give much thought to whose company it
was. I met a couple of nice ladies on the beach a few days ago. They were
sitting in the sand watching the surfers and when I came out of the water,
they struck up a conversation with me.” She shrugged. “One thing led to
another and I was telling them about my job search and the agency I had
signed with and they told me they had the perfect job for me. All I had to do
was apply.”

He looked at her quizzically.
“Well, I told them they needed to go through the agency—I didn’t want it

to seem like I was poaching jobs from them. So they called and specifically
requested me, and after a little negotiating, the agency agreed to send me.”

“And…these ladies, they were willing to just hire you after seeing you on
the beach?”

With a nod, she went on. “It’s true. I was out surfing Monday morning
and there they were, sitting on the sand. They applauded when I got out of
the water. I thought they were teasing me at first. Then they explained that
they were impressed with my determination.”

It was Christian’s turn to nod.
“Last night you encouraged me to make sure things got started on the

right foot, and…that’s what I did. I went to the office—your office—and
asked to speak to someone in human resources. Patricia agreed to meet with
me, and it was the best interview I ever had!” she gushed. “When we were
done, she asked me to wait out in the reception area and that’s when she
went to talk to you. Only I didn’t know it was you she was going to talk to.
I wouldn’t have tried to use that to my advantage, I swear.”



He laughed. “Sophie, I didn’t think that at all. It seemed like such a wild
coincidence that you were there, that’s all.”

She sagged with relief. “Well, I’m glad I was there. I mean, I know I
didn’t do much and your staff seemed to have it all under control, but I’d
like to think that I would have been heroic in saving you. You know, if you
needed it.”

It made her feel good to see that he was feeling a little bit better.
“Sort of like someone running to the beach to save a drowning person

who wasn’t drowning?” he teased.
This time she laughed with him. “Exactly!” They were both smiling and

chuckling when the cardiologist came in.
“How are you feeling, Mr. Montgomery?” he asked. Sophie looked at his

badge and saw his name was Dr. Asher. He was reading the chart in his
hand and barely glanced at Christian.

“I’m feeling much better,” Christian said. “I don’t have any pain or any of
the symptoms I had earlier, and really, I don’t think it was a heart attack. I
was exhausted from lack of sleep. I’m hoping you’ll cut me loose so I can
return to work.”

Sophie gasped, hating that after all he’d suffered, he wanted to go back to
work!

Tucking the chart under his arm, Dr. Asher looked at Christian. “You’re
partly correct. You did not have a heart attack.”

“I knew it!” Christian said victoriously.
“However,” Dr. Asher quickly added, “your blood pressure is high. We’re

going to need to monitor that.”
“O-kay… So, I can go, right?”
“Wait,” Sophie jumped in. “If Christian didn’t have a heart attack, what

caused all of those symptoms?” Honestly, she already had that figured out,
but she didn’t want to say anything until the doctor confirmed her
suspicions.



“Anxiety attack,” Dr. Asher stated. “You mentioned earlier how much
you work and what was going on when the attack hit. You also mentioned
that you’ve felt that tightness in your chest before, correct?”

Christian gave a curt nod and she knew he wasn’t being one hundred
percent honest with the doctor. Taking his hand in hers, she tugged gently
until he looked at her. “Christian, it’s important that you tell Dr. Asher how
often this has been happening. You may have dodged a bullet this time, but
there’s no guarantee this won’t lead to a heart attack in the future if you
don’t get your anxiety under control.”

“I don’t have anxiety!” he yelled and the monitors began to beep like
crazy.

When both she and Dr. Asher gave him stern looks, Christian at least had
the good sense to seem apologetic.

“Mr. Montgomery, your girlfriend is right. You need to tell me exactly
what’s been happening and what leads to you having these chest pains. I’ve
already consulted with your primary physician and you’ll need to do a
follow-up with him tomorrow.” He reached into his lab coat pocket and
pulled out a piece of paper. “He’s agreed to see you first thing tomorrow
morning to discuss some treatment options with you.”

“Treatment options?” Christian repeated incredulously. “What treatment
options? It was an anxiety attack! I’ll try to relax a bit and I should be fine.”
When he went to sit up, Sophie gently grasped his shoulder to stop him.
The annoyed glare he shot her made her instantly release him.

“I’m afraid there’s a little more to it than just…relaxing,” Dr. Asher
explained. “You need to take this seriously, Mr. Montgomery. You’re far too
young to be heading for a heart attack. I’m sure your doctor will prescribe
something for your blood pressure—some diet modifications and exercise
—and he’ll most likely recommend that you reduce your work hours.”

“That’s impossible!” Christian cried out with frustration. “Do you think I
enjoy working so many hours? Don’t you think if I could cut back that I



would?”
“I don’t know you well enough to make that observation,” Dr. Asher said

evenly. “Either way, you need to get proactive about your health or you’ll
be seeing a lot more of me, and fairly soon.” He turned to Sophie. “His
discharge papers are ready. Make sure he gets to his appointment with his
physician in the morning.”

“I’m right here!” Christian snapped. “I don’t need the two of you talking
about me as if I’m not even here!”

When Dr. Asher started to speak again, Sophie cut him off. “I’ve got this.
Thank you for everything, Dr. Asher.”

He wished them both a good day before leaving the room. Once he was
gone, Christian tried to rise from the bed.

“Whoa,” she said to him, once more grasping his shoulder to stop him.
“Aren’t you forgetting something?”

“What?” he asked irritably.
“For starters, you’re still hooked up to all of these machines, and secondly

—you’re not wearing any pants.”
It was adorable to see him blush.
“Oh.”
“Yeah, oh,” she mimicked with a grin. “Give me a minute and I’ll find a

nurse to come and disconnect you. I’ll wait out in the lobby and take you
home.”

“I need to go to the office,” he stated.
“Okay. Be right back.” There was no way she was taking him to work, but

she wasn’t going to tell him that right now. What Christian needed most
was to stay calm, and arguing with him wouldn’t help with that.

After she talked to one of the nurses, Sophie walked to the hospital lobby
and pulled out her phone. Thankfully she had Montgomerys’ number from
when she’d called that morning to see about getting another shot at her



interview. She figured she’d get Christian’s assistant to give her some clues
as to how she could get him home without causing him too much stress.

Miracles could happen, right?



Chapter 3

Christian opened his eyes when Sophie put her car in park. It took a minute
for his brain to realize what he was seeing.

“This isn’t my office, Sophie.” They were parked in the lot by the surf
shop.

“I know,” she said lightly.
“So why are we at the surf shop?”
“Well, we’re not at the surf shop, exactly. I remember you saying that you

lived near here. I have no idea which house specifically.”
He wanted to argue, but he didn’t want to be sitting in the parking lot, so

he gave her the address and quickly directed her to turn at the first block to
the right and six houses down. Once they were in his driveway and Sophie
made to get out of the car, he stopped her.

Christian immediately stopped her. “You said you were taking me to my
office.”

“Um…no. You said you needed to go to the office. Two totally different
things.”

This time he didn’t stop her from getting out of the car. Instead, he
climbed out and met her at the hood. “You know I can take myself there,
right?”

She gave him a patient smile. “I’m sure you could—even though your
car’s still at the office. It would be easy for you could call for an Uber. But
then you’d have to worry about the late afternoon traffic, because, let’s face



it, you’ll want to go inside and shower and change your clothes to wash that
hospital smell off you. By the time you get done with that you’re going to
want something to eat, because, again, let’s face it, you must be hungry. I
know I am.” She paused and lifted a shoulder. “I’ll stop at the grocery store
and grab a salad or something like that and eat all by myself at my
apartment. Like I usually do.”

He didn’t say a word.
Another pause. “What about you? Do you usually eat alone? It’s boring,

isn’t it? Do you cook, or do you do a lot of takeout? What do you think
you’ll have for lunch?”

He’d heard enough. Raking a hand through his hair, he said, “You’re not
going to let this go, are you, love.” It wasn’t a question.

However, he did notice how her eyes went a little wide at his statement
and it reminded him that Sophie had no idea he’d spent so much time living
across the pond.

England, dammit! he silently reminded himself.
“You mean reminding you how you need to take the day off and have

something healthy to eat while you relax? Um…no,” she said with a hint of
sass.

He liked sass.
Apparently.
“Look, you don’t understand. I have a lot of responsibilities and—” He

stopped when his phone rang. Looking at the screen, he saw it was Erin
calling. With a muttered curse—of the American variety and not British—
he answered, walking up the steps to the front door and going inside. Even
without turning around, he knew Sophie would follow.

“Erin, how is everything? Did you reschedule with the Davenports? Were
they upset?”

She laughed. “Funny, that’s what I was calling to ask you. Not about the
Davenports, but about your health,” she said dryly. “How are you feeling?”



Christian gave her a quick rundown of what had transpired at the hospital,
and he figured she’d be on his side where coming back to work was
concerned.

He was wrong.
“You need to take this seriously, Christian,” she said firmly. “My father-

in-law had a heart attack when he was forty-two and it nearly killed him.
His doctors said his high blood pressure and his insane work schedule were
largely to blame—especially since there was no history of heart disease in
the family.”

That’s when Christian realized there was no history of heart disease in his
family either.

Dammit.
“I have an appointment with my physician first thing in the morning. I’ll

be in as soon as I’m done,” he said, tossing his keys on the kitchen counter.
“That won’t be necessary. I cleared your schedule through the end of next

week,” Erin said sweetly.
“You did what? Why? What gave you the right to do that?” he demanded.
“I can’t take all of the credit,” she went on, unfazed. “After you left, I

gathered everyone around for an impromptu meeting and reassigned as
much of your work as I possibly could and then went about moving all of
your appointments out. Everyone was greatly concerned about you, of
course.”

“What about the Davenports? Even knowing that they went to see the
Brannigans, you still rescheduled with them? There’s no way they’ll wait
another week to talk with me!”

“Not true. David Marcum sat with them—along with me—and we gave
them a general outline of what you had prepared for them and they were
pleased,” she said proudly. “Honestly, I almost think we could’ve signed a
contract with them today if we’d pushed a little.”



“Erin! This is beyond crazy! You had no right to step in like that! David
had no right to step in like that! I’m going to have to talk to him and—”

“I asked him to step in, and you know what? He’s been dying for a little
more responsibility around here. Everyone has. You hoard all the clients
and then complain about how no one is pulling their weight! Christian, you
have to realize that you’re not the only one capable of handling the
accounts. You have a fantastic group of executives here who are tired of
twiddling their thumbs while you work eighty hours a week.”

He sat at the kitchen table and sighed. “Erin, this is how I do things—”
“Well, you’re doing them wrong,” she snapped. “And I hate to do this to

you, but…I called your father and I called Ryder.”
His chest instantly seized in pain and he gasped. Sophie was immediately

at his side and he did his best not to meet her gaze—unwilling to let her see
too deeply what was going on.

“Why…would you…do that?” he asked through clenched teeth.
“Because I knew this conversation was going to happen. I knew you were

going to make light of what happened today, and I also knew if someone
didn’t step in, you’d end up back in the hospital. You put way too much
stress on yourself, Christian.”

“And you’re adding to it right now!” he snapped. “You had no right to
call my father! And on top of that, why Ryder?”

“Your father because, well…he’s your father. And Ryder because he used
to run this place.” She paused. “It’s a week, Christian. Okay, ten days
including the weekend. Take the time and rest. And until you get the
clearance from your doctor, you’re not allowed in the office.”

Another chest pain.
“I’m allowed anywhere I damn well please! It’s my company!” he

countered.
“Not for the next ten days. If you come into the office, your father will be

called and then he’ll show up here and take over. Is that what you want?”



Immediately his mind flashed back to London and how his father had
ruined everything for him. There was no way he would allow that to happen
again.

He wanted to throttle his assistant more than anything in the world right
now. But he also couldn’t help but be seriously impressed with her
leadership skills and how she had managed to work quickly and efficiently
—even if it meant screwing him over a bit in the process.

“Fine. Ten days,” he muttered.
“And don’t worry. Everything is under control here.”
A minute later he hung up and slid his phone away from him. Eyes shut,

head tilted, he did his best to breathe deeply and try to will away the pain in
his chest.

Without him realizing she’d done it at first, Sophie had her hand on his
wrist and was taking his pulse. Then she felt his forehead.

Lucky him. He had his own personal nurse whether he wanted one or not.
And right now, he didn’t.
“You know you’re just proving everyone right, don’t you?” she asked,

gently releasing his wrist.
It was pointless to pretend he didn’t know what she was talking about.

“Yeah, well, old habits die hard.”
She laughed softly and walked over to pour him a glass of water. Placing

it on the table, she sat. “From what I heard, you have a ten-day break,
correct?”

He nodded.
“No doubt your doctor will agree that it’s for the best. He may

recommend an even longer break.”
“Not gonna happen,” he argued lightly.
“Okay, fine. So let’s say you get him to agree to the ten days. You should

take advantage of the time and relax, Christian. Catch up on some sleep, sit



on the beach, and get some sun. I wouldn’t recommend trying anything
new, because the point of this break is to let go of this anxiety.”

“I hate that word.”
Reaching out, she placed a hand over his and gently squeezed. “I’m sure

you do. And for what it’s worth, I’m sorry that you’re dealing with this.”
He studied her. Yesterday, when he’d finally seen her up close, she was

makeup-free and she’d been beautiful. There was a small patch of freckles
on the bridge of her nose and cheeks, and her hair—even up in a ponytail—
looked long and luxurious.

The woman sitting beside him was breathtaking. Her hair was longer than
he’d imagined and more fiery in color, with a riotous mass of curls. Her
emerald eyes were wide, with the longest lashes, which looked natural. And
her lips? Well…last night they had been mildly tempting, but today, painted
with a red that almost matched her hair, she was a combination of Irish rose
and temptress.

Which was probably the last thing he needed right now.
Knowing he could sit there and look at her until it bordered on

inappropriate, he turned his hand over and squeezed hers. “Thanks.
Unfortunately, there’s no one to blame for this but me. I did this to myself.”

“What do you mean?”
The first thing that hit him was that Sophie didn’t move her hand away.

Here they were, virtually strangers, yet he’d reached out to her for comfort
more times today than he could count. Wasn’t that odd? A little
uncharacteristic of him?

“Christian?” she prompted.
“Oh…uh, I mean that I’ve turned into a bit of a workaholic who clearly

has some issues with control,” he said with a self-deprecating laugh. “Erin
pretty much told me that my staff has been looking for more responsibility
and I’ve been hoarding the work.”



“Yikes,” she said with a small laugh. “You must really hoard, because
most employees don’t go looking for more work.”

That had him laughing with her. “It was a little bit of a surprise for me to
hear. No one’s said a word about it to me.”

He now realized why that was—he’d never made himself available to
listen.

Sure, he’d known that most of the staff wasn’t happy with the way he was
doing things, but Christian always figured it was simply because he wasn’t
doing everything the same way his predecessor—his cousin Ryder—had.
So he’d always blown off any comments and chalked it up to people just
not liking change.

But basically, it would seem it was him they didn’t like.
And with good reason.
The thing was, he hadn’t always been this way. Back in London—at the

office he had launched—Christian had a great relationship with everyone on
staff. He could remember sitting in the open office space and working
together as equals. Not once had he shut anyone down or thought twice
about sharing the workload. Unfortunately, while he had thought he was
doing a great job and being an amazing boss, he was being lied to and taken
advantage of by the people he’d trusted the most.

