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To Joel,

I’m writing and dancing.

CHAPTER 1

PRESENT

Chyna lounged back in her chaise,
soaking up the remaining afternoon rays
from the hot Italian sun. Her olive-toned
skin was at home in its natural habitat and
had darkened considerably over the
course of the last month and a half. Milan

had treated her well, and she adored it



here. She had grown up in New York City
—fashion week, the MET, the Upper East
Side, Central Park—but even she had to
admit that as much as she loved the city,
Milan was just something else.

Her Italian tour was nearing an end,

and soon the designer label she had been
modeling for all summer would no longer
need her services. She was reluctant to
move from the penthouse they had
provided

overlooking

the

Via

Montenapoleone, Milan’s most illustrious
shopping district. She would miss the
private beach in Genoa where she would
take jaunts to the coast with Giovanna,
Ravenna, and Brigitte. Most of all, what

really surprised her was that she would



miss the work.

Modeling ran through her veins. Most
believed that all you needed were long
legs and a pretty face to be an effective
model, but there was so much more to it
than that. It was truly an art form that she
had mastered. Who knew all those years
of getting plastered at her mother’s shoots
would pay off in the long run?

“Chyna, the sun is almost down,”

Brigitte whined.

So, maybe she wouldn’t miss her.

“I know, Bridge.” Chyna used the
nickname just to annoy her. She was so
French sometimes.

Brigitte wrinkled up her tiny nose at

the comment and swung her honey blonde
hair over her shoulder. “Fine. You do
your own hair and makeup for the Glam

Ball. Marco will not be kept waiting.”



Chyna sighed as Brigitte walked away.
Marco was yet another reason she should
stay in Italy, and he was also the biggest
reason to leave. Marco was...everything.
As the head proprietor of Camera
Nazionale della Moda Italiana, the
nonprofit organization in charge of Milan
Fashion Week, he practically owned the
city, which meant that he owned her, too.
Stretching out her long lean legs,
Chyna picked up her dirty martini and
downed the remaining contents. She
plucked the string of olives out of the
glass and carried them with her to the exit.
Tonight was going to be an interesting
night to say the least.

stk ok
Glam Ball was an annual event for
Milan’s high-end fashion clientele, and

Marco had played host to the event for the



past four years. As his lucky number five
rolled around, in true Marco fashion, he
had way overdone himself. Chyna had
stumbled across a bill for the French-
imported champagne alone and had
cringed. The number had actually made
her cringe.

The piece de résistance of the entire
glorious occasion though had to be utter
perfection. He needed something better
and more spectacular than he had ever had
before. And, he had never had Chyna
before.

When she had found out that Marco

was using her, an American, as the
centerpiece for the ball, she could barely
contain her excitement. She had never
wanted anything more in her life. He had
picked her out single-handedly in front of

the entire group of exhibition models, and



it had taken all of her self-control to not
burst into tears right there in front of him.
She hadn’t had the same self-control when
she had returned to the penthouse. After
only two weeks of modeling for him, he
had chosen her. It had almost seemed too
good to be true. Almost.

She and Marco began private lessons

and photo shoots shortly thereafter. The
amount of time she put into her modeling
that next month would have made her
mother proud, if she did that sort of thing.
Chyna didn’t care about the other girls’
jealousy. The business wasn’t built on
friendship; it was built on taking
advantage of the opportunity that lay in
front of you.

So, she spent hour after hour locked in

a room with him, his camera, and his

favorite piano composition. She practiced



pouting her lips just so, making her eyes
give off five-hundred different meanings
with a glance, swishing her hips, adjusting
her hands to perfection, fluffing and
blowing out her long black hair. He knew
exactly what he wanted and how to extract
it out of her through the camera lens.

She should have expected the turn it

took. She should have seen it all for what
it really was.

Chyna shook her head as she entered

her closet and stripped down out of her
bathing suit. It hardly mattered what she
wore to the Ball itself. The models would
change at the venue into the handcrafted
outfits designed for the event. A limo
would be here soon enough to whisk them
to La Scala Theatre, the world-renowned
opera house in the heart of Milan. Chyna

didn’t even want to know the lengths he



had gone to in order to acquire the
sixteenth-century Italian theatre for the
evening.

“Chyna,” Giovanna cooed in her thick
Italian accent, “the limo has arrived.”
Chyna certainly wouldn’t miss this

about Milan. She had never had a
roommate in her life and certainly not
three. The fact that they could just waltz
into her room at any given time—Ilike right
now when she was completely naked—
irritated the shit out of her. Didn’t they
have any common decency? As it turned
out, no, they didn’t. Apparently, walking
around nude was commonplace for
models, especially European models. She
didn’t particularly have anything against
it, but she preferred to choose when
people saw her naked.