And damn, that sting of betrayal still hurt.
“Hey,” Sophie said softly. “Where’d you go?”
Blinking, he focused on her. “What?”
She smiled and her gaze seemed to see right through him. “You seemed to

go off somewhere in your own head. You okay?”
Why deny it? With a shrug, he said, “Right now? Not so much. A lot has

happened today.”
She nodded with understanding and pulled her hand from his. “I should

probably go so you can rest. You mentioned several times today how you



hadn’t slept well. Maybe now that you’re home and know that you don’t
have anything pressing to do, you’ll be able to relax and get some sleep.”

“Maybe.” The thing was, he wasn’t tired anymore. “You mentioned
something about lunch,” he said, hoping he sounded interested enough for
her to want to stick around. Her smile was slow and a little shy and
Christian had to admit, he liked the light flush on her cheeks.

“I did,” she agreed. “Would you like me to go and get something, or do
you have something here we can make and maybe eat out on the deck?”

If there was one thing he tended to do, it was keep a fully stocked
refrigerator. At least, fully stocked with the makings for sandwiches and
quick meals. “I’m sure we can find something here we can have,” he said,
standing. “I’m not much of a cook, but I enjoy eating.”

Laughing, she joined him by the refrigerator. “Okay, let’s see what we can
do!”

Then something happened that hadn’t happened in a long time.
He was relaxing.
Seriously relaxing.
As in, he could feel the tension easing from his body in a way it never had

before.
And why? Because he was standing in his kitchen making sandwiches

with a beautiful woman. Together they worked to make a simple meal, and
the entire time, Sophie talked about her move to San Diego from her
hometown in Kansas. She mentioned the culture shock of going from the
Midwest to living on the coast and how she couldn’t believe how much
higher the cost of living was in California.

“How much did you research before you decided to move?” he asked,
piling his sandwich high with thinly sliced turkey breast.

“I’ll admit, not nearly enough. All I knew was that I wanted to see the
ocean and live as close to it as I could.” Moving around him, Sophie took
out the fixings for a salad to share. “You know, most of what you have here



in your refrigerator is pretty healthy. The cold cuts are going to be a big no-
no for you since they’re so high in sodium, but considering it was all we
had to work with, I think this one last time should be okay.”

Frowning, Christian stared hard at his sandwich. “One last time?
Seriously? What am I supposed to eat for lunch?”

Sophie’s husky laugh wrapped around him as she closed the refrigerator
door with her hip. “Ooh…lots of good things—salads, fruit, lean proteins.
You have far more options than you realize!”

“And no sandwiches,” he said hesitantly. “Like forever or temporarily
or…”

“I’m beginning to think you have some sort of sandwich fetish.”
“No!” he quickly said, realizing that he sounded a wee bit like a crazy

person about food. “It’s just that they’re so easy to make and all that other
stuff sounds like I’m going to have to put in more of an effort than I’m used
to.”

Patting his hand before she took their plates, she said, “I’m sure you’ll
adjust.”

Leaning against the granite countertop, Christian watched the sway of her
hips as she carried their lunch out to the deck.

Never had he so looked forward to a meal.

* * *

“I don’t know about this.”
“You’re making a big deal out of nothing.”
Sophie eyed Christian warily. “Like it or not, Christian, you had a pretty

intense health scare today. You may not think that you’re tired, but trust me,
you are.”

He quirked that dark brow at her again and she was finding it sexier each
time. “And you know this…how?”



Sighing dramatically, she explained to him all the ways an event like what
he’d experienced today—topped with the exhaustion from lack of sleep—
was currently doing to his body without him realizing it.

“Basically, you think you’re fine, but your motor skills aren’t as sharp as
they need to be, and I can’t in good conscience allow you to drive your car
home from the office. I can’t.”

They were still sitting on the deck even though they had finished lunch
over an hour ago. There was a light breeze coming off the water, and they
had been so engrossed in their conversation that neither seemed to consider
cleaning up and going inside. Now that they were talking about Christian’s
well-being, however, Sophie suddenly felt bad about monopolizing his time
when he should be sleeping.

Standing up, she started clearing the table.
“I hate to break it to you, but I can call for an Uber to take me to pick up

my car as soon as you leave,” he said, causing her to halt in her tracks.
“Christian, you have to trust me on this,” she said firmly. Sophie felt like

she was dealing with a petulant child. “You’re already complaining about
missing ten days of work, do you want to add to that when you crash your
car because you fell asleep behind the wheel?”

With a snort, Christian stood and gathered the remainder of their lunch
mess. “You may not believe this, but I’ve never had an accident. Ever. And
I’ve driven home from the office on far less sleep than I had last night, after
far more stressful days. I can practically do the drive with my eyes closed.”
Clearly, he thought he had gotten the best of her because he gave a cocky
grin and walked into the house.

“Surely you can call your assistant and someone can drive the car here to
you,” she suggested as she followed him into the kitchen.

“No one has the keys,” he said.
Darn. She hadn’t thought of that.



As they worked together to clean up the kitchen, she wracked her brain
for a solution that wouldn’t involve Christian driving today. She wasn’t
stupid—she knew he needed his car tomorrow morning to get to the doctor,
but that didn’t mean he had to be the one to get it. Maybe there was
someone else they could call to go with her, and Christian could wait here
and—

“I can hear you thinking from here,” Christian said with a laugh. “You
need to let this go. I have already left my comfort zone in a dozen different
ways today by letting so many people tell me what to do. This is one thing
I’m not going to be swayed on.”

She didn’t know him all that well yet, but she was coming to realize that
Christian Montgomery a) didn’t like to accept help, and b) pretty much
liked to be in control at all times.

Typical man.
Wiping the countertop, she looked at him. “How about this, you call an

Uber—”
“Thank you,” he said sweetly. “That’s what I said I was going to do.”
“Not finished,” she responded just as sweetly. “You call for an Uber and I

go with you and drive your car home with you in the passenger seat.”
Now he looked at her as if she were crazy.
“What? What’s wrong with that?” she asked.
His initial response was part growl, part laughter. “What is it with you?

Look, I appreciate everything you’ve done today. I was relieved not to be at
the hospital alone. But I’m not your responsibility, Sophie. You’ve done far
too much already and—and—”

“And?” she prompted, even though she had a feeling he was ready to
show her the door.

His shoulders sagged and his expression went from amusement to neutral
in the blink of an eye. “I’m not comfortable with having someone do so
much for me. I’m not trying to be ungrateful, I swear. It’s just…”



One of the things Sophie prided herself in was her ability to be
compassionate and know when someone had been pushed to their limit.
Never did she want to be the kind of person who overstayed their welcome
or went where they didn’t belong.

And obviously, she didn’t belong here.
With a curt nod, she looked around for her purse and went to pick it up.

Taking her keys out, she turned to Christian and forced herself to smile.
“I’m sorry.”

His eyes went wide. “You’re sorry?”
She nodded again. “I’ve been bulldozing you all afternoon, and that

wasn’t very nice of me. You needed a ride home—or…to your office—and
I did what I thought was best rather than taking your feelings into
consideration. So, I’m sorry.”

Feeling the first sting of tears, she pulled out her sunglasses and slid them
on before Christian could see that she was about to cry. With a smile she
hoped looked sincere, she said, “I hope you feel better, Christian. And
maybe I’ll see you around.”

“Sophie, I…”
But she wasn’t listening. She couldn’t.
Instead, she quickly made her way to the front door and was out before

Christian could stop her. It was doubtful that he’d chase after her, and still
she made herself practically run to her car. She was out of the driveway and
down the street before her first tear fell.

“Dammit,” she murmured, wiping the moisture from her cheeks. And the
weird thing was, she had no idea why she was crying. Why was she so
upset? It wasn’t like she was surprised by the turn of events. She’d known
she was going to have to leave his house eventually, so…

“I just hate that he wanted me to leave,” she admitted out loud. It would
have been one thing for her to call it a day and for them to part ways when
they were both smiling and laughing and maybe making plans to see one



another again. It was quite another to see how badly he wanted her to go
and how he really didn’t want her help.

As she drove away, she tried to do the one thing that she always did—be
optimistic.

Only…it wasn’t so easy this time.
Christian Montgomery was a good man; she’d known this from their

initial meeting the night before. And even today, as she’d stood by his side
while ER doctors poked and prodded him, he had shown a vulnerable side.
Back at his home, she’d seen yet another side of him—he could be funny
and charming. But at the end of the day, he clearly preferred being alone.

And that made her sad.
Sophie was alone right now and it was her choice—her temporary choice.

Moving to San Diego had meant leaving all of her friends and family
behind while she chose to move to a new place sight unseen: she’d driven
into the city and stayed at a hotel while she looked for a place to live. That
was what she’d wanted to do—see the city first before committing to a
place to live. And while she didn’t regret it, her end goal was to meet
people, make friends, and have the kind of life she always wanted—one
that was filled with people who knew and liked her for herself, not because
they felt sorry for her or for—

She muttered a curse. “Stop it,” she reminded herself.
Negative thoughts popped into her head at the oddest of times and she

knew she couldn’t let them gain a foothold.
Easier said than done.
Glancing at the dashboard clock, she noted it was a little after four. She

could easily go home and change and be at the beach within the hour.
Maybe a couple of hours in the water would be the best way to clear her
mind. At least, that had always been how it worked since she’d decided to
try surfing.



With her mind made up, she felt a little lighter. Happier. Yes, the thought
of catching some waves—and maybe having a little more success than last
night—seemed like the perfect way to end the day.

At her apartment, Sophie quickly stripped and changed into her suit. The
weather and the water were still warm enough that she didn’t need a full
wetsuit—something she knew would change in the next month or so. But
for now, she was more than happy to slip on bikini bottoms and the long-
sleeved top. Switching her belongings from her small purse to a canvas
satchel, she slid on a pair of flip-flops and set off.

There was a little more traffic as she made her way back to the beach, but
she didn’t mind. She could see the ocean and knew it wouldn’t be long until
her only concern was finding the perfect wave.

If only finding her perfect life could be that simple.
And what was worse was having second thoughts about going to her

usual surfing spot because it was so close to Christian’s house. She didn’t
want him to think she was coming to check on him or that she was making
an excuse to see him again. That would be awkward. But on the other hand,
the thought of finding another surfing spot and another surf shop wasn’t the
least bit appealing.

“I guess I can deal with him thinking I’m a weirdo,” she murmured as she
pulled up to the surf shop.

After going through the motions of getting her board and making small
talk with Randy, Sophie finally walked onto the sand and kept her focus on
the water—refusing to look to her left toward the row of houses.

The water was a little cool tonight, but she wasn’t deterred. Over to her
right, she spotted Ollie and opted to move a little further down the shore to
make sure there was no repeat of last night.

And that put her almost in front of Christian’s house.
Unable to help herself, she allowed herself one glance over her shoulder

and saw that the house was dark. Sighing with relief, she turned back



toward the water. Hopefully, he was sleeping and not out picking up his car,
or worse, not—

“Stop it,” she told herself. “He’s a grown man and he’s not your
responsibility.”

It was one thing to say it and another to believe it.
With her board at her side, Sophie forced herself to clear her mind of any

and all thoughts of Christian Montgomery. Tilting her head back, she closed
her eyes, took a deep breath, and let it out slowly. She did it another three
times and when she opened her eyes and looked at the ocean, the only thing
she felt was peace.

Walking out into the water, she listened to the sound of the waves and
smiled as she spotted a young family whose toddler was running away from
the water every time the waves came ashore. The child’s squeal of laughter
was contagious, and she stood mesmerized for several moments as she
watched the scene.

A particularly high wave hit her midthigh, bringing her out of her reverie
and back to the present. There were waves to catch—and tonight she was
determined to stay on her board. Today she’d gone after what she wanted
where the job interview was concerned, and even though it didn’t seem to
have done any good, it had felt great not to back down from the challenge.

Just like right now.
Climbing onto her board, she paddled out a little farther than she

normally did and was rewarded with a wave that seemed to be coming
especially for her. And as she made her way into position, a wide smile on
her face, she couldn’t help but hope that this was a sign that things were
finally going to go her way.

* * *

For four days, Christian had spent his time doing two things—wandering
around his house and fielding phone calls from his family.



Both were making him crazy.
Here he was—at seven o’clock on Monday morning—and he was wide

awake with nothing to do. As much as he’d love to disobey the doctor’s
orders, he’d been scared straight enough to know that wasn’t the thing to
do. His blood pressure was better than it had been in the emergency room,
but not by much, and he knew if he didn’t make some drastic changes in his
life, being bored was going to be the least of his problems.

His mother was worried sick and had cried because she wasn’t there with
him, and offered to fly back. His father offered to come and take over the
day-to-day operations at Montgomerys while he was incapacitated.
Christian turned them both down.

Fast.
Then his sister had called and offered to come and stay with him, using

the excuse of being able to work with his IT department again on some
updates. If he were more of a selfish person, he would have taken her up on
the offer, because he knew he could trust Megan to keep an eye on things at
the office without trying to take over. And he’d enjoyed having her here
back in the spring.

The biggest surprise had been when his brother had called and offered to
come and cook a month’s worth of meals for him. Christian had laughed it
off because even though Carter was one of the biggest celebrity chefs
around, he couldn’t imagine him coming to San Diego and being happy
preparing boring meals for one person. Once they had gotten that whole
pretense out of the way, they had eased into some great conversation—
something they didn’t indulge in too often mainly because they were both
workaholics.

“Maybe you should let Mom come,” Carter had said. “I know she was
just there, but you know she’s worried sick about you now. She called me
and cried, dude. Like seriously cried.”

“Oh, geez.”



“You know Mom’s not the overly emotional type, so for her to be like
this, you know it’s real.”

“I’m not incapacitated, Carter,” Christian had argued. “I don’t need a
babysitter. What I need is to figure out how to change a lifetime of bad
work habits.”

A snort of derision was his brother’s response.
“What? What was that?”
“You and I both know you don’t have bad work habits, Christian. What

you have is years of Dad badgering you about being the model employee—
the model CEO. He wanted you to be the golden child of Montgomerys and
in the process he sucked the life out of you!”

Okay…yikes, he thought. This was something they definitely hadn’t
talked about before.

“I wouldn’t say he sucked the life out of me—”
“Tell me something,” Carter interrupted. “Can you honestly say you love

what you do? That sitting behind a desk, reading figures, and planning other
people’s finances makes you happy? That you’re passionate about it?”

“Not everyone is passionate about their jobs, Carter.”
“I am.”
“Yeah, well… You’re lucky. And we can’t compare the two. Your job

allows you to travel and create new things while meeting new people in
festive environments. That’s not how the majority of careers are.”

Carter let out a loud huff of frustration. “You’re avoiding the question. Do
you still get excited about meeting with new clients?”

“It’s interesting,” he reasoned.
“Oh my gosh, can you please just give me a straight answer? Yes or no,

dude? It’s not that difficult!”
“Okay, fine!” he’d shouted. “No, no I don’t get excited about meeting

new clients, I’m not happy at my job, and yes, a little of the life has been
sucked out of me while I try to please dad. But this is all I know! This is all



I’ve ever been allowed to know! So while you got a free pass to go off and
do what you want to do, remember it’s not like that for everyone.”

“Christian…”
“I hated you for that!” he went on. “You had the balls to stand up for

yourself and I never even knew that was an option. And every time I even
dare to comment on how I need a break or how exhausted I am, I end up
being guilted because I feel that way! Do you have any idea what that’s
like?”

His heart had raced and he had trembled all over because he’d finally said
the words out loud to his brother that he’d always been afraid to.

“Geez, Chris, I had no idea,” Carter said gruffly. “I mean, I knew Dad
was hard on you, but…I had no idea you felt that way about me.”

Shit. The last thing he’d wanted to do was make his brother feel bad.
Christian knew what it was like to have someone do that to you, and he
never wanted to be accused of being like their father in that respect.

“I don’t hate you, Carter,” Christian finally said, his own voice sounding
rough to his own ears. “I just wish I could have had the choice.”

“But you do! You are not obligated to stay in a job—a career—where it’s
killing you.”

“It’s not that easy—”
“Yes, it is! Seriously, you think you’re the first Montgomery to break out

of the family rut? The only reason you’re even in San Diego is because
Ryder needed a break! And you know what? He never went back. He made
a life for himself in North Carolina not working sixty hours a week. James
ran away from being part of it, and Zach moved as far away as he could and
he’s always run his division on his own terms. You remember how often he
would travel and go off on those crazy extreme-sport adventures?”

“That almost killed him? Um…yeah.”
“Not the point,” Carter reasoned. “I’m saying that the only one killing

himself over this company is you.”



Yeah. That was becoming more and more obvious. All of his cousins
were married and had kids and weren’t working for months—years!—on
end with no vacations. He was the last Montgomery working for the
company who was doing that. Even his father and uncles took time to get
away from the office, so…why wasn’t he?

“I know this was a crappy time to bring this up,” Carter said, interrupting
his thoughts, “but I thought it was important to talk about it. A heart attack
at your age isn’t anything to take lightly.”

“It wasn’t a heart attack.”
“It’s a precursor to one, and you know it.” With a sigh, his brother went

on. “Look, I know you’re taking a week off, but why not two? If you don’t
want me to come there, why don’t you come and see me? Right now, I’m in
New Orleans, but I can take a couple of days off and we can hang out and
relax and do a little sightseeing. The last time you came here, you were in
and gone in less than twelve hours.”

“You kept changing the date of the restaurant opening,” Christian argued
lightly. “I did what I could.”

“Mom and Dad stayed for five days. They ate, they played tourist. All I’m
saying is if the old man can do it, then so can you.”

While he knew what his brother was saying, he still hated being
compared to his father.

“Look, I’m gonna say one more thing and then I’ll drop this. I swear.”
It was Christian’s turn to sigh. “Fine.”
“Maybe let them come and see you. Talk to Dad face-to-face and tell him

you’re going to start delegating more and taking some time for yourself.
This would be the perfect time for you to do it, because he’s not going to
want to upset you and risk sending you back to the hospital.”

Logical? Yes.
Happening? No.



It wasn’t like he didn’t appreciate their concern. He did. But he knew that
having them both stay with him would only add to his stress. Because no
matter how much his parents promised to behave, his mother would no
doubt hover and make him crazy and his father would just…well, be
himself, and that would definitely make Christian crazy. There was no way
he could deal with them right now. The most important thing to do for
himself was try to figure out how to make these lifestyle modifications he
needed without losing his mind.

Baby steps. One thing at a time.
Changing his diet was easy enough. Getting more exercise wasn’t going

to be an issue either. Cutting back on his work hours? Um…yeah. That one
was going to prove to be the most challenging. Even thinking about it right
now had his muscles tensing up and it took a real effort to make himself
focus on something else.

His conversation with his brother had been eye-opening, and while
Christian had refused the offer to go to New Orleans, Carter had promised
to call and check in on him—he was already looking forward to it. Over the
years, they had drifted apart—mainly for the reasons Christian had stated
earlier, and he hated his brother’s independence. Loved his brother, hated
how he was living the life Christian only dreamed of.

Something to think about at another time.
Grabbing his coffee mug—because cutting coffee out of his diet was not

going to happen—he walked out to the deck and sat down. This was
something that really did relax him, and he had to admit, it was nice to be
able to stay out here and linger rather than rushing inside to get ready for
work.

Except…every time he came out here, he looked for Sophie.
He was still kicking himself for the way they’d ended things when she

was here. It wasn’t his intention to make her feel bad or for her to leave the
way she had. But in that moment, he was feeling a little overwhelmed and



he hadn’t handled things well. In the process, he’d hurt her feelings. While
he wanted to apologize to her, he wasn’t sure how.

Sure, he could’ve gone to the water every time he saw her, but every time
he was about to step off the deck, he chickened out. Partly because he
wasn’t really sure what to say, and partly because he was afraid he had
misread the situation and maybe she was only interested in him as…you
know, a patient.

And man, would that suck.
Then there was the possibility of calling her, only he didn’t have her

number. They hadn’t exchanged them when she was here and—
Wait a minute, he thought. She had interviewed at Montgomerys—or

rather, the agency she worked for had sent her to Montgomerys—and no
doubt she’d filled out an application, so really, he could call the office and
ask Patricia for that information. It would simply be a matter of him calling
to thank her for the help—at least, that’s what he’d tell Patricia.

With a nod of approval at this idea, Christian smiled and felt a little bit
better about the situation as a whole. Calling her would mean he wouldn’t
have to see the expression on her face if she was really only interested in
him because of the whole anxiety attack thing—he could apologize and not
have this hanging over his head, consuming his thoughts any longer.

With a big sound of relief, he relaxed in his seat and took a sip of coffee.
The thought of another day sitting around the house was beyond
unappealing, but what else was there to do? His doctor had recommended
finding a low-stress hobby like reading, but that wasn’t something he
envisioned himself doing for hours at a time. No, he needed to get out of the
house so he wouldn’t be tempted to check his emails or watch the stock
market or anything related to the financial world.

Oddly enough, that got him thinking about Sophie again. When they’d
been talking over lunch, she had shared with him that she’d decided to take
up surfing as a distraction of sorts. It wasn’t as if she’d been dreaming of



being a surfer her whole life or anything, but once she arrived in town she
figured it was a great way to meet people and learn something new.

Christian really didn’t want to surf, but there were other sports or
activities he could try. Standing up, he leaned on the railing and looked out
at the morning crowd. Most of them were surfers, but there was also a
group who did yoga on the beach, and there was a constant stream of
joggers.

Now that he thought about it, he’d been on the track team in high school
and college, maybe it was something he could ease back into.

Out of the corner of his eye he spotted a sassy red ponytail and the curvy
woman it belonged to. He needed to do something about this obvious
attraction he had for her. That meant talking to her and apologizing for his
behavior and then feeling her out about seeing her again.

As usual, she didn’t look in his direction, so for the next hour, Christian
was content to watch her try to master the sport of surfing.

Which—oddly enough—was both entertaining and arousing.



Chapter 4

Hanging up her phone, Sophie wasn’t sure if she should leap with joy or be
offended.

Patricia from Montgomerys was calling to thank her for her assistance
during Christian’s health crisis and then not only gave her a schedule for
next week—along with the fact that they had reached out to the agency she
worked for put them in touch with several other offices in his building.

And recommended Sophie for all of them.
All. Of. Them.
Getting more jobs wasn’t the problem. It was the reason for why or how

she got the job that was bugging her.
“I don’t understand,” she’d said to Patricia. “I haven’t even started

working for you yet. Why would you reach out and recommend me to other
businesses?”

“After you came in and we had a chance to talk, I realized you truly are
the perfect fit for the position—something that both Mrs. Montgomerys had
said you would be.”

“Wait—who?”
“Mrs. Eliza Montgomery and Mrs. Monica Montgomery,” Patricia

explained. “They said they had met you on the beach and had invited you to
come and interview for the position.”

“So…they’re both related to Christian?”



“Eliza is his mom,” Patricia said pleasantly. “She was excited about you
coming in—and I hate to say it, but she was also disappointed when she
missed getting to meet with you again.”

With a bit of annoyance, Sophie replied, “I explained what happened.
Believe me, if I could have gotten there…”

“Oh, I know, I know,” Patricia said. “And believe me, I’m so sorry you
had to deal with that. But I think it was a blessing in disguise.”

“How do you figure that?”
“If you had gotten the job earlier, you wouldn’t have been here when Mr.

Montgomery fell ill. I believe your being here made all the difference.”
Normally, Sophie wouldn’t mind taking the credit for saving someone,

but other than trying to keep Christian calm, there wasn’t anything anyone
could have done to help—or hinder—Christian’s prognosis.

“That’s sweet of you to say, but it was the fast action on your staff that
helped. I merely stood by and tried to keep him calm while we waited for
the paramedics.”

“You’re too modest,” Patricia said. “Anyway, after talking to you, and
meeting you personally, I can already tell that you’re very good at your job.
I talk to a lot of the other human resources managers here in the building
and when I told them about all that you did for Christian, they all wanted to
meet you. But Christian was the one who insisted on calling and singing
your praises to your bosses and then sharing the information about the other
companies in the building.”

“This was Christian’s idea?” she asked incredulously.
“Oh…um, well, yes. He feels incredibly thankful to you for all you did.”
“I see.”
Sophie wasn’t stupid—she’d accept any and all the jobs she might get

through this. That was a no-brainer. But knowing that Christian had more
than likely orchestrated it bothered her. Was he doing it simply because he



was thankful, or was it because he’d acted like a jerk when he’d refused to
let her help him?

Unfortunately, she didn’t know him well enough to know for sure.
With no other choice—because she would make herself crazy sitting here

thinking about it—she took a shower and got ready, bracing herself to go
knock on Christian Montgomery’s door.

Did she take a little extra time in the shower and use her favorite scented
soap?

Yes.
Did she spend a little extra time on her makeup?
Yes.
And did she curse more than once while she styled her hair because it was

way too long and took forever to make look good?
Again, yes.
But as she looked at her reflection when she was done, all Sophie could

say was, “Damn, girl! You look good!”
With all of the extra attention she’d already given herself, choosing

something to wear was a bit more challenging. Obviously, he knew she
wasn’t working, so showing up on his doorstep dressed up would look
ridiculous. However, showing up in a pair of cutoffs and a T-shirt seemed
wrong. It wasn’t as if she had an extensive wardrobe to begin with, but right
now it sure as heck felt that way!

Grabbing a pair of faded denim capris and a bold blue halter top, she felt
casually sassy. That was a thing, right?

Slipping on a pair of flip-flops, she grabbed her purse and was out the
door, feeling much calmer than she had an hour ago. The drive took less
than fifteen minutes, and as Sophie parked in his driveway, she took a
moment to give herself a small pep talk.

“The good thing is that you have a job,” she said quietly. “It shouldn’t
matter why you have the job, the fact is that you have one.” She paused.



“And while it would be great if he apologized for coming off as being
ungrateful last week, you need to remember that he’d had a traumatic day
and maybe it wasn’t about me at all.”

Sighing, she flipped down her visor and checked her reflection in the
mirror, fixing her lipstick. When she was done, she flipped it back up and
continued her talk.

“If he recommended me for these jobs because he feels sorry for me, then
I am completely within my rights to tell him that I’m offended. I don’t need
charity. However, if he did it based on my experience, then I’ll be polite and
say thank you.” She took a steadying breath and thought about how she was
going to feel when she saw him back at the office after he went back to
work. “He needs to know that I’m going to be checking up on him and his
health more than anyone else in the company—especially in the beginning
—since I know his history. Like it or not.”

No doubt he wouldn’t like that one bit, but those were her terms and she
wasn’t going to be budged.

At least, she hoped she wasn’t.
With one deep, cleansing breath, Sophie climbed from her car, fidgeted

with her hair, and made her way up the front steps. Ringing the bell, she
wondered how Christian was going to react to her showing up
unannounced.

Although, really, how else could she show up? It wasn’t as if she had his
phone number.

When the front door opened, she almost forgot how to breathe.
His hair was a bit of a mess and it looked like he hadn’t shaved in a few

days. But it looked good on him. Really good. His blue eyes sparkled with
surprise and she swallowed hard, trying not to sigh dreamily.

Then she glanced down.
Big mistake.



Dressed in a pair of black athletic shorts and nothing else, Christian
Montgomery was like some sleek, athletic god.

She’d recognized that he had a fit physique before, but seeing him
standing before her practically naked confirmed it.

And then some.
“Sophie, hey,” he said, smiling as he leaned against the doorframe. “What

brings you here?”
Right now, she was having a hard time forming words. Never before had

she seen such a perfect male specimen and her fingers nearly twitched with
the need to reach out and touch his flat stomach, and then maybe scratch
their way up to tangle in his hair. She bet he smelled really good too.

“Sophie?”
Oh. Right. He’d asked her a question.
“Um… I wanted to talk to you,” she said, her voice trembling a little—

and not from nerves over what she wanted to say, but from the sight of him.
Maybe she should go.
Stepping aside, Christian motioned for her to come in, and with no other

choice, she walked into his house.
Swallowing hard, she walked in front of him and looked around. She’d

admired the house when she was here before, but at the time, her main
concern had been Christian and his well-being. Now she could see just how
beautiful the space was—high ceilings, exposed beams, colors that were
cool and soothing in shades of tan and blue, and a wall of windows facing
the ocean.

Not a bad way to live, she mused.
“Can I get you something to drink?” he asked, coming to stand beside her.
Part of her was afraid to turn and look at him because…well, she didn’t

want to do anything stupid.
Like drool.



“No, thank you,” she said, keeping her focus on the stacked-stone
fireplace. There was a massive television mounted on the wall above the
mantel. She’d never seen a TV that big before. Stepping closer, she studied
it.

Behind her, Christian laughed softly. “Yeah, I know. It’s a bit on the big
side, right?”

“It’s practically a movie screen,” she said, looking over her shoulder and
smiling at him.

Again, big mistake.
He returned the smile.
Her heart quite literally skipped a beat.
Christian moved closer to sit on one of the sofas before motioning for her

to take a seat as well. “So…you wanted to talk to me?”
Right now? Not really. There were some other things she’d like to be

doing with him, but she noticed him looking at her expectantly, and that
forced her to push all sexy thoughts of him aside.

With her purse on the sofa beside her, Sophie sat primly, hands folded in
her lap. “First, how are you feeling?”

His smile faltered. “I’m doing okay. I’m bored out of my mind, but I’m
being respectful of my doctor’s orders and not calling into the office or
even checking emails. It’s a lot harder than I thought it would be. But on the
plus side, I’ve been sleeping well and I’ve made some modifications to my
diet that I’m not hating, so…all in all, I’m all right.”

“Good. That’s good.” He was still studying her and Sophie fought the
urge to squirm under his appraisal.

Christian leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “Was there
something more?”

Why was she hesitating?
Oh, right. Because half-naked Christian Montgomery was very

distracting!



She cleared her throat and did her best to focus on…his forehead. “Okay,
so here’s the thing—I got a call from Patricia today.” She waited for him to
react, but he didn’t. “She called to give me my schedule.”

Still no reaction.
With a huff, she went on. “Then she told me how you’d called my bosses

and recommended me to be hired by other companies in the building! I
appreciate your confidence in me, but…”

“But?” he prompted.
“You don’t even know me, Christian,” she blurted out. “For all you know,

I’m terrible at my job! I could be…lazy or have no bedside manner! Maybe
I stink at taking blood pressures or—or make people cry when I give them a
flu shot. I mean, you don’t have any idea!” She was breathless by the time
she finished and sagged against the sofa cushions.

Without a word, Christian rose and went to the kitchen. The entire space
was open so the living room, dining room, and kitchen formed one large
space and she was able to watch him pour her a glass of water. He handed it
to her.

“Thank you.”
He sat on the sofa opposite hers. “First of all, you and I both know you’re

excellent at your job. Anyone who was there with you that day in my office
will attest to that.”

Blushing, she said, “We don’t know that.”
He laughed softly. “I disagree. And on top of that, from everything

Patricia told me, you were the one my mother and aunt wanted to hire. The
position was never going to anyone else.”

She took a sip of the water and placed it on the coffee table on top of a
coaster. “And what about the other companies?”

“Everyone in the building talks, Sophie. We’re not the only ones looking
to incorporate this kind of a health program. We were just the first to do it.