“Coming,” Chyna told her. She picked



out a pair of fit dark-wash jeans and a
plain, white, V-cut T-shirt with four-inch
pumps. She would be dolled up soon
enough.

Giovanna was the polar opposite of
Chyna. She was blonde, blue-eyed, and
pale with the quintessential sweet and
innocent vibe. She did, however, manage
to look like a complete and total hooker
any time she dressed herself. She wore a
pleated miniskirt that failed to cover her
ass, a black lace bustier, and six-inch
heeled booties. A white blazer hung from
her finger, but Chyna knew she would
never cover herself up that much.
Brigitte had gone for simple as well

with a white tank tucked into high-waist
shorts and Hermes sandals. It had been
rumored

that



she

would

be

the

spokesmodel for their next collection.

On the other hand, Ravenna just looked
fierce no matter what she wore. As much
as Chyna liked Ravenna, she was a
certified bitch, who was technically too
big to be one of Marco’s girls. But, she
had been a favorite two years ago, and she
was so spectacular on camera. With her
fiery, dark red hair, deep compelling eyes,
and uncontrollable curves, it was hard to
resist her.

The foursome exited the penthouse,

and they were whisked away in the black
stretch limo. As they approached La Scala
Theatre, Chyna realized how much she

was dreading the coming evening. She had



wanted to be the centerpiece of the show
so desperately, and now that it was here,
she was reconsidering. She wasn’t
nervous exactly, but everything had
evolved so quickly that it was completely
out of her control. She wasn’t sure how to
get it all back without doing something
drastic, and that wasn’t a particularly
appealing option.

The drive was shorter than she would
have liked, and soon, they were before the
grand structure. Chyna had been here once
before as a child. Her parents had been
together then, and the ballet had been
stunning. She had tried her hand at ballet
when she returned home, but she became
easily bored when she didn’t look like the
prima ballerinas overnight. Staring up at
the gorgeous castle-like building, her

memories made her wish that she had



stuck with it.

Chyna followed the other girls out of

the limo, and in an instant, Giselle,
Marco’s personal assistant, was before
them. She was all legs with sky-high heels
and a too short dress accentuating her very
best

feature.

Diamonds

glittered

everywhere on her—strings of them
around her neck, giant round ones in her
ears, rings covering her fingers, and some
even peeked out of her hair piece that was
placed carefully in her dark brown hair. It
appeared diamonds had actually been
sewn into the glittering bodice of her
dress. The rules about moderation had
never applied to her.

“Come along. Come along,” she said,



not halting to see if they followed.

The girls kept up with her easy pace,
following her to an enormous door leading
into the building. A flurry of activity was
already underway when they found the
dressing area.

Two dozen models were being fit into

an array of clothing sets for the fashion
show. A few models were walking around
in flowing designer gowns. Several were
wearing glittering lingerie, tastefully
constructed for the evening. Still others
were helped into animal print bodysuits
and barely there bathing suits. Makeup
artists were painting faces to match,
accent, and highlight the garments. Blow
dryers went off around the room as
hairstylists brushed and sprayed their
locks into submission. If Chyna didn’t

know better, she would have thought it



was all chaos.

“Brigitte, Ravenna, Giovanna, go to

hair and makeup,” Giselle snapped.
“Chyna, Marco would like to see you in
his office.”

The girls were already eyeing her
suspiciously, but Chyna ignored them and
followed Giselle. It wasn’t uncommon for
her to be called into private sessions with
Marco, and they knew it. Still, after three
weeks of one-on-one attention, her
stomach still clenched at the possibilities.
Powerful men hardly unnerved her—she
had grown up with one after all—but
Marco was different somehow. He had the
authority to give her everything she
wanted, but more importantly, he had the
power to take it all away.

“Marco has had your costume moved

back here,” Giselle explained as soon as



they were out of earshot.

“Wonderful,” she said dryly.

“Are you not grateful?” Giselle

snapped.

Chyna should have known better than

to act like this around Giselle. She would
have Kkilled for the opportunity to model
for Marco, but Giselle just didn’t have it.
“More than grateful,” Chyna said,
keeping the lilt out of her voice.

Giselle

sneered

anyway.

Chyna

wanted to tell her how unattractive that
was. She would have been able to do that
if it had been Alexa.

“Shit,” she muttered under her breath.
“Yes?” Giselle asked, raising her

eyebrows at the profanity.



“Nothing.”