And now that we have, it didn’t seem like a big deal to recommend your
agency and you to them.”

“But I haven’t even started with your company yet.”
He simply shrugged. “Why are you arguing with me about this? You said

so yourself, this was the perfect job for you.”
And it was. She knew that. But… “I feel like I may get any future jobs

under false pretenses, or…something like that.”
Laughing softly, Christian relaxed and slung one arm along the top of the

cushion. “No false pretenses, Sophie. You are more than qualified for the
job and any others you may get. Patricia was talking to me about that
when…well, you know.”

Nodding, she countered, “It’s not like I don’t appreciate this—because I
do—but I don’t want the recommendations because you feel obligated or
something.”

“Believe it or not, this has more to do with how much my mother and
aunt loved you and raved about you.”

Her eyes narrowed as she tried to gauge whether or not she believed him.
“Where are they, anyway? Do they live nearby?”

“My parents live in New York and my aunt and her family are in North
Carolina.”

She looked at him quizzically. “But…they were here, right? I met them
on the beach?”

He nodded.
“Do they visit often?”
He shrugged. “No. They were here to start up the whole corporate health

thing. I guess I’m still surprised that they met you and how everything sort
of worked out the way that it did?”

“At first I thought they were just being nice, but then I realized they were
chatty by nature,” Sophie said, smiling.

“That pretty much is a perfect description of them.”



“Anyway, I wasn’t sure how to end the conversation so I could get back
into the water, and ended up sitting with them for a while and sharing my
life story.” She chuckled. “I don’t even know how that happened.”

“Because they’re crafty like that,” he said. “Trust me. They have a gift for
drawing things out of people that they wouldn’t normally share.”

“That sounds a little ominous.”
With another shrug, Christian went on. “It’s sort of a family trait—at least

in my parents’ generation. I used to think it was just my uncle William, but
it turns out Aunt Monica is just as crafty—and she’s clearly teaching my
mom.”

Smiling, Sophie placed her now-empty glass of water on the coffee table.
“That sounds like there’s a story there.”

“Let’s just say my uncle is known as the family matchmaker. He found
wives for his three sons—my cousins—and once they were all married off,
he moved on to his nieces and nephews. We thought he was done at one
point, and it seems my aunt got the matchmaking bug. She claims
responsibility for my sister Megan and her fiancé Alex getting together.”

“And you don’t believe that?”
Christian shook his head. “My sister and Alex met at my cousin Zach’s

wedding and hooked up there. Then they didn’t see one another again for
almost two years.”

“How did they meet up again after all that time?” she asked, loving to
hear about people falling in love.

“Megan moved to Oregon to work for Zach, and Alex is one of Zach’s
best friends. So really, it was only a matter of time before they reconnected.
I don’t see how my mother or my aunt think they had anything to do with
it.”

“I’m sure in their own way they helped.”
He gave a little snort. “To hear them tell it, they’re responsible for Megan

moving across the country and going to work for Zach.”



“And you don’t believe that either?”
“No one tells anyone who they have to hire in this company,” he said

matter-of-factly. “Zach wouldn’t hire Megan just because his aunts told him
to.”

She gave him a hard glare at the irony of what he’d just said.
“What?” he asked, brows furrowed.
“And yet here you are hiring me because your mom and aunt told you to,”

she stated, crossing her arms over her chest.
“It’s not the same thing, Sophie. Not at all. They hired your agency and

requested you. I have nothing to do with any of this. Trust me.”
“Really?” she asked sarcastically.
Leaning forward, he met her gaze. “Look, they are different situations.

We are adding something new to the company and needed to hire someone.
They were in charge of hiring that person. It’s not like they called me and
said ‘Hey, you have to hire Sophie and find a position for her.’ So you see,
two completely different things.”
Maybe.
She still felt like the two situations were very similar, but she’d be willing

to let it go for now.
“I’d like to believe you.”
He let out a sigh of frustration. “Are you always this argumentative?

Because I’ve got to tell you, it’s exhausting.”
“Sorry,” she murmured. “And honestly, I’m not. I usually have better

manners than this. I’ve never argued—even lightly—with anyone,
especially not someone I work with!” And that’s when it hit her: she was
going to be working with him. What was she thinking, coming here and
arguing with him like this?

Standing quickly, she grabbed her purse and stepped toward the door. “I
should go,” she said, suddenly feeling awkward and uncomfortable. “I’m
glad you’re feeling better, and I’m sure I’ll see you at the office next week.”



Moving nervously, she made her way to the door.
Christian’s hand on her arm stopped her. When she turned, she saw

confusion in his deep blue eyes.
“Hey,” he said softly. “What’s going on?”
“I—I just remembered someplace I need to be,” she lied and immediately

felt guilty for that too.
His eyes scanned her face, but his hand gently curled around her arm.

“Really? Just like that? Without looking at your watch or anything, you
suddenly remember that you have somewhere else to be?”

She bit her lip before saying, “Uh-huh.”
A slow smile played at Christian’s lips. “Where?”
“Where?”
“Uh-huh. Where do you have to be?”
Why couldn’t he just let her go? Why was he questioning her like this?

“What—” she croaked and then cleared her throat. “What difference does it
make? I needed to clear things up and I did, so…”

“So?”
She rolled her eyes. The man was infuriating.
And sexy.
That last one hit her when she went to move and somehow ended up even

closer to his bare chest.
Licking him would definitely be wrong, right? And more than likely, a

little inappropriate.
It didn’t stop her from wanting to do it, though.
“Sophie?”
Her eyes traveled up until they met his and she let out a slow exhale.
“Why are you leaving?”
“I…I told you.”
“I’m glad you came by,” he said, and it took her by surprise.
“You are?”



Nodding, he maneuvered them until they were moving back toward the
sofas. “I felt bad about the other day. About my behavior. You were…well,
you were the only person who was there for me and I was a little less than
gracious about it. I’m sorry.”

Her eyes went wide. “You’re…you’re sorry?”
He nodded again. “I never thanked you for all you did. Somehow, all I

managed to focus on was what you wouldn’t do for me rather than all that
you actually did. That was terribly selfish of me, so I’m sorry.”

Her heart fluttered at his words and she felt herself blush. “In your
defense, you weren’t feeling well and had enough to deal with without me
adding to your stress.”

“Somehow I don’t think what you did was stressful, Sophie.”
Swallowing hard, she found it hard to look away from him. “Really?”
“Really,” he said gruffly, his gaze heating, and in that moment, she wasn’t

sure what exactly was happening.
“Christian,” she said softly, “I—I was glad I could help.”
“Me too.”
Was it her imagination or had he moved closer?
They stood like that—locked in one another’s gazes—while Sophie tried

to figure out what to do. Should she move away or even closer?
“I have to ask you something,” he said, his voice low. He didn’t wait for

her to respond. “Are you really mad at me, you know, because of the
recommendations?”

She whispered, “No.”
Mesmerized by the heat in his eyes, she wondered why he’d ask her

something like that. Had she gone too far and been too argumentative with
him?

“Sophie?” Now it was Christian’s voice that was a mere whisper as he
closed the distance between them.

“Hmm?”



“I’d really like to kiss you.”
Her heart beat like wild in her chest at his words. Smiling shyly, all she

could think to say was, “Okay.”
It was all she could say before Christian’s lips claimed hers.

* * *

It wasn’t the taste of the ocean on her lips, like he’d fantasized about so
many times.

It was better.
Sweeter.
And far more addictive.
Christian’s arms banded around Sophie as he pulled her closer and he

groaned with pleasure at the feel of her soft curves pressing against his bare
chest.

Yeah, he’d gone out for a jog earlier and should have pulled a shirt on
before answering his door, but he hadn’t. And now he was glad for that
decision, because seeing how Sophie had been watching him—all but
staring at him—had made his decision to be bold and kiss her easier.

It was good to know this wasn’t a one-sided attraction.
Her soft moan as she wrapped her arms around him was a highly erotic

sound. Christian took the kiss deeper—thrilled and more turned on than he
thought possible as her tongue touched his. It had been a long time since
he’d felt this strongly about a woman and he couldn’t remember a time
when he’d been this aroused by a simple kiss.

Okay, so it wasn’t quite so simple. It was hot and wet and sexy, and he
shifted them so he could sit on the sofa and cradle her in his lap. Sophie
moved with him and when they were in their new position, she hummed
with approval.

They were in his home. It was completely private. And some primitive
part of him wanted to take this further. Christian felt like he’d been waiting



forever for her, even though he hadn’t known her for even a week.
It was crazy and impulsive, but he couldn’t stop this feeling no matter

how hard he tried.
Which, to be honest, wasn’t much. He was too wrapped up in all the

sensations—how soft her lips were, how sexy she sounded, how incredibly
responsive she was to him.

With his hands gently skimming up and down her spine, he had to focus
so he wouldn’t lose the thin grip he had on his control. The halter top left
most of her back bare and the softness of her skin was driving him crazy.

And for a man who thrived on always being in control, it was an odd
feeling.

One hand reached up to anchor into her hair—which felt just as silky as
he’d imagined—and slowed them both down. He sipped at her lips, angled
his head, and trailed kisses down her cheek and then back again. When he
finally lifted his head, they were both breathless. Sophie rested her head on
his shoulder, and for the life of him, he didn’t know what that meant or
what he should say.

Technically, he had stated his intentions and she could have said no.
But she seemed as into it as he was, so hopefully she wasn’t upset.
“We shouldn’t have done that,” she said, her voice barely a whisper.
Those five little words hit him hard. Tucking a finger under her chin, he

gently forced her to look at him. His eyes scanned her face and it took every
ounce of strength he had not to dive in for another kiss—no matter what she
said. Her lips were so red and wet, her cheeks were flushed, and she was
still breathing a little hard.

She was sexy as hell and he could feel himself trembling with the need to
stay in control.

“Why?” he whispered.
Sophie swallowed hard. “We’re going to be working together, Christian.

This isn’t appropriate, and…” She scrambled off his lap and sat beside him.



“It shouldn’t have happened.”
He felt completely gobsmacked and had no idea how to respond to what

she was saying.
“You have to understand,” she said. “It would look really bad for me to be

messing around with you as soon as I start this job. People will look at me
like that was how I got the position.”

Raking a hand through his hair, Christian let out a frustrated breath.
“Sophie, no one is going to think that. And what happened here had nothing
whatsoever to do with work or your job or…any of that.” There was no way
not to say what came next. “The truth is, I’ve sort of been…aware of you
for a while now.”

Putting a little more space between them, she looked at him nervously.
“Um, what?”

“I’ve seen you out surfing,” he clarified.
“You mean—that night when you thought I was drowning,” she stated

slowly.
But Christian shook his head. “Before that.” Sighing loudly, he stood.

“Every morning I have a cup of coffee out on my deck. I started doing it a
while ago and I found it was a nice way to start my day.” He looked straight
at her. “It wasn’t like I was purposely looking for you, but…you kind of
stand out.”

“Stand out?”
Carefully, he touched a strand of her fiery hair. “A redhead in a sea of

blonds,” he said, almost mesmerized by the feel of her. “Every morning, if
you were out there in the ocean, I saw you. I didn’t stay out there the entire
time and it wasn’t like seeing you was the only reason I was out there,” he
quickly explained. “But it was normally while I finished my coffee. So
many times I tried to convince myself to go down to the beach and
introduce myself.”



“Then why didn’t you?” she asked, her voice softer and a little less
nervous now.

He shrugged. “Cowardice, I guess. There never seemed to be the right
time to go about doing it.”

“Until you thought I was drowning?” she asked with amusement, and
Christian saw the first hint of a smile playing at her lips.

He returned the smile and felt his cheeks heat. “Um, yeah. Like I said,
cowardice.”

Sophie reached up and captured the hand the was still playing with her
hair and squeezed it. “I don’t think it’s cowardice at all. I think in the same
position I would have felt the same way.”

“Really?”
“This move has forced me out of my comfort zone. Back in Kansas, I

knew everyone in town, so I never experienced the awkwardness of
meeting someone new. Even when I went to college, it was local, and I
knew so many of my classmates that even when I met someone new, we
had friends in common.” She paused. “Moving here sight-unseen meant
everyone was a stranger. I had to get over my insecurities and break out of
my comfort zone and force myself to talk to people.”

“It’s the opposite for me. I’ve always been at ease meeting new people,
and I’ve never hesitated to introduce myself to a beautiful woman,” he said
with a lopsided grin. “You were the first woman who made me pause.”

“Why?”
Hesitating because the admission was a little embarrassing, Christian took

a minute to consider his words. “My life is a mess—you know, in case you
haven’t noticed.”

“It’s not that bad.”
“Besides being a workaholic, I have…well, I have trust issues. Pretty

much with everyone, but particularly with women.”
“Someone hurt you,” she said softly, squeezing his hand she held.



It was pointless to deny it. Other than his sister, Megan, no one knew the
extent of why he was so uptight about the way he currently ran his life. But
for some reason, he felt that it was important for him to share with Sophie,
because he had a feeling she could help him change—to break out of this
rut he was in and maybe start living again.

“I used to be the head of the Montgomerys office in London,” he began,
looking at their hands rather than directly at her. “It was a dream come true,
because it got me away from everyone. I’d been working for my father
since I was a teen and I was thrilled to be far enough away that I could start
making a name for myself. About two years after I’d started, my father
started taking trips over to see how things were going.”

“Just for the sake of checking, or because he thought something was
wrong?” she asked, and Christian was thankful that she wasn’t going to let
him get too deep into his own head on this.

“The first time was to oversee a deal that we had been working on
together remotely. I felt good about all of it and it was important to me for
him to see me as an equal.”

“That makes sense.”
“Anyway, businesswise, I was fine. He couldn’t find anything wrong with

the way I was running the office.” He paused and let out a long breath. “I
was involved with someone—she was my assistant, actually—and he got all
over me about how unprofessional I was and how I was jeopardizing the
company reputation.”

He immediately noticed the look of unease on her face. Essentially, he
was proving her earlier comments correct. “Did he leave, or did you end the
relationship?”

“At first, it was little comments to me on his daily phone calls, but I kept
telling him I had everything under control.” Then he shook his head.
“Anyway, he started coming around more and more and staying for longer
periods of time and things became strained with Poppy.”



“Poppy?” she asked with a small smile. “That’s a very English name.”
“It’s a ridiculous name,” he murmured. “Anyway, things were getting

tense between us and Dad was always there, and then he went and hired a
new assistant for me and transferred Poppy to work with my VP, Greyson.”

“How was that his place?” she asked with disbelief. “It was your office!”
“My father isn’t big on boundaries. In his mind, any office of mine was an

office of his.” Thinking back, it still made him mad. “Unfortunately, I was
working on a major deal—one of the biggest financial deals of my career. I
knew if I could stay focused on contract negotiations and making the client
happy, it would be the ultimate victory for me. The deal I had worked for
my entire life. And I thought if I could prove to him I could handle an
account of this magnitude, he’d back off. And to be honest, moving Poppy
took one distraction off my plate.”

“She…she was keeping you from your work?”
Christian shook his head. “No, but the constant badgering from my father

was.”
“What happened next?”
“I closed the deal and made a lot of money for Montgomerys,” he said,

his voice void of emotion.
“Oh. Well, that’s a good thing, right? That should have made your father

happy.”
“You would think.”
“Christian. We don’t have to talk about this. Although… I don’t

understand why you’re telling me all of this.”
“I’m getting to the reason,” he said, and knew he had to finish the story so

she would understand him a little better. That maybe she’d see why he was
so stressed out and maybe she’d be able to help him.