Chyna hadn’t called Alexa in over a
week. What a shitty best friend . She had
been so wrapped up in her modeling and
Milan and Marco that it had slipped her
mind. She would be sure to call her soon.
What was the time difference to Atlanta
again? She scrunched up her nose. She
was bad at these kinds of things.
Whatever. She would make it work.

“Hey, do I have time for a phone

call?”

“What?” Giselle demanded.

“Do I have time?”

“Certainly not. You’re late as it is.”
Chyna sighed. Another time then . She
felt bad, but she pushed the thoughts aside.
She would call her when she could. Alexa
had never expected more than that. Plus,

she was probably in a la-la land with her



Ramsey. She just hoped that Alexa was
avoiding his bitch sister and Jack—well,
that was a given. Though, at least Chyna
understood that maddening obsession...
kind of.

“Here you are, darling,” Giselle said,
pointing at a door labeled Director.
“Grazie.”

Chyna

thanked

her

gratefully.

Giselle’s smile quirked at Chyna’s
clipped

Italian

accent,

but

she

acknowledged

her



no
less

before

departing. “Prego.”

Chyna turned toward the rustic door

with a solid gold placard and knocked.
“Come in,” Marco called in a beautiful
Italian accent.

His voice was out of this world.

Chyna’s body warmed at the sound.

She opened the door to the director’s
office and found Marco sitting among a
collage of tutus, sequins, and fabrics.

Her eyes darted to the massive

hardwood desk, and she smirked. A long
black costume bag hung against the back
wall with a shiny gold imprint marked on
the top. She would recognize Marco’s
handiwork anywhere, even without being

able to read his glossy name from a



distance.

Finally, her eyes returned to the man
behind the desk. He was staring at her
with those deep chocolaty eyes like a
predator feasting its gaze upon its prey.
He stood, almost regally, from the desk
upon her entrance. His square jaw, those
broad shoulders, and cut waistline were
perfection. He could have modeled, but he
was just as talented in design, business,
and behind the camera. He had shaved his
ever present five o’clock shadow, and his
brown hair was slicked back so it
wouldn’t fall into his eyes like she was so
accustomed to. It had been cropped much
shorter when she had first arrived. He was
way past due for a haircut, but she thought
the longer look suited him.

“My star,” Marco muttered.

He had begun calling her that after



their first late night photo shoot, centered
near a large, open window in his
apartment. He had told her that she
outshined the stars in the background of
the photos. As far as he was concerned,
she would be his brightest star. He had
been calling her his star often enough that
it was now her pet name.

“Marco,” Chyna said huskily, closing

the door behind her.

As conflicted as she was away from

him, when she was in his presence, he
was like a heady perfume. The sweetest
aroma in the world.

“You’re late,” he said sternly, with a
glimmer in his eye.

“Marginally,” she volleyed, walking
toward him while he still stood
imposingly behind the desk.

Oh God, that desk.



“You haven’t even seen hair and
makeup, and you smell like sunscreen,” he
chided.

“Can you smell me from all the way

over there?” she asked, walking a slow
catwalk toward him.

“Don’t think I don’t know all.”

“I’d never entertain the idea,” she
murmured. She focused on the lessons he
had given her about her runway walk—
one foot in front of the other, relax your
hands, move your body naturally, smooth
out that step, smile through your eyes.
“That one,” he pointed crassly,

pointing out the second step on her left
foot. “That’s the step you rush every
time.”

“After four weeks of detailed scrutiny,
don’t you think I know which step I

falter?” Chyna snapped instinctively. She



chewed on her bottom lip as his eyes
hardened perceptively.

“What was that?” he asked sharply.
“Nothing. Never mind,” she said

quickly, realizing her fuck up.

She was always so brash with

everyone. Having a boss was not
something she was used to, especially
when it was someone like Marco.

“Get your ass over here,” he

demanded, pointing at the desk.

Chyna tried not to smile. It would only
set him off more. God, did she enjoy doing
that. She trailed her hand along the fine
piece of carpentry, wondering how old the
desk was and if she could acquire it for
her penthouse at home. Frederick would
freak over it.

“By all means, take your time,” Marco

growled.



As she slowly rounded the desk, he
reached out and gripped her arm, lurching
her forward into him. She swallowed
hard. This was his favorite part—taking
control.

“Were you talking back to me?” he

asked into her ear, nipping her earlobe.
Chyna melted. She would do anything

for a domineering guy. It was so her type.
“Yes,” she whispered into his chest.

She loved that he towered over her, even
when she wore heels.

“That’s what I thought. You never

learn your lesson. I almost think you like
it,” he said, his hand fisting softly into her
hair. “Do you like it?”

She was having trouble remembering
what she was supposed to say as her body
pressed up against him. “Yes.”

“You enjoy infuriating me?” he



questioned, pulling harder on her hair.
“Oh no! No, Marco. That’s not what I
meant.” She nearly groaned. He was so
fucking sexy.

“Bend over the desk,” he told her.
“Marco,” she murmured shaking her
head. We have no time for this.

“Bend over the fucking desk,” he
repeated slowly.

“The Ball—”

“Do you want me to force you?”

Did she ever!

Chyna couldn’t hold the smirk back,

and it set him off like it always did. His
left hand tightened in her hair, and he used
that as leverage to grab her hip with his
right hand, turning her around to bend her
face first into the desk. Her breathing was
heavy, and her lower half was pulsing.

She felt the walls of her sex tightening in



anticipation.

He released her hair and ran his hands
down her sides, across her taut ass, and
between her inner thighs. His touch was
intoxicating as his hands splayed her legs
farther and farther apart. She thought about
reminding him how little time they really
had, but she wanted nothing but his hands
on her at the moment.

“Don’t worry,” Marco spoke softly as

he returned to a standing position. “I
won’t leave marks, not when you’ll be
wearing that costume.“

She could hear the need in his voice,

and she was sure he could feel her body
revving up at his touch. She wanted to ask
to feel him, even if only through her jeans,
but he wouldn’t want her to just yet. Later,
he’d make her beg. He’d make her want to

beg.



The first blow was always the worst.

He didn’t like to warm her up to it, and he
never told her when it was coming. The
smack across her ass wasn’t the hardest
she had ever received, but she still
released a small yelp as her body went
forward onto the desk. Marco was already
making it better, rubbing the site of his
hand mark, easing her discomfort. She
would be feeling that one later.

The second and third came together
nearly equal in force to the first, and they
were just as unexpected. She clenched her
jaw to keep from yelling out again.

That hurt like a bitch, but she was so
turned on.

He was attentive to her pain, rubbing

the area again, while his right hand
traveled between her legs. She moaned at

the blending of pleasure and pain from his



experienced touch.

He slapped her ass again, harder than
before. She whimpered, never knowing if
she wanted him to stop or continue.
“You’re my little star.”

She nodded her head. She was seeing
stars.

“Just the way I fucking like her—that
nice piece of ass high in the air and pussy
screaming my name,” he said, stroking her
more demandingly before landing another
blow. “Star?”

“Uh huh?” she all but moaned in
anticipation as his hand came down
another time. God, yes!

“You were a bad girl. You like me

fucking punishing you? Do you like this?”
he asked, his hand coming down hard and
quick.

Chyna wondered if it really would



leave a mark, but at this point, she
couldn’t care less. She had other things on
her mind.

His hand fisted in her hair, tugging on

it hard enough to pull her head back, her
back arching. He teased her, smacked her
lightly, as he pressed against her just like
she had wanted. She felt his erection
against her ass, and she gyrated her hips.
“You like when I show you how bad

you are?”

She responded by grinding her ass

harder against him.

“Star?” he cooed, slapping her ass

until she stopped moving. “You clearly
like me punishing you. Do you like being
punished or teased?”

She bit her lip hard and waited for the
spanking she knew she deserved when she

didn’t answer. It was an exhilarating



feeling, knowing how much he was
enjoying himself while he aroused her
growing climax.

Marco’s hand returned to play

between her legs, and she gasped as her
head was released back to the desk.
Another smack hit her ass hard. “Answer
me. Do you like to be punished or
teased?”

“Both,” she managed to get out. God,
he

did

things

to

her

that

were

unbelievable. Her body was on fire. She
would have pleaded for release if he

would give it to her.



“That’s right. You like both, and I like
both,” he said, rubbing her ass between
both of his hands. He moved them to her
hips and forced her back against his dick.
“Please,” she sputtered out, losing
control and begging.

He ran himself up and down the crease
of her jeans and across her covered
opening. “I love to hear you beg. You
want me to fuck you?”

“God, yes, please! Marco,” Chyna
moaned, “fuck me.”

“I’m not sure you want me enough,” he
said, pressing harder and hitting her ass
again.

“Marco, please, make me come.

Please, God!” she cried as he massaged
the area.

He sighed, almost resigned to giving

her what she wanted, as he knelt behind



her. He trailed kisses across her butt and
down between her legs. Breathing hot
between her legs, he made her tremble
with desire, and she fought desperately to
not take control of the situation. Slowly,
painfully slow, Marco backed away from
Chyna, who was still lying out across the
desk. A shiver ran up her spine from his
absence. He landed one more blow before
walking away.