With a steadying breath, he continued. “I closed the deal on a Friday. Dad
called and asked me to meet him at the office on Saturday morning. I
thought it was odd, because we had planned on meeting for lunch, but he



insisted I come to the office first.” He shook his head at the memory. “I
arrived first. I thought no one was in the office at first—but Poppy and
Greyson were.”

She looked at him oddly.
“And they certainly weren’t working,” he said with a mirthless laugh.
Gasping, she said, “I’m so sorry. How horrible for you to find out like

that!”
“Turns out the two of them had been carrying on for a while. Long before

my father moved her over to work for Grey,” he said. “Somehow, Dad
found out about it. As I was standing there screaming at the two of them
and demanding to know how they could do this to me, in strolls dear old
Dad to say ‘I told you so.’”

Her eyes went wide. “No!”
“Unfortunately, yes.”
“But…how could he know when you didn’t?”
Christian shrugged. “Apparently he’s very observant. Claims he noticed

some lingering looks and caught them whispering with one another a few
times in a way that seemed more than a little cozy, so he hired a private
investigator. When he knew he had the proof…well, there we all were.”

“That’s awful! He didn’t think there was another way to break the news to
you?” she asked with a hint of disgust. “I swear, some men have no right to
be fathers.”

“What?”
Her eyes went wide. “Nothing,” she said quickly. “It’s nothing. So what

did you do?”
“I fired them both, told Dad to leave, and then spent the better part of a

month getting the company in order because I wanted out. Luckily, that was
around the time my cousin Ryder—who owns this house and used to run
the office here—was looking for someone to take over temporarily so he



could take a break. It just worked out that he was happier elsewhere and I
had no place else to go.”

“Wow, Christian. Just…wow. I can see why you struggle with stress, but
don’t you see you’d be courting the same kind of trouble if we were to get
involved? I don’t want to be the cause of stress in your life.”

But he shook his head as she spoke. “You’re the reason I feel like I’m
ready to stop this destructive pattern of behavior,” he explained. “I want to
get to know you, Sophie. When I’m around you, I feel better—lighter,
happier. I’m done letting other people dictate my life to me.”

“I don’t know what to say to that,” she said carefully. “I think it’s great
that you want to make this change, Christian, but…are you sure it’s me
you’re looking to spend time with, or am I someone you want to use to get
back at your father?”

That thought hadn’t even crossed his mind, but now that it was out there,
it was all he could think about.

As if sensing his thoughts, she said, “Besides, I think you need to focus
on getting better first.”

“Oh,” he said, feeling completely dejected. It was probably for the best,
but he couldn’t help but want to argue. This wasn’t about his father. This
was about her—them—and he wasn’t sure how to go about convincing
Sophie of that.

“I really would like to get to know you better, too,” she said, sounding
optimistic. When he looked at her face, her smile was sincere and beautiful.
It gave him hope. “I’d like it if we could maybe… If we could be friends.
Or is that weird? I mean, are you friends with your employees?”

“You’re not my employee, Sophie. You’re like—a subcontractor or
something. And besides, I don’t interact with any of my employees any
more than I have to,” he said, hating not only the way that sounded but the
look of disappointment on her face.

“Oh.”



“But”—he did his best to sound lighter and as optimistic as she had—“I
think, with your help, that it’s time for that to change.”



Chapter 5

Being friends was a good thing.
In theory.
But a week later, Sophie had her doubts.
A knock on her makeshift office door made her look up to see the main

reason for her doubts standing in the doorway.
“Hey,” he said, a sexy grin on his face. “I promised my doctor I’d come in

for a blood pressure check before my meeting with the staff today and
after.”

Nodding, Sophie motioned for him to have a seat. Patricia had set up
space for her to use as a medical room. She had her own desk, a couple of
chairs for the employees to use while they were with her, and an assortment
of equipment for her to use—a scale, an electronic blood pressure machine,
a laptop, and a supply cabinet for her to stock the basics like Band-Aids,
gauze, tongue depressors, and the like.

“How are you feeling?” she asked, going for casual. With every other
Montgomery employee she’d met with this week, she’d been a completely
pleasant professional. One glance at Christian, however, and she felt like a
giddy schoolgirl.

Damn the man and his incredibly good look.
And let’s not forget that kiss.
Yeah, she’d been trying to pretend that kissing Christian wasn’t a big

deal, but it totally was. If anything, she’d been playing the scene over and



over in her mind since it happened. She probably could have made herself
think of something else, but ever since he had proclaimed that he was
looking for her help in learning to be friends with people again, they’d been
spending time together.

A lot of time together.
Like seeing each other every day time.
“You know,” he said, interrupting her thoughts, “I’m feeling pretty good.

I was glad to go to work on Monday, and making it a short day wasn’t
nearly as painful as I thought it would be.”

Sophie had encouraged him to work only a half day that day and was
surprised that he listened.

He sat and made himself comfortable, slouching a little in the chair and
loosening his shirt cuffs. “Yesterday was a little bit longer of a day but—as
I mentioned—I was more than ready to leave at four.”

She nodded, because they had talked about that while they’d jogged on
the beach.

Yes, she’d skipped her evening surf in exchange for jogging.
Hopefully, today she’d get her courage to tell him she wasn’t enjoying

jogging the way she enjoyed surfing.
“But how are you feeling about this meeting today? Are you anxious?

Stressed? Any overall negative feelings that are causing you distress?” she
asked, reaching for his wrist to take his pulse.

“Nope,” he responded, still smiling. “I met with Erin this morning about
how I planned on delegating the workload around here and I feel good
about it. And if everyone’s as on board with taking on more work as she
claims, then I have to believe they’ll be able to handle it.”

She smiled at him. “Good for you! So what are you going to do with all
of your free time?”

Closing his eyes, Christian chuckled. “I haven’t given it much thought.
I’m not even sure how much time we’re talking about. All I know is that I



am determined to try to make these changes by cutting my hours.”
Sliding the pressure cuff up his arm, she teased, “Oh, come on. You

sounded a lot more confident last night while we were jogging. You
mentioned taking a vacation and going to spend some time with your
brother in New Orleans. What happened to that?” With her stethoscope in
place, she added, “I need you to be still and relax for a moment.” Then she
hit the button on the electronic machine and listened to his heartbeat.

When the machine beeped a minute later, she removed her stethoscope
before taking the cuff from his arm. Turning, she made a note in his chart.
“That’s much better than the last time I checked it for you.”

“The last time you checked my blood pressure, we thought I was having a
heart attack, so…”

With a light laugh, she leaned against her desk and faced him. “I’m glad it
wasn’t that.”

“You and me both.” He was still seated, looking at Sophie with mild
amusement.

“What are you thinking right now?” It was a question she’d was asking
him more and more. In her mind, she was making sure he wasn’t thinking
about work—something she knew stressed him out. But right now, she was
honestly curious about what was on his mind.

“Have you ever been to New Orleans?” he asked, his gaze steady on hers.
“Me? No. Up until I moved here, I’d never been anywhere but Kansas.”

Shrugging, she crossed her arms over her middle. Never traveling wasn’t
something that had ever bothered her before, but for some reason, admitting
it to Christian now had her feeling a little self-conscious.

“I’ve only been there once myself,” he said conversationally. “It was for
Carter’s restaurant opening. I flew in, ate, and pretty much flew home.” He
paused. “I hadn’t given it much thought until he and I spoke last week. Now
I think I should go.”

“But…?” She could tell there was more to what he was saying.



“I don’t know. I think Carter’s as much of a workaholic as I am, except in
a different environment. I know the restaurant keeps him busy, he’s looking
at opening in other locations, and I hate the thought of being in the way.”

“He invited you, didn’t he?”
“He did, but maybe he was trying to be nice.”
“Maybe he wants to see you,” she countered.
He laughed again. “So you think I should go.”
“Absolutely! The chance to hang out with your brother, eat some amazing

food, and get away for a few days? Um, yes, Christian. This is kind of a no-
brainer.”

“Maybe for you,” he murmured.
“For most people,” she said, doing her best to sound at least a little firm.
He came to his feet and straightened his sleeves, refastened his cuffs.

“Enough about me, how’s your day going?”
“Can’t complain, Boss,” she said with a sassy grin. Actually, calling him

boss was nothing more than a reminder to herself to keep things
professional. Touching Christian—even in a professional way for medical
reasons—had her own pulse skittering all over the place. That was
something that had never happened to her before—and certainly never with
a patient.

“You know I’m not really your boss, right?” he asked, stepping in closer.
The grin on his face told her he knew exactly what he was doing. He was
teasing her—something he seemed to enjoy doing. And she had to admit,
she enjoyed it just a little bit too.

“Are you the head of this company?” she asked, trying to keep a straight
face.

“I am.” He took another step closer.
“Well, then…”
Christian was right behind her when she turned again. Her soft gasp of

surprise seemed to please him.



“Can I ask you something?” he asked, his voice low and a little gruff.
She nodded.
“Would you be interested in going to New Orleans with me?”
Everything in her wanted to say yes—so much so that she almost blurted

it out giddily. But common sense prevailed and she took a step back.
“Thank you, but I can’t.”

“Can’t?” he repeated with a hint of disbelief.
“I’m on call with the staffing agency, Christian. You know that. This is

only part-time, and I’ve been unemployed long enough. I can’t take off for
a weekend. It’s not the responsible thing to do.”

“Are you always so responsible, Sophie?” he asked, coming closer.
Clearing her throat, she moved aside, hitting her legs on a filing cabinet.

“I—I am. I have to be,” she stammered nervously. “Besides, I don’t think
it’s appropriate for us to be going away together for a weekend.”

He looked at her quizzically. “Why not?”
“Christian, we’ve been over this. Whether you want to admit it or not, it

wouldn’t look right for me to go to New Orleans—or anywhere, for that
matter—with you.”

“I’m still confused here, Soph. You’re saying that we—as friends—can
hang out together, but we can only hang out here in San Diego. Do I have
that right?”

When worded like that, it did sound flimsy.
“What if I moved away? Are you saying we couldn’t be friends anymore?

Or what if you were the one to move? Does this mean I couldn’t come visit
you?”

She knew he was teasing—saw it in his eyes—but she refused to give in
and laugh. “Yes. That’s exactly what I’m saying.”

His blue eyes went wide right before he started laughing. Heartily. It was
something he was doing with more frequency and it always made her smile.



“C’mon, Sophie. What’s the harm in going and hanging out with my
brother? You’d get to visit someplace you’ve never been before, eat at one
of the best restaurants in the country, and make sure I don’t stress out.”

“Nice try, Montgomery,” she said firmly. “I think you’re trying to avoid
being alone with your brother. What I don’t understand is why.”

“I’m not trying to avoid spending time with Carter. I wouldn’t be going to
New Orleans if I was.”

“Then why ask me to go with you?” she countered.
“How about because I enjoy spending time with you? Or that I thought

you might enjoy it? Take your pick.”
It was so damn tempting.
Christian was charming and she didn’t doubt his words.
It was she who couldn’t be trusted.
Every day had become a struggle to keep her distance—to simply treat

him as a friend when all she wanted to do was grab him and kiss him and
never stop.

Which—as she stood here looking at that lopsided grin and mussed-up
hair—she wanted to do right now too.

Forcing herself to look away, Sophie busied herself straightening her
desk. “I appreciate the offer, but I really can’t.” She looked at her watch and
glanced at Christian. “Isn’t it almost time for your meeting?”

His smile fell a little, but he gave her a curt nod. “It is. I’ll come by
afterward for you to get another check and then I’ll call the results in to my
physician.”

“I can do it for you,” she offered. “It’s not a big deal.”
Sliding his hands into his trouser pockets, he gave her another small

smile. “Thanks, but I think I can handle it.” Turning, he walked to the door,
looking over his shoulder, and said, “See you later.”

Waiting a full minute after he left, Sophie slumped at her desk.



How did people do this? How did they hide their feelings—push them
aside no matter how much it hurt? She’d known and been involved with
enough men to know the difference between a friend and someone who
meant a lot more.

And Christian definitely fell into the meant a lot more category.
It was weird how fast it had hit her. When he sat next to her that night on

the sand, she remembered thinking that he was the type of man she’d
always wanted—kind, compassionate, handsome. He was all those things
and so much more. Unfortunately, with his history with his ex in London
and the overall situation with his father, their situation had too many strikes
against it.

Her desk phone rang and she answered it. “Yes?”
“Hey, Sophie, it’s Patricia. Do you have time to go over some new forms

we want the employees to fill out?”
Looking at her watch again, she knew she didn’t have anyone else coming

in for at least thirty minutes. “Sure. Your office or mine?”

* * *

“I hate jogging.”
Christian came to a halt on the sand and turned to see Sophie bent at the

waist, breathing hard. She waved him on as she shook her head, her long
ponytail swinging from side to side. “Um…what?”

Angling her head, she glared at him. “I hate this. The jogging. It’s totally
not my thing.” Then she let out a loud breath. “There. I said it.”

When he was beside her, he crouched to get eye-level with her. “If you
wanted to stop, you just had to say so. I know I picked up the pace there,
but you shouldn’t feel like you have to keep up.”

She shoved him and he fell back on his ass, and couldn’t help but laugh.
When she went to straighten, he grabbed her hand and tugged her on the



sand beside him. “Christian!” she cried. “Dammit, now there’s going to be
sand everywhere.”

“It’s a beach. Of course there’s sand everywhere.”
“Seriously?” she deadpanned. “I meant on my clothes.”
“Ah. Gotcha,” he said. “So what’s going on?”
She grimaced as she tried to get comfortable. “I’m not a runner. I thought

I could be, but I can’t.”
“Oh. Okay.” He paused. “Then why did you keep agreeing to come with

me?”
She shrugged. “I don’t know. I thought I wasn’t giving it a fair shot. My

surfing isn’t improving, so I thought maybe this would be something
different to try. Turns out, I hate it.”

“Hate’s a bit of a strong word,” he countered. “I mean maybe—”
“No. Trust me. I hate it.”
Message received. If her words weren’t strong enough, the vehemence

behind them and the scowl on her face were.
“O-kay,” he responded slowly. “So do you want to head back to the

house?”
“Only if we can walk,” she said, coming to her feet. Without looking at

him, Sophie began walking away. Christian quickly scrambled to his feet
and went after her, grasping her shoulder and forcing her to face him.

“Hey. What’s going on? Are you mad at me?”
Her shoulders sagged and her brows furrowed. “No. Why would you even

ask that?”
“Soph, you got up and started walking away, what was I supposed to

think?”
“Maybe that I was heading back to your house?”
As much as he wanted to take her at her word, something was up. Her

tone and her stance were both defensive, and if there was one thing he was
learning about Sophie, it was that she rarely acted this way. She was always



smiling and encouraging, so something was definitely wrong. When she
went to move out of his grasp, Christian held firm. When she tugged a
second time, she growled with frustration.

“What?” she cried. “What is your problem?”
“My problem?” he parroted. “Sweetheart, that’s a question for you. You

can’t possibly be this upset over jogging.”
“Who says I’m upset?” she asked, her voice dripping with sarcasm.
Christian leaned in until they were almost nose-to-nose. “You’re acting

awful dodgy, Soph.”
“Dodgy? You’re calling me dodgy?” she asked incredulously and then

pulled back. “Wait. What’s dodgy?”
He laughed because he hadn’t realized he’d used the slang word. “Sorry,

love. Every once in a while, some lingo I picked up while I lived in London
slips out. I have no idea why.”

“Are you insulting me?”
His eyes went wide. “You know what, you are acting dodgy. Which—for

the record—means you’re acting suspiciously. Now, I don’t know about
you, but I can stand out here all night and wait you out. I’ve got nothing
else to do, since we’re not jogging. So you can either spill it and tell me
what’s got you all twisted up or we can stand here until the tide comes in.
Your choice.”

And for a minute, he thought she was going to opt to wait for the tide to
come in.

Thankfully, she started to speak.
“Fine. I—” She stopped and sighed. “I hated having to confess about

jogging.”
Seriously? That was it?
“Back home, I never would have said anything. I would have just kept

doing it and hating every second of it. Since I moved, I made the decision



not to do that anymore. After all, there’s no reason for me to do things I
don’t like, right?”

“Well, no but—”
“I believe in honesty,” she went on, as if Christian hadn’t said a word.

“And I expect it in return.”
“O-kay.”
When she looked up at him, her green eyes were wide and sad. “Why are

you here, Christian?”
Not sure where this was going, he replied, “Because we said we were

going jogging.”
Shaking her head, Sophie reworded her question. “I mean, why are you

here with me?”
Now he was confused. “Same answer. I don’t understand where—”
“Gah!” she cried and pulled out of his grasp. She paced a few feet away

and returned. “You’re out here jogging because your doctor encouraged you
to get out and get some exercise, right?”

He nodded.
“And you’re out here because you left work at a reasonable hour and this

was a way to pass the time, right?”
He nodded again.
If anything, her expression grew even sadder. “You don’t need me to jog

with you, Christian. I’m sure you have other friends you could have called
to do this with you if you really didn’t want to run alone.”

His mouth opened and closed, because he didn’t have a clue how to
respond to it. He did have friends—not a lot, but there were certainly guys
he could call to go for a run with him. But if truth be told, he didn’t want to
run with them. He enjoyed the time he and Sophie spent together, and he’d
been hoping that the more time they spent around each other, the more
she’d see they could be more than friends.

So far, that hadn’t happened.



Now it sounded as if she wasn’t even interested in being his friend.
So he had to speak up, and hopefully wipe that sad look off her face.
“Look, I could call a buddy or two to jog with me, but I’ve enjoyed

spending time with you. I thought you felt the same way. But if I read
something that wasn’t there—if you were only being nice because of the
whole anxiety attack thing—then…you should know that you’re not
obligated to be here. And there’s certainly no pressure for us to be friends.”

“Christian…”
“I’m sorry if I’m monopolizing your time,” he said quietly. “I’m sorry if I

made you feel like turning down my offer of friendship wasn’t an option.
That was never my intention.”

“Now I’m confused,” she said.
Sinking both of his hands into his hair and tugging with frustration, he

went on. “I don’t want to be a charity case, Sophie. Clearly, it’s been far too
long since I’ve tried to be friends with a woman and I suck at it. I thought it
was what you wanted and—”

“It is!”
He shook his head. “No. It’s really not. The look on your face says

otherwise.” With a weary sigh, Christian turned and started toward his
house. “I should’ve just kept my damn distance. This is why I work so
much—because dealing with relationships on any level is awkward as hell.”

Sophie fell in step beside him—almost jogging to keep up with his much
longer stride. “Okay, I think we’re having two different conversations,
because I never said I didn’t want to be friends. I just don’t want to jog.”

Snorting with disbelief, he kept walking.
“For the love of it,” she snapped, grabbing his arm. “Will you slow down?

I already told you I hate jogging and you’re making me jog to keep up!”
When he stopped abruptly, they collided. Christian reached out to steady

her before she fell over, then instantly released her. Touching Sophie was so
not what he needed right now. He looked at her expectantly, although the



last thing he wanted was to hear her make excuses for why he’d misread the
situation.

“I don’t understand what’s happening right now,” she said, and Christian
could hear a slight tremble in her voice. “I don’t think it’s fair that you’re
mad at me for being honest.”

Damn. She had him there. Just because he hadn’t wanted to hear her
admission didn’t mean he had the right to be upset with her.

At least not to her face.
“Believe me, I’m all about people being honest too, Sophie. I’ve had

more than enough of people keeping secrets and lying to my face,” he said,
hating how harsh he sounded. “I wasted a lot of time on relationships where
way too much was happening behind my back. I’m not interested in going
there again.”

Frowning, she stood silent for a moment. “I don’t think my not wanting to
jog really compares to your girlfriend cheating on you,” she murmured.

And again, she was right. He was making way more out of this than he
should. Unsure of what to do with himself, he took a few steps away and
then faced her again. “Why don’t we just call it a day, okay? And… I guess
I’ll see you around at the office.” This time when he started to walk away,
she didn’t stop him, and he wasn’t sure if that made him happy or pissed
him off more.

It didn’t matter. He’d wait until he was home to growl or throw something
—probably both at the same time.

It shouldn’t be this hard, he thought. It shouldn’t be this difficult to get his
life back on track. Hell, maybe he’d waited too long to take these first steps,
but…he’d thought it would be easier. He’d met a woman who he found
attractive and he thought she felt the same. Their kiss had been amazing,
and the fact that she worked for Montgomerys—part-time—really wasn’t
an issue.

Obviously, he was wrong.



Well, maybe not wrong, but he’d certainly misread the whole thing, saw
things that weren’t there, and now he felt like a complete idiot.

His anger and frustration growing with each step, he decided to just say
“screw it” and took off at a jog for the remainder of the way. No doubt
Sophie wouldn’t even try to catch up, so really, why prolong the misery.
The sooner he was back in his house, the sooner he could freely vent his
frustration and get it out of his system.

Maybe.
It didn’t take long until he was taking the stairs to the deck two at a time

and then he was opening the door and inside where the air conditioning
almost burned his heated skin. With a shiver, he tossed his keys on the
kitchen counter and went to grab a bottle of water. Drinking the entire
contents without taking a breath, he slammed the bottle beside his keys.

Not sure of what to do first, Christian kicked off his sneakers and was
about to peel off his shirt when a loud knock on the deck doors took him by
surprise.

Sophie.
Muttering a curse, he walked over and slid open the door. He didn’t say a

word. Didn’t get a chance to.
“My whole life people lied to me,” she said, her breath ragged. “My

friends, my family, the entire town.”
Christian moved nearer, but she held up a hand to stop him.
“I was raised by my grandmother. My Nana,” she corrected, before taking

a steadying breath. “My parents died when I was two.”
“God, Sophie, I’m sorry,” he said softly, wanting nothing more than to

wrap her in his arms at her sad admission.
“They were killed in a car accident,” she went on. “It was a winter night,

the roads were slick and the car skidded on some ice and went off into an
embankment. That’s what I’d always been told.”



Her voice was oddly void of emotion and a chill went down Christian’s
spine.

“Four months ago, I was at work in Doc Kelly’s office when I had to get a
medical history for a new patient—older guy, late fifties. I was taking his
information when he mentioned how he’d grown up in the area, moved
away, but recently moved back. He was making small talk and I smiled.”
She paused. “He kept looking at me oddly and asked if I had grown up
locally. I said yes.”

By now, she was shaking, so without asking, Christian gently grasped her
arm and led her into the house and to a chair at his kitchen table. Silently,
he grabbed a bottle of water and placed it in front of her.

“Thank you,” she said before taking a long sip. Slowly, she put the cap on
the bottle and set it on the table. “Anyway, he kept staring at me until it got
uncomfortable. I was about to leave the room to ask if one of the other
nurses could finish for me when he asked if I was related to Laura Colby.”
She paused and met his gaze. “That was my mom.”

Christian sat beside her, his mind swirling with questions, but he knew he
needed to let her finish.

“I told him she was my mother and he shook his head and said he was so
sorry to hear about her death. I’m used to people offering their condolences,
so I didn’t think anything of it. Then he…he said…it turned the whole town
upside down when it happened.” She played with the water bottle. “I
thought that was an odd statement, because it was a car accident. I didn’t
think there was anything so shocking about that to put the town in a tizzy,
but I kept that to myself.”

With a nod, he waited.
“Then he looked at me and said, ‘We really thought he’d get the death

penalty. We all knew Laura was too good for him, that he had a problem,
but no one thought she’d be the one he killed.’ And I had no idea what he
was talking about. Any time I’d ever heard about the accident, it was how



their car went off the road in the rain. The way he made it sound was like he
was talking about somebody else.”

With a shaky breath, Sophie took another drink of water before
continuing.

“Doc Kelly came in then and I excused myself and ran out of the room.
Right out of the office. I drove home and for the life of me, I still don’t
remember doing that. All I know is I was suddenly in the living room and
looking at Nana and demanding to know what this man was talking about.”

His heart beat like wild in his chest as a sense of dread washed over him.
“Sophie, you don’t… I mean, it’s okay if you don’t want to—”
“My father killed my mother,” she said flatly. “He was an alcoholic—had

a history of DUIs. That night—the night of the accident—he was drunk and
my mother tried to stop him from driving.” She blinked away tears, took
another sip of her water before looking at him again.

“Sophie…”
“He not only killed her but a couple they hit head-on, as well.” She let out

a mirthless laugh. “Amazingly, he walked away without a scratch.”
He had no words.
“Nana never wanted me to know what really happened. Small town and

all, she was able to get word around that she would prefer if I thought both
my parents died in a car accident—you know, choosing to omit the fact that
my father was the cause of it. Everyone went along with it—my whole life,
all my friends, neighbors, coworkers—anyone who knew the real story
went along with the lie.” Tears ran down her cheek freely now. “They all
lied to me.” She swallowed hard. “That’s why it’s so important to me to tell
the truth—no matter what.”

Great. Now they were back to that.
“Once the cat was out of the bag, I was pretty much hell on wheels

around town. I talked to everyone—accused everyone of keeping the truth
from me. I went online and researched the case, but considering it happened



twenty-five years ago and there wasn’t really an internet then, there wasn’t
much for me to find.”

“I can’t even begin to imagine how you must have felt.”
“He’s serving a life sentence,” she said shakily. “And I get to be the

daughter of the town drunk. The guy who killed three innocent people
because he loved alcohol more than anything else.”

“I’m sure nobody thinks that.”
“Nana says the same thing, but…” She shrugged. “I’ll never know. I don’t

want to know. My whole life, everything I thought I knew, it’s all just… I
hate it.”

Muttering a curse, he wanted to kick himself for making her talk about
this—for making her even think about things she clearly wanted to forget.
As he studied Sophie’s face, he saw she was pale and shivering. He
instantly stood and pulled her to her feet, wrapping her in his arms.

“I’m so sorry, Sophie,” he said softly, placing a kiss on the top of her
head. “I’m so sorry you had to go through all of that.” He thought that
might help her relax, but she shoved at his chest, taking him by surprise.

With a steadying breath, she straightened her spine. “That’s why I need to
be honest with you, Christian.”

“It’s okay,” he said. “I get it. Really.” After her horrific story, the last
thing he wanted was to have her hammer the point home about how she felt
—or didn’t feel—about him.

“No, you don’t,” she stated, her voice stronger than it was a moment ago.
“The thing is—I don’t want to be just your friend. When I’m with you…I
laugh. I smile. And while I’ve made some friends since I moved here, and I
go out and have fun with them, it’s not the same. You make me…you make
me happy, Christian. And I understand all of your reasons why you want to
avoid anything more with me. I get it. After everything your dad did and the
way you were betrayed by a woman you worked with and were involved
with, I understand. I do.” She paused and let out a slow breath. “But here’s



the thing. I’m not her. I would never do something like that to you or to
anyone. That’s why—that’s why I shared my story with you. I wanted you
to know why I’m practically honest to a fault. Lying—even a little white lie
—doesn’t sit well with me anymore.”

“Sophie…”
“But I also expect the same in return,” she went on. “And I think you and

I have that in common. We’ve both been hurt by other people’s lies. Their
motivation may have been different, but ultimately, we were hurt by them.
Do you understand what I’m trying to say?”

He was almost too afraid to hope.
“I think so,” he said carefully, second-guessing his instincts and afraid to

do or say the wrong thing.
Sophie took one step toward him, then another. “I don’t think you do. So I

guess I’ll have to show you.”
And just like that, her arms were around him and she was up on her

tiptoes and pressing her lips to his.

* * *

Leaving her comfort zone was totally becoming her thing.
Pressed up against Christian, Sophie poured everything she had into the

kiss. It was crazy and a little impulsive, but after sharing what she had with
him, she needed to chase those dark thoughts away.

And kissing Christian was the perfect distraction.
He didn’t question it and—if anything—he seemed just as on board with

it as she was.
Not that she was surprised. Their last kiss had been incredibly hot and she

hadn’t been able to push it from her mind; hopefully, he hadn’t either.
Her hands raked through his hair as his arms banded tighter around his

waist. She loved how warm and hard his entire body was. Admiring his



physique was one thing, getting up close and personal with it like this was
another.

One kiss led to another and another until she was almost dizzy. She didn’t
want to move, didn’t want anything to break the spell they were currently
under, and he must have felt the same, because they stayed right there in the
kitchen. There was no moving to the sofa or even a chair. Purring, she
rubbed against him and smiled against his lips when he groaned deep in his
throat.

It was the sexiest sound she’d ever heard.
Part of her still couldn’t believe she was doing this—being the aggressor

like she was. The old Sophie—pre-California Sophie—never would have
followed a man home and kissed him. She went on nice dinner dates or to a
movie and waited for her date to kiss her.

And not one of those kisses could even compare to the way Christian was
kissing her now.

Her skin was heated, her breath was ragged, and as much as she hated to
stop, she needed a moment to breathe. Moving her head to the side didn’t
deter him at all. He simply kissed her cheek, the column of her throat, and
oh boy, did that feel good! Licking and nipping and rubbing his stubbled
jaw against her own soft skin was like sensory overload.

Whispering his name, she swallowed hard and waited for him to lift his
head and look at her. His eyes were as dazed as hers must be and she loved
their slumberous look. He was the handsomest man she had ever met, and it
seemed crazy that she was locked in his arms like this.

“So, um… What I was trying to tell you earlier,” she said, her voice quite
low, “was that I wanted to be more than friends with you.”

A slow, sexy grin spread across his face as he leaned in to rest his
forehead against hers. “That’s good, because I really want to be more than
friends with you too.”



Relief washed over her, as well as pure joy, and she couldn’t hide her
smile.

“I know things may be a little weird at times,” she said, “and with your
history of—”

His finger on her lips instantly silenced her. “We’re not going there. No
looking back, okay? The situations are completely different, and even
though I can’t explain it, I just know it. In my heart I know that what we
have is going to be better.” He placed a gentle kiss on the tip of her nose
before continuing. “From the first time I saw you, I felt a connection to you.
It was like I looked up and there you were.”

His words warmed her heart. “I’m glad you found me.”
“Me too.”
Taking a step nearer, Christian gently wrapped his hand around hers and

led her into the living room, where they sat on the couch. His arm went
around her, tucking her in close beside him. If it were up to her, they could
stay like this all night. Well, maybe order some takeout, because she was
hungry and hadn’t eaten dinner yet, but other than that, she could stay right
here and be happy.

“You’re the bravest woman I’ve ever met,” he said. She looked up at him
quizzically. “You moved away from the only place you’ve ever known and
you did it all on your own. You’re trying new things, starting new jobs, and
it sounds like you’re finding a new you.”

“It was something I felt like I had to do,” she admitted. “I could have
lived my whole life in the same town, working at the same job, and doing
all the same things. I probably would have been happy doing it too. But in
one instant, everything changed and became tainted.”

He nodded, and Sophie knew he understood exactly what she meant.
“Nana was so upset that I wanted to leave. But I felt betrayed by her the

most. Although, now that I’ve had time alone to think about it, I know it
couldn’t have been easy for her. After all, my mom was her only child and



she lost her. On top of that, she’d had to take on raising a toddler. So I’m
learning to let go of some of my anger, but it’s not easy.”