“See how good you’re being. I wish I
could finish you. I fucking want you on
this desk, but I have a show to run,” he
said in a low guttural tone. “Now, don’t
move that tight ass until I leave. I like to
see it up in the air. However, you do need
to get dressed. I’d prefer you wear nothing
and show off your real beauty, but there’s
something to be said for a little mystery.

Don’t you think, my gorgeous star?”



She whimpered. “Yes.”

“You better not get yourself off when I
leave.” Leaning down over her from the
other side of the desk, he growled into her
ear, “I’m coming for you after the show.”
Chyna waited a few seconds after the
door clicked shut before righting herself.
The bastard! Leaving her there all alone
and desperate for an orgasm. She wanted
to go find the first guy she could and fuck
him senseless, just for payback. No one
left her wanting. No one!

She made it halfway across the room
before she changed her mind. Yes, she
wanted to kill him, but now wasn’t the
time. As much as she wanted to forget her
obligations, she was still the centerpiece
of the Glam Ball. If she ever wanted to
keep modeling, she needed the Ball, and

she needed Marco. She turned around



angrily and stomped back to the big
fucking desk. What a big fucking asshole!
Chyna opened her clutch and fished out
her international cell phone while she
waited for help. No way could she get into
that outfit alone.

“Chyna?” Lexi asked, yawning into the
phone. “What time is it over there?”
“Hey, chica.” Chyna breathed. See,

she’s a good friend . “Not sure, like ten or
eleven.”

“Jesus.” She yawned again. “And,

you’re not drunk?” Lexi giggled.

“Bitch.”

“You love me.”

“I miss you.”

“I won’t miss seven-thirty wake-up
calls,” Lexi said, yawning big again.
“Sorry.”

“When do you come home? I need your



ass in New York.”

At the mention of her ass, Chyna

cringed and rubbed her sore backside.
“Not sure on that either. Soon? Wait!” she
cried. “What are you doing in New York?
I thought you moved in with Ramsey.”
“Uh...” Lexi hesitated.

Oh fuck! What had she missed?

“I moved back. We broke up,” she
explained.

“What?” Chyna asked in a shrill tone.
See what happened when she didn’t call
for a week. “Why the fuck did you break
up? You were cookie-cutter perfect a
week ago.”

“Um...well, my dad had a heart attack,
and I found out that Ramsey is a
compulsive liar.”

“Oh God, is your dad okay? Are you

okay?” Chyna asked quickly.



“Yeah, my dad’s fine. I don’t know if I
am though. Ramsey dated Parker. They
almost got married in college, Chyna.”
“Hold up. Let’s back this shit up. I
thought he’d never had a girlfriend.”
“Me, too.”

“Bastard!” Chyna was using the word
a lot lately.

“Also, he got me the job in Atlanta and
never told me he pulled strings. I don’t
know, C. Just seems pretty fucked-up
when Jack is the one comforting me.”
Chyna groaned. Did she say she
understood that obsession? “At least you
have

one

constant,”

she

replied

sarcastically.



Lexi laughed at the statement. “He’s
getting married, Chyna. He’s not my
constant anymore.”

“Uh huh. Don’t sound so sad about it.”
“Oh, shut up. It’s Jack.”

“Don’t I know it?”

“Anyway,” Lexi drawled out, “how is
Milan? Anything new?”

Besides her aching backside? “I’m
about to change into my outfit for Glam
Ball. It starts in an hour or so,” Chyna told
her.

“Are you still the focus or whatever?
That’s a pretty killer opportunity.”
“Yeah. I am.”

“And...” Lexi prompted.

Damn, she knew her too well .

“There’s this fashion designer—*

Lexi immediately started laughing. “Of

course there is.”



“Whatever, chica. I don’t know what

to do about him.” Chyna hated admitting it.
As furious as she was with Marco, she
wasn’t sure she actually wanted to give up
whatever they had.

“Give him up and come home.” Chyna
wished it was that easy. “New York is
where you’re meant to be. You own New
York City,” Lexi reminded her. “I didn’t
think any guy would change that.”

“It’s not that he’s changing that.” Man,

it was weird for Alexa to be the one
giving advice. “He’s just a complication.”
“Speaking of complicated—" Lexi

began.

“What else have you gotten yourself
into?”

“Not me! I’m talking about your
complicated. I’ve been hanging out with

Adam lately...”



The sentence hung in the silence.