“I can’t imagine it would be,” he said, kissing her softly on her temple.
“Do you speak to her at all?”

“Almost every day. That was one habit I couldn’t break—even when I
was at my angriest. Then I realized she was angry too. If I had stayed, we
probably would have spent a lot of time arguing, so I think it was the right
decision for me to move.” She shrugged. “She hates it, though. Every day
she comes up with a new reason why this isn’t the place for me and I know
she’d be happier if I moved home.”

Sophie felt him stiffen.
“Would you?” he asked, his voice gruff. “Would you consider moving

back?”
Shrugging, she responded, “I don’t know. If something happened and I

had to go back, then I would. But there’s nothing there for me anymore. I
can’t remember things without this new cloud over them.”

“There’s got to be at least some good memories for you.”
“In time, maybe. But right now, even thinking about things I did with my

friends or any of my accomplishments at school, I either obsess about how
my teachers knew my real story when I didn’t, or I get angry at all the
things my mom missed out on because of my father.” She shook her head,
her voice trembled. “He destroyed everything, and for what?”

Christian pulled her impossibly close to him as the damn broke and she
began to cry. The only other person she had cried in front of had been her
grandmother, and somehow, this felt even more intense, emotional.

He whispered kind words to her—soft words, caring words—and for a
few minutes, she let him say them as he held her. It was important to share
this story with him so he knew her—really knew her. If anything, he was
going to be the first person to understand this new woman she was
becoming—warts and all.



And hopefully, he would like that woman.
Tilting her head, she looked up at him. Luckily, she didn’t wear a lot of

makeup, but no doubt what little she had on was smeared all over her face.
“Feel free to run for the hills,” she said, trying to make light of the situation.
“I’d completely understand.”

But the look on his face was so tender, so caring that it said more than any
words ever could. Cupping her cheek, he caressed it with his thumb. “I’m
not going anywhere,” he said solemnly. “Thank you for sharing that with
me. I know it wasn’t easy and I’d imagine no matter how much time passes,
it’s still painful to talk about. I’m humbled that you wanted to share it with
me.”

“I…I thought it was important for you to know where I’m coming from.
Why I’m here and why honesty means so much to me.”

“I’ll never lie to you,” he promised. “Because I feel the same way about
it. You don’t have to worry.”

Feeling more than a little exhausted, she hugged him.
Then her stomach rumbled.
Loudly.
With a chuckle, Christian tucked a finger under her chin and nudged her

to look up at him. “How about we order some takeout, eat out on the deck
and watch the sunset?”

It sounded glorious, but she was a hot mess at the moment and really
wanted to clean up, which is what she said to him.

“I should probably go home and freshen up. I can be back in about an
hour.”

He grasped her shoulders and pointed toward the stairs that led to the
second floor. “There’s a shower right upstairs and everything you need to
freshen up.”

“Christian,” she said with a soft laugh, “my makeup is all gone, no doubt
my clothes stink from the run—”



Placing a finger over her lips, he stopped her again. “First of all, you
don’t need any makeup. You’re beautiful. And secondly, my sister keeps a
small stash of clothes here for when she comes to town on business. I know
she’s got at least a couple of pairs of yoga pants and T-shirts up there that
she wouldn’t mind you borrowing.”

It was so tempting…
“I don’t know… I wouldn’t be gone all that long.”
This time he silenced her with a kiss. “Rush-hour traffic. Why put

yourself through that?” Another kiss. “Besides, I kind of like the fact that
you’re here with me. You can go shower and change, I’ll order dinner and
open a bottle of wine for us. What do you say?”

He kissed her again and it was quite possibly the deepest, wettest, sexiest
kiss in the history of kisses.

She was dazed, dazzled, and more than a little turned on.
And when Christian lifted his head, all she could do was give him a

breathless “Yes.” After that, she was ushered into a bathroom that was
almost as big as her apartment. Not wanting to sound like some kind of
country bumpkin, Sophie simply nodded as Christian showed her where
everything was.

“You can use the robe hanging on the door and go into the guest room and
rummage through Megan’s things when you’re done.”

“Are you sure she won’t mind? I feel a little weird borrowing a stranger’s
clothes.”

Laughing softly, he leaned against the vanity and shook his head. “Trust
me, my sister won’t mind one bit and there’s nothing weird about it.
Anything else you need?”

Just to the left of him was the doorway that led to the master bedroom.
They’d walked through it to get to this wonderland of a bathroom, but she
hadn’t done more than simply glance at it. Now all she could see was a
massive bed and French doors that opened to overlook the beach.



Would it be wrong to be bold and say to hell with taking a shower, take
me to bed?

“I think I’ve got everything,” she said instead and almost hated that she
couldn’t be that bold.

Soon.
Maybe.
Hopefully.
“I’m thinking Chinese for dinner. Any requests?”
“Nothing too spicy. Other than that, I’m good.”
With a nod, he left the room, closing the door behind him, and all the air

seemed to leave Sophie’s lungs. She spun around and looked at the space,
still speechless. She had no idea that people really lived like this—with
such luxury—and it shamed her to think about her own tiny apartment and
how she could never invite Christian over to see it. She would be mortified
for him to see how she lived.

“Not going to focus on that right now,” she murmured, walking over to
the shower and turning on the water. Four different jets sprayed along with
a massive shower head. Christian had pulled out a couple of towels for her,
so all she had to do was strip and enjoy the most decadent shower of her
life.

Twenty minutes later, she had her hair wrapped in a towel turban-style
and was wearing Christian’s robe. It was the softest material and felt like
she was wrapped in a cloud! It was also about four sizes too large and she
had to roll up the sleeves several times so she could see her hands. Now all
she had to do was go to the guest room and find something to wear.

Opening the bathroom door, she nearly screamed when she found
Christian standing there, poised to knock. “Ohmygod!” she cried, her hand
going over her heart.

She’d clearly scared him too because he jumped back, mimicking her
pose. “Sorry,” he said after a minute. “I was just coming up to let you know



that dinner would be here in about fifteen minutes.” Then he started to
laugh and Sophie immediately joined in. “I never realized how scary
knocking on a door could be!”

“Me either!” Leaning against the door jamb, she looked at him and
couldn’t help but smile. The man she had met two weeks ago was attractive
in a reserved kind of way. But the man standing before her was so much
more. He had a great laugh, a sexy smile, and more than anything, a kind
heart.

“You’re looking pretty serious over there,” he said, taking a step closer.
“Everything okay?”

“I was just standing here thinking about all the changes in you in the past
couple of weeks. Smiling looks good on you.” She meant it to be a light
compliment, but his expression went serious as he moved in even closer.
With her head tilted back to look at him, she tried to figure out what he was
thinking.

“The biggest change is you,” he said, his voice low and deep and rich.
Caressing her cheek, he studied her face. “You make me smile, Sophie.”

Unable to help herself, she placed her hand on his chest. Right now, it
would be so easy to lean in and kiss him and then move them over to his
bed. But tonight wasn’t the night for that.

As if reading her mind, Christian reached for the tie on her robe and gave
a light tug. “You have no idea how much I’d like to unwrap you.” His voice
was rough even though his touch was gentle.

“Do you?” she asked with wonder. It still boggled her mind that this man
was attracted to her and wanted her.

He pressed in close until she was against the jamb. “You are pure
temptation. And knowing that you’re here in my bedroom wearing my robe
is sexier than I imagined it would be.”

Part of her wanted to argue that there was nothing sexy about her, but the
look on his face made her believe him.



They stayed locked like that and Sophie silently willed him to take the
decision away from her—to tug on the robe and peel it from her body. But
he didn’t. He didn’t kiss her, his touch stayed chaste. Finally, he let out a
long breath and leaned his forehead against hers.

“Go get dressed,” he said after a moment. “I’ll meet you downstairs.”
And when he turned and walked out of the room, Sophie wanted to kick

herself for not being bolder.
I worry about you,” Nana said meekly. Any minute now she’d start to

cough and talk about how poorly she’d been feeling.
“I know you do. And I know you only want what’s best for me. But you

have to accept that what’s best for me right now is living and working in
California and dating a nice man who wants to take me out on a fancy
date,” she said happily. Even thinking about dressing up and going out with
Christian tonight had her feeling giddy.

When he had suggested going out to one of the fanciest restaurants in
town, she had balked at the idea. But she was finding that Christian could
be very persuasive when he wanted to be.

Cough, cough, cough.
Here we go, Sophie thought.
“Did I tell you that I had an appointment with Doc Kelly on Friday?”

Nana said, suddenly sounding breathless. “He said—he said that my blood
pressure was low and that I was looking a little jaundiced. Recommended
that I should start thinking about an assisted living facility.”

“Really? Did he tell you which one you should consider? You know,
Jeanie at the front desk would be the one to help you with your applications.
She’s great at that.”

“Oh!” Nana cried with annoyance. “You know darn well that I don’t want
to go into an assisted living facility! And I certainly wouldn’t ask Jeanie to
help me.” She snorted with disgust. “Do you know that woman actually
takes Zumba classes?”



“And what’s wrong with Zumba?”
“She’s almost fifty years old, Sophie! It’s ridiculous!”
Laughing out loud, Sophie sat forward and took a minute to catch her

breath. “I have to go and get ready. Christian’s picking me up in an hour
and I need to finish up.”

A small huff was Nana’s only response.
“I’ll call you on Sunday like always. And don’t eat too much peanut

brittle at mahjong tonight.”
Another small huff.
“Nana?”
“Hmm?”
“I love you,” Sophie said with a small smile, even though her

grandmother couldn’t see it. “And I miss you.”
“I love you too,” she said quietly. “And I hope you have a good time

tonight.”
Her smile brightened. “Thank you!”
“Hope you don’t get food poisoning. You know how these restaurants are

who don’t cook their fish all the way—”
“Okay, that’s it. I’m hanging up,” Sophie said, partly amused, partly

annoyed. “I’ll talk to you on Sunday.” As she hung up the phone, she felt
mildly exhausted. Leaning against the sofa cushions, she considered what to
do first.

Her nails looked great, she’d showered earlier and had put on enough
lotion so that—theoretically—she should slide off any surface she sat on,
and her dress was hanging on the bathroom door just waiting to be slipped
on. Fixing her hair and makeup was the first order of business, but first she
stared at the new dress she’d purchased especially for tonight—a strapless
jade-green silk sheath. It was plain, yet elegant. She felt a little like a cliché
wearing a green dress with her red hair, but once she’d stepped into the



boutique and spotted it, the salesgirl had all but gushed about how it was
perfect for her.

And it was.
Never in her life had she owned something that made her feel so sexy.
So did the fact that she couldn’t wear a bra with it.
A slow smile played at her lips as she wondered if Christian would find

that out for himself tonight. She hoped so. Like, seriously hoped so. While
she loved that they were taking things slow, part of her wished he wasn’t
such a gentleman. Ever since her little foray at throwing herself at him three
weeks ago, she hadn’t been quite as bold.

“Maybe I’ll have to be tonight,” she murmured happily as the thought
stuck.

Yes. Tonight would totally be the night her boldness returned. Jumping to
her feet, she walked right over to the dress and touched the soft fabric. The
salesgirl had also encouraged her to buy some new lingerie—and that
included the lacy thong in the same color as the dress.

Feeling a little empowered now that she had a mission, Sophie
immediately began getting ready. She envisioned the look on Christian’s
face when he saw her and if it was even half as hot as the way it looked in
her mind, she just might ask him to skip their reservation and stay in.

When he’d suggested going out to dinner—someplace special, he’d said
—she got the impression he thought she wasn’t enjoying their meals at his
house. Was he kidding? The view of the beach was amazing! And it was so
convenient, since most of the activities they’d been doing were beach-
related: the jogging, surfing, and lately, just walking and talking as they
made their way up and down the beach.

How she had managed to live her entire life without being near the ocean
was a mystery to her, because she couldn’t imagine ever living anyplace
else.



And there was no way she was ever going to admit that to her
grandmother.

Her phone beeped with an incoming text. As she walked across the room
to grab it, she knew it was going to be Christian.

Can’t wait to see you. Any chance I can pick you up earlier?

She laughed. And then something hit her—maybe tonight wasn’t about
her being bold. Maybe tonight was about her coming to his rescue.

Christian had been hurt on many levels—and not just by his father, but by
his ex. The one time they’d talked about his situation, it was obvious that
even though the whole thing had happened years ago, it still affected him
today. He’d been living his life based on that one event—cutting himself off
from friends, family, and relationships. Wasn’t it time for that to stop?

Feeling like a woman on a mission, Sophie agreed to a new time and went
to get herself ready with nothing but seduction in mind.

By the end of the night, she was going to do everything possible to put all
of Christian’s ghosts to rest.

Her sexy dress and matching thong were her own Wonder Woman
costume.

Looking at her reflection in the mirror, she gave herself a satisfied smile.
“Let’s do this.”

* * *

It took a lot to surprise Christian these days.
And tonight, he was most definitely surprised.
Sophie had transformed from tempting girl-next-door to a goddess. The

green silk she was wearing left little to the imagination even though it
flowed past her knees. It delicately hugged her curves, and ever since she’d
opened the door to him, he’d been tempted to do the same.



And if he didn’t know any better, he’d swear the little minx was trying to
make him crazy.

Her lips were painted a deep crimson, her eyes looked almost exotic with
the way she’d applied her makeup, and her hair was…well, let’s just say all
he’d been imagining all night was fisting his hand into it and holding her to
him while he kissed her until she was breathless.

Shifting in his seat to ease the tightness in his trousers, Christian forced
himself to think of something other than getting Sophie alone and out of her
dress.

“You look beautiful tonight,” he said and then wanted to smack himself,
because that was not helping him get the image of her out of his mind.

Blushing, she reached over and gently caressed the back of his hand.
“Thank you.”

Yeah, she was definitely trying to make him crazy, because her newly
painted nails were lightly scratching his skin and that brought images of
them doing that down his back.

Another slight shift to alleviate some pressure…
Time for another tactic.
“How did your day go with the agency?” he asked.
Her smile was one of pure delight—her entire face lit up as she told him

about how she had taken on a rotation with other companies like his. There
was so much excitement in her voice and it was easy to see how much she
loved what she did and how much starting this new career meant to her.

It left him thinking about his conversation with his brother the previous
weekend. Christian knew he didn’t have the kind of passion for his job
anymore that Sophie did, but was there something else out there that he
could be passionate about? Was it possible?

Her hand stopped and gently squeezed his. “Hey,” she said softly, “you
okay?”

Clearing his mind, he said, “Uh-huh. Why do you ask?”



“You sort of got this far away look in your eyes while I was talking.” She
laughed softly. “Or maybe I was boring you with tales of short commutes to
work and my love of colorful scrubs to wear.”

Turning his hand to clasp hers, he smiled. “You weren’t boring me at all.
If anything, you amaze me with your enthusiasm for your job.”

With wide eyes, she squeaked, “Really?”
“You do. I don’t think I ever had that. I was passionate about my job—but

in a way that was more about drive than joy. When I listen to you speak
about your work, it’s clear that it makes you happy.” He paused. “And that
got me wondering if there was anything out there that I would feel that way
about.”

“Are you thinking about changing careers?”
He shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s crossed my mind more times than not,

but I wouldn’t even know where to begin.”
Sophie studied him for a moment. “Can I ask you something?”
“Anything.”
“Is this about wanting to change jobs because you want to, or because you

want to escape dealing with your father?”
Ouch.
Okay, this so was not the conversation he wanted to have.
“The way you’re frowning tells me I’ve touched a nerve,” she said

carefully, but she wasn’t deterred. “All I’m saying is—don’t let anyone take
away your joy. Whether it’s joy you find in a career, a hobby or…a person.
I’m struggling with that right now with my grandmother. She’s trying to
convince me to give up living here and come home. I’m not giving in, but
it’s a constant struggle with her. Any time I share any news with her, she
comes back with a negative comment and tells me I should just quit and
move home.” She shook her head. “Not happening.”

The thought of Sophie leaving San Diego—and him—hit Christian harder
than he was prepared for. Squeezing her hand, he pushed his own anxiety



aside and said, “You know it’s just because she misses you, right?”
They fell into a companionable silence and when their dinner was served,

they switched to talking about their meal rather than their lives. Christian
was happy for the reprieve. He had wanted tonight to be a time for them to
enjoy each other’s company; he hadn’t expected things to go to such a
depressing topic.

There was no way he was telling Carter about this. No doubt his brother
would totally get on him for blowing it.

Again.
Once their plates were cleared away, their waiter asked if they wanted to

order dessert. Sophie placed an order with a sweet smile, but before the
waiter could walk away she asked, “Would it be possible to get those to
go?” Then she shot Christian a sexy look that had him envisioning all kinds
of scenarios, like feeding her dessert out on his deck.

In his bathtub.
In his bed.
The waiter looked at him and Christian nodded. “Whatever the lady

would like, box it.”
Sophie let out a happy little sound and damn if he didn’t want to hear it

again all night long.
Her hand was doing that scratching thing. “You didn’t have anything else

planned for after dinner, did you?” she asked softly.
He had thought about going dancing, but they could do that at home too.
He replied, “I was going to see where the night took us.”
Leaning in close, she wet her bottom lip, her eyes looking intently at him.

“The night is going to take us back to your house, hopefully, where we’ll
eat our dessert. Later.”

Could a man really be this lucky?
He’d done nothing but fumble through this relationship and yet she was

still here with him, wanting him, and Christian felt like the luckiest man



alive.
“That sounds like a good plan,” he said, closing the distance between

them and kissing her softly on the lips. Her name was a mere whisper when
he lifted his head.

She let out a soft moan that sounded way too sexy for the middle of a
restaurant. “I got a little pampered today, bought this dress—and what’s
under it—with you in mind.”

Was it warm in here? Because it suddenly felt very warm. He was damn
near sweating. Where the hell was their waiter with their dessert?

Her lips were nearly on his when she added, “I can’t wait for you see
what I’m wearing—and what I’m not.”

He all but fell out of his chair in his hurry to flag the waiter down.
“Check, please!”

After that, Christian felt like he was all thumbs. Their dessert arrived, he
paid the check and felt like he was almost dragging Sophie from their table
out to his car. She didn’t seem to mind. Instead, she was laughing and
walking just as quickly as he was. The drive back to his house seemed to
take an eternity. Why was everyone in San Diego out on the road right
now? It seemed like the entire population was taking the same route as them
and he had to stop from growling with frustration.

The entire time he drove, Sophie’s hand was draped on his thigh and
doing that same scratchy thing she’d done to his hand over dinner.

It was amazing his trembling hands weren’t causing them to go off the
road.

When they finally—finally!—pulled into his driveway, he felt more on
edge than ever before. It was only a couple of short steps to get into the
house, yet he’d be more than happy to take her right there in the car.

I can do this. I can control myself for a few more minutes.
That’s what he kept telling himself, but he was strung so tight right now

that if her hand kept doing what it was doing a little north of its current



spot, there wasn’t a doubt in his mind that he would pounce.
And for someone who was always so in control of his emotions, Christian

realized how unlike him it was to even think of doing such a thing.
Sophie moved a little closer and made a sexy little humming sound.

“Dinner was fantastic,” she said, but her voice sounded different—it was
breathless and husky.

Turning, Christian looked at her face and was instantly aware of the fact
that she seemed just as on edge as he was. A slow smile played at his lips.
“It was,” he agreed, his own voice sounding foreign to him. “But I have a
feeling that dessert is going to be even better.”

With another little hum, she delicately licked her lips. “I’m betting on it.”
Why were they prolonging the wait? Leaning in close to her—close

enough to feel her breath on his lips—he said, “Hungry?”
This time when she licked her lips, her tongue touched his lips.

“Starving.”
“Sophie?” His voice was a near-growl now.
“Hmm?”
“Get out of the car.”
Her smile was triumphant. “I thought you’d never ask.”
What happened next could only be described as two people giddily

tripping over one another in their haste to get to the front door. When
Christian unlocked it, they stumbled inside, quickly closing the door behind
them. The bag with their dessert fell to the floor when Sophie wrapped
herself around him and nearly brought him to his knees with her kiss.

Images of other places he wanted to feel her mouth instantly came to
mind, and Christian knew that if he didn’t at least try to slow things down,
their first time would be right here in the entryway.

The thought was a little enticing, but he instantly pushed it aside.
After seeing Sophie in his robe, in his bedroom, he’d done nothing but

imagine her sprawled on his bed and dammit, he was going to get them



there.
Soon.
Now.
Scooping her up into his arms, Christian quickly strode to his room as she

continued to kiss him—his jaw, his neck—anyplace she could reach, her
lips tasted. Placing her on the bed, he took a minute to simply marvel at her
being there.

“I’ve been thinking about this,” he gruffly admitted. “Ever since you
showered here.”

“Can I let you in on a little secret?”
He nodded.
“I wanted you to pull open the ties of the robe that night and look at me,”

she said softly, seductively. “I almost did it myself, but…”
He nearly swallowed his tongue at her admission. “But?”
With a shrug and a shy smile, she said, “I thought I had been bold enough

for one day. I thought if the time was right, we’d both know it.”
“Damn.”
Her face was the perfect combination of angel and vixen.
And he couldn’t imagine wanting her more.
Placing one knee on the bed, Christian leaned toward her. One hand

skimmed up her leg—loving the softness of her calf, the back of her knee,
her thigh…

“Can I tell you another secret?” she asked, squirming ever so slightly
under his touch.

“You can tell me everything.”
“I thought about this all day. This. You and me. Everything I did to get

ready for tonight was for this exact moment.”
Her admission touched him in a way he had never experienced before.

They had talked about why she felt it was important to be honest and he
believed her. There were times, however, when words were just part of the



seduction—the bedroom talk. And he knew this wasn’t one of those times.
Sophie was telling him exactly what she meant for no other reason than to
be truthful.

And it was a complete turn-on.
It was on the tip of his tongue to ask her what exactly she did, but he had

a feeling he was already enjoying it.
Stepping back, Christian slipped off her sandals and noticed the bright

coral paint on her toes. Lifting her foot, he kissed her ankle.
And she hummed with pleasure.
Slowly, his hands retraced his earlier path—skimming up her calf and

lifting her leg so he could kiss the sensitive spot behind her knee.
Her hum became a low moan.
Feeling bold, Christian leaned in closer and kissed a path up her thigh,

sliding the green silk of her dress up as he went. He opened his eyes in time
to see the tiny panties that matched her dress and hissed at the sight of
them. He brought his gaze up to meet hers.

“For me?” he asked gruffly.
Biting her lip, Sophie nodded, and all Christian could think of was how

he was possibly the luckiest man alive.
His hand shook as he touched her intimately—his finger gently caressing

the thin material. “How attached are you to them?”
Sophie’s smile grew. “They’re yours to do with as you want.”
It was like waving the red flag in front of a bull. He knew what he was

going to do with them and as his hands grasped the fabric and tugged, he
smiled triumphantly as they tore away from her body. Holding the scraps in
his hand, he looked down at Sophie. “A thong?”

She nodded again. “I thought you might like them.”
“Now I’m sorry I didn’t take the time to strip you properly.”
Another sexy hum. “I bought more. If you’re lucky, you’ll have other

opportunities.”



He loved the way she thought.
“Sweetheart, I do believe that luck is about it become my middle name.”

* * *

Sleepily, Sophie tiptoed across the room and into the bathroom. Closing the
door behind her, she felt along the wall for the light switch and squinted
when the entire room lit up. There was a large mirror over the vanity and it
was hard not to look at herself—naked, squinty, with bedhead and all.

Not her best look. However…
“I look glowy,” Sophie said with a satisfied grin. Leaning closer to the

bathroom mirror, she confirmed it. “Yup. Definitely glowy.”
On the other side of the door, Christian was still asleep. The sun wasn’t

even up yet and she had needed to pee, but after a quick glance in the mirror
at her disheveled state, she knew she needed a closer look. With her hair a
riotous mess, her lips a little swollen, and some delicious aches all over her
body, there was no doubt she was a woman who had spent an amazing night
being thoroughly loved.

The happy little sigh couldn’t be contained and once she’d finished in the
bathroom and slowly padded back to the bed, Christian instantly reached
for her.

He didn’t say a word—simply guided her back beside him and held her
close. He was warm and hard, and Sophie couldn’t get enough of being
pressed up against him like this. Their legs tangled together, his arms
wrapped around her, and then his lips sought hers.

“I missed you,” he murmured against her lips before settling her in
against his side.

Sophie couldn’t stop herself from smiling. “I was only gone for a
minute.”

But he shook his head. “It felt much longer.”



Kissing his chest, she rested her hand over his heart and immediately
relaxed. “Go back to sleep. It’s way too early for either of us to be awake.”

“Mmm.”
It was obvious that he was nearly asleep and she didn’t mind. It was

barely four in the morning and she could definitely use a little more sleep
herself. Her mind, however, was going a mile a minute with thoughts of
their night—the conversation, the dinner, the drive home, and ultimately the
dessert. It had taken several hours to get to it, but it was well worth the wait.
She never knew eating could be such an erotic experience. Between licking
the frosting off each other’s fingers—among other places—and feeding one
another, there was no way she would be able to look at a simple slice of
cake the same way ever again.

She placed a feather-light kiss on his chest as she snuggled closer. The
French doors that led out to the deck were opened and she could hear the
sound of the waves crashing on the shore, mixed with the soft sound of
Christian’s breathing. Both were soothing to her and Sophie had to wonder
how she had gotten so lucky—how the darkest and lowest point in her life
had led her directly to this place.

And to falling in love with Christian Montgomery.
Never one who took romantic relationships lightly, Sophie used to laugh

at her girlfriends who always had crushes or who seemed to fall in love at
the drop of a hat. She preferred to get to know someone and get a feel for
who he was on multiple levels before deciding if she could connect with
and—eventually—get romantically involved with him. And everything she
had learned about Christian in the past month made her feelings deeper and
deeper, to the point that it almost scared her. Mainly because it had
happened so soon.

And partly because everything about him was so incredibly different from
anything she’d ever known.



Take his home—Sophie had grown up in a small rural town. The home
she and her grandmother shared was a modest, two-bedroom house with
one bathroom. The roof leaked, the exterior needed paint, and their
appliances didn’t match. But it was filled with a lot of memories—there
were framed pictures all over the house that told the story of her life.
Whereas Christian’s home looked as if a designer had decorated it and it
was void of any personalization. It didn’t matter how beautiful the space
was, every time she came here it made her sad to think of him living in
someplace so cold.

She had to wonder what his family was like. From everything he’d shared
about his father, she already didn’t like him. But his mother and aunt had
been so sweet and friendly that it confused her to imagine those two
personalities in one family. As for her own family—meaning her
grandmother—they were who they were, and even though right now she
wasn’t feeling her closest to Nana, Sophie always felt loved.

Or at least she had.
Yawning, Sophie forced herself to stop thinking about the negative. Too

many wonderful things had happened to her in the past twelve hours to ruin
them with tainted memories. She was in bed with a wonderful man, in a
beautiful room, and very satisfied. That was what she needed to focus on.

That and…maybe being a little bold and being the one to wake Christian
up this time. Any time they had dozed earlier, it had been Christian waking
her up because he wanted her again. This time, she wanted to be the one to
slowly tease him to wakefulness.

Her hand gently rubbed his chest and he hummed softly in his sleep.
Next, she shifted so she could lift up on one elbow and look at him a bit.
Leaning forward, Sophie began to kiss all the spots her hand had just
touched. Earlier, she had found how much Christian loved to have her kiss
his chest. And while she rained gentle kisses on him, she moved her hand
lower—over his abs and then lower still.



Hiding a smile, Sophie could tell Christian was waking up.
As she continued to touch and taste him, his hand slowly skimmed up her

spine and tangled into her hair, tugging.
She really loved when he did that.
“Mmm… I thought you told me to go back to sleep,” he said, his voice

soft and sleepy.
“I did,” she said breathlessly between kisses. “But then I started thinking

about all the ways you woke me up over the course of the night and wanted
to try that out for myself.” Lifting her head, she met his gaze in the
moonlight shining through the open doors. “You don’t mind, do you?”

If anything, his hand fisted tighter in her hair. “I will never complain
about your hands and mouth on my body,” he said fiercely.

Sliding over him and straddling his lap, she ran her hands up his chest.
“We’ll have to sleep eventually,” she teased as her nails scratched their way
back down.

Christian hissed at her touch, releasing her hair only to grasp her hips.
“But not yet,” he said, guiding her lips to his.

* * *

The next time Sophie opened her eyes, the sun was shining and the room
was completely bright. Stretching, she realized that she was alone in the
bed. Slowly she sat up, clutching the sheet to her chest and marveling at the
view through the glass doors.

“That is one heck of a view to wake up to every morning,” she said softly.
“Yes, it is.”
Gasping, she turned and saw Christian standing in the doorway with a

tray in his hands. He walked over and placed it on the bedside table before
leaning in and kissing her thoroughly. “And I wasn’t referring to the beach.”

She blushed and tried to duck her head to hide it. But Christian tucked a
finger under her chin and gently forced her to look at him. “When I woke



up a little while ago, you were sleeping so peacefully and all I could think
of was how beautiful you looked.”

Self-consciously, she ran a hand over her hair. “I’m a bit of a mess.”
He sat beside her, caressing her cheek. “You’re beautiful.”
Part of her wanted to deny it—mainly because accepting compliments

always made her feel a little uncomfortable—but when she looked into his
eyes, she knew he meant what he was saying.

Glancing over at the tray, she asked, “What have we got here?”
Christian reached for it. “I made you some coffee and a little something to

eat.”
Her heart squeezed at his thoughtfulness. There was a bowl of fruit with

strawberries, pineapple, and cantaloupe, along with a cup of yogurt.
“You’re going to spoil me.”

Then he leaned in and kissed her cheek. “You deserve to be spoiled.”
Oh boy, she thought. A girl could easily get used to this.
“Aren’t you going to eat anything?”
He shrugged. “I had my coffee. That’s normally all I have for breakfast.”
Grabbing her mug, she took a sip of the steamy beverage and sighed with

delight. “Oh, that’s good.” But then she had to put on her nurse’s cap. “You
know that’s not healthy for you, right? You need to be taking better care of
your diet.”

“And yet you let me eat all that cake last night,” he teased, and she
seriously blushed thinking about those escapades again. Taking her hand in
his, he said, “I love that you’re concerned, and if it helps, the coffee was
decaf.”

“Christian…”
“And I did have some of the fruit while I was cutting it up.”
Unable to help herself, she laughed softly. It was hard to be stern when he

looked so relaxed and deliciously adorable. When he wasn’t in work mode,



Christian had some seriously boyish good looks—a wonderful smile and a
great laugh. She wished there was a way for him to stay more like this.

“You’re looking pretty serious right now,” he commented.
Now wasn’t the time to bring up work or health issues. Now was the time

to bask in the afterglow of a fantastic night. So rather than risk it, she went
for something she knew would distract them both.

“Just wondering how playful we can get with fruit and yogurt,” she said
with a sexy grin. And before she knew it, Christian was on his feet and
stripping his shirt off over his head.

“Let’s find out!”
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