Chyna tried to push Adam out of her brain.
She didn’t need to think about him. They
had made the right choice in breaking it
off before she left. She wasn’t a good
girlfriend in New York, so she would be a
terrible one halfway across the world.
Why was she even still thinking about
Adam?

She couldn’t help it though. “How is

he doing?” she asked.

“He’s alright, C. We’ve been an
interesting pair this past week—two
heart-torn lovers and all,” she said with a
giggle. Chyna couldn’t miss it, not from
Alexa.

“Sorry I couldn’t be there. I’d totally
watch you veg on pot after pot of black
coffee and gallons of double chocolate,

chocolate chip ice cream.”



“While you ate carrots and complained
about being fat?”

“Only when I am fat,” she told her,
knowing full well that she was far from
fat.

“Miss you, C,” Lexi said softly. “I

miss my no-nonsense best friend.”

Was that her? Then, why did she take
nonsense from every guy she actually
thought she wanted?

A knock on the door brought her back

to reality. Tonight was Glam. “I miss you,
too, Alexa. I’ll be home before you know
it, and I’ll let you drag me to Serendipity
despite the calories. But, right now, I have
a show to put on.”

CHAPTER 2

MARCH FOUR MONTHS EARLIER
“Frederick, darling, don’t you love

this?” Chyna asked, pointing at a crystal-



cut vase.

“Don’t you have one like that

already?” he asked, placing a hand on his
hip.

God, why did he have to be gay?

“Don’t act like you know my entire
collection.”

“Honey, I fucking picked out your
collection. Remember who has the good
taste in the relationship. If I leave you
alone, you’ll probably strip down the
black leather sofas again and add animal
print and bamboo,” he cried dramatically.
“Then, don’t leave me again, fucker,”
she said, walking away from the crystal
display.

“Don’t be such a cunt then,” he said as

a matter-of-fact.

She loved him! Any man who used the

c-word as a compliment was someone she



could appreciate.

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

“Do you want to get lunch? I know this
incredible vegan cuisine a block from
here. To die for. I took my boyfriend,
Dallas—”

Chyna

groaned,

interrupting

his

statement.

“there last week. Also, shut up,
hooker. And, he fell in love!”

“With you or the food?”

“Well, when I took him home and
fucked his brains out...me.”

“Well played.”

“Thank you,” he said with a knowing
smirk. “So, lunch?”

“I can’t. I have to meet my boyfriend,



Adam—”

Frederick groaned, mimicking her.
“Adam. Also, groan all you want.

Take me on a silver platter at your
convenience,” she said, spreading her
arms wide.

“You couldn’t handle it, sweetheart.”

He patted her arm sympathetically.
“Bring it,” she challenged.

Frederick just laughed and followed

her out of the boutique. They walked arm
and arm down Madison Avenue. Chyna
wrapped her cashmere scarf tighter
around her neck, bracing against the
winter temperatures. They both paused
before the new store being constructed on
their favorite stretch of Madison.

There was an endless amount of buzz
about the new store. An up-and-coming

Italian designer had broken Madison



before he turned thirty years old. She had
hardly been able to believe it until his
one-of-a-kinds started circulating in her
group of friends. She had been shocked by
their style, elegance, and creativity.

Today, they had unveiled the gorgeous,
shiny gold sign that topped the Italian
boutique—Marco’s.

She practically salivated at the store. It
was more than perfect. It was her—
everything she loved and more.

“Fuck. I can’t wait to get my hands on
those clothes,” she said.

“You and everyone else in the city,

hun.”

“Why haven’t I requested him to
commission something for me yet?” she
asked Frederick, reluctantly walking away

from the display.

“Probably because he’s not taking



orders,” he reminded her.

“Right. Damn. Bad timing for him to
go pre-made on me,” she complained.
“Yes, how inconsiderate of him to
expand his career. Doesn’t he know
better?” Frederick asked with dripping
sarcasm.

“I know, right?! Doesn’t he know who
I am?”

“I doubt men with that much drive
care, sweetie.”

“I’d make him care,” she said with a
knowing smirk.

“You’d just get your ass in trouble.”
“Probably,” she agreed with a giggle.
“But, I like trouble.”

“Don’t we all?”

“Anyway, girlfriend duties to attend to.
Gotta go, lover.” She kissed both of his

cheeks before darting across the street to



her waiting town car.

Chyna hopped in the backseat and rode
off of Madison Avenue. She was
supposed to meet Adam at the gym, and
then they were going to go get lunch. She
was a little early, but that was alright. She
liked to see him all sweaty.

Rounding the corner toward the New
York Sports Club, her driver pulled up in
front of the building.

“You don’t have to wait today, Carl.
Adam likes to drive for some unknown
reason. Take the rest of the night off.”
“Thank you, Miss Chyna. Have a nice
night.”

“You, too, Carl.”

Chyna exited the town car and rushed
quickly into the empty gym. The attendant
waved her through. She had been here

enough that they all recognized her now.



“I think he’s on the basketball courts,”
the young perky blonde directed.

She couldn’t have been older than
eighteen. Probably getting lost in the city,
trying to pursue her dream. Chyna
wondered what that was like. She had
never loved anything enough to do that.
Pushing aside those thoughts, she

opened the door to the courts and entered,
slipping silently into the room. Adam was
there with one other guy playing one-on-
one ball. Both guys were covered in
sweat, drenching through their cut-off
shirts. Adam’s longish hair was a mop,
sticking to his forehead and slinging
around as he attempted to maneuver
around his opponent. He was so cute and
aggressive when he didn’t know she was
watching.

Her eyes moved to his opponent just as



he stole the ball from Adam. Her
eyebrows rose when she got a closer look
at him. Hello! Excuse me, who the hell
was he? He was even in height with Adam
but broader. Gah, those shoulders! His
hair was very short brown, almost
military cut, but it worked for him. And,
tattoos—she was such a sucker for well-
placed tattoos. She could see one etched
into the inside of his left bicep, and when
he raised his arms, another one was
written across the side of his right ribs.
Where else do you have those?

Tattoo Guy pulled a sharp pivot move

on Adam, passed him, and did a layup,
scoring. “Game,” he said, raising his
eyebrows and that lovely left arm into the
air.

Hmm...what was written there?

“Fuck!” Adam cried. “I hate that



move.”

“Gets you every time,” he said with a
lazy smile.

Oh, this guy was used to winning .
Interesting . She knew Adam was really,
really good.

Breaking the confrontation, Chyna
walked her heeled feet on the court. The
clicking noise drew both of their attention.
Yep, there it was —interest.

“Hey, baby,” Adam said, rushing over

to her with a big goofy grin on his face.
He brushed a kiss across her lips, careful
not to get her sweaty.

“Hey,” she said, breaking into a smile.
“Who’s your friend?”

“Oh, I’ve been meaning to introduce

you two, but there was never a good
moment. This is my older brother, John.”

Well, fuck .



“John, this is my girlfriend, Chyna.”
“Nice to meet you,” John said, sticking
out his right hand.

She shook it, making eye contact.

Well, it ’ was still there . Perhaps, John
was thinking fuck, too. Adam’s brother
was gorgeous. There were similarities
between the two, but fucking hell if John
wasn’t exactly the kind of guy she
normally went for. Just her type.

“You, too. I didn’t realize you were in
town.”

“Yeah, I have the long weekend off
before I have to fly to Japan on business.”
“Oh, interesting. So glad Adam clued

me in,” she said, glancing at her
boyfriend.

“Can’t be mad at him. I never told him.

I just never know when I’ll be in the city.”

“Ah,” she said with a smile.



“Hey, we’re gonna go clean up, and

then let’s get lunch. We won’t be long,”
Adam told her.

“Alright. I’1l just wait out front.”

Chyna stole a glance at John once

more before exiting. He was staring at her
rather attentively, his eyes smoldering.
She made a hasty retreat. Not good.

She walked off the court and back over

to the front desk area. The blonde
attendant was on the phone talking
insistently to a girlfriend of hers rather
loudly. Chyna tried to tune her out as her
thoughts drifted to what had just happened.
She didn’t want to be attracted to her
boyfriend’s brother. This had never been a
problem before because...well, she had
never had a boyfriend that she stuck with
for more than a couple of weeks. There

was something about Adam that she really



liked. She wasn’t sure what that was
exactly, but she did like him. He wasn’t
the kind of guy that she normally went for
by a long shot but damn if he wasn’t so
sincere. He liked her for who she was and
had never cared about anything else—not
her money, her family issues, or her illicit
social life. He had helped her out in her
time of need when he totally could have
taken advantage of the situation, and he
had asked for nothing in return. She knew
labeling someone a nice guy was the kiss
of death, but Adam brought nice guy into
its own category.

Then, why was she swooning over his
brother? Because he had broad shoulders
with tattoos and a smirk? She really
needed little else.

Why the fuck was Alexa at the beach

with her boy toy this week ? That was so



inconvenient. She should have known that
Chyna was going to have a hot guy melt-
down.

Chyna whipped out her compact and
reapplied a coat of lip gloss. She already
knew that she looked good; some guys had
been checking her out while she was
shopping with Frederick. Still, she wanted
to double check. She didn’t want to look
sloppy the first time she hung out with her
boyfriend’s brother. That was all, right?
God, she couldn’t do this. She couldn’t

be attracted to John. It was out of the
question. She wasn’t like her parents—she
didn’t cheat! Inside, she preferred to just
not get attached. If she was going to be
with Adam, then she was going to fucking
be with him. It didn’t mean she couldn’t
look at and admire his brother—what girl

wouldn ’ t? — but that was where the line



was drawn. She could eye-fuck John and
his goddamn tattoos but nothing else. This
would be an exercise in self-control.
Lord, help us all!

Chyna replaced her mirror into her

purse and immediately began chewing on
her glossy bottom lip. She could do this.
Yep. She could totally do this.

“Hey.” She heard someone call behind
her. She turned away from the desk
toward the entrance to the locker rooms.
Oh, holy hell! Fuck! Really? How

could one man be so attractive? She
couldn’t get past that strong jaw, those
hazel eyes, and those fucking shoulders.
When did he have time to build that
Adonis body? All she knew about him
was that he worked all the time, and now,
she wanted to know everything. Did he

actually have that good of taste in clothing,



or did he have a personal assistant? Those
dark-wash jeans fit him a bit too well, and
the green button-up shirt mostly hidden
beneath the grey pea coat was outstanding.
If he didn’t have someone dress him and
he actually had a fashion sense well
enough to look like he had walked out of a
Barneys catalog, she might die. She would
take two, please!

Had she responded to his welcome?

She just smiled, deciding it would only
sound dumb at this point.

He ran a hand back through his still

damp hair and returned her smile. “Adam
takes forever to get ready. Thought I’d
come out here, so you didn’t have to wait
alone,” John said, walking over to where
she was leaning against the desk.
“Thanks,” she said, hating her natural

instincts right now. She knew she could



take him home in a heartbeat. If this were
anyone else in any other situation, he
would already be in her penthouse, and
her tongue would be tracing those tattoos.
“So, what do you do?” John asked,
smiling warmly.

“Uh...I’m in between work right

now,” she said with an unapologetic
shrug. “I try not to define my life by my
career. Instead, I just enjoy living it.”

“To define is to limit. I get that,” he

said with that smirk.

“Something like that. What do you do
exactly that has you leaving for Japan?”
He shrugged as if this was the most
boring subject, but he had brought it up.
“International business. I negotiate
business transactions overseas for my
clients who want to expand their

enterprise globally.”



“Huh, sounds like a lot of work,”

Chyna commented. She had never wanted
to work that much in her life.

“Yeah, it can be. I'm good at

languages though. I’d love to be stateside
a little bit more, and I’m working on
bringing some global companies to the
states, but I can’t really complain.”

She wasn’t complaining either. A
successful

businessman

who

spoke

multiple languages and had tattoos? Where
the fuck did he come from?

“Yeah, it must be hard to be away

from your family and your girlfriend all
the time,” she said, looking up into his
hazel eyes. She knew it was a bad line,

and he might even see through it, but



damn, she couldn’t help herself. She was
curious.

He chuckled softly, glancing away. Oh,
he had picked up on it alright .

“No girlfriend for me. Not much time,
and I’m picky,” he said, returning his eyes
to hers.

He could afford to be picky. She

cleared her throat and broke eye contact.
Keep it together.

“Adam’s always been the girlfriend

type anyway.”

“I noticed,” she said with a smile.

Adam was an excellent boyfriend. So
nice . Too nice . Too good for her . “I’m just getting used to it.”
“To Adam or a boyfriend?”

“Yes,” she said. “I’m more of a party

girl myself.”

“I can see that.”

What did that mean? And why did it



look like he could appreciate a party girl?
“When you grow up in Manhattan, it’s just
a way of life.”

“I can see that, too.”

Adam jogged out of the locker room
then. “So, where are we going?”

Chyna broke away from John. When

had they gotten so close, and why did it
feel like they gravitated to each other?
“Somewhere with a bar,” she answered
immediately.

Adam laughed, pulling her close and
kissing her lightly on the lips. “Whatever
you want.”

It was a promise.

They exited to the garage where

Adam’s hybrid sat waiting for them. She
slid into the passenger seat, feeling all the
more awkward. She’d had her town car

for as long as she could remember. She



didn’t even know how to drive.

Adam veered into traffic as he
directed them across town to a grill he
swore by. He pulled into a line for a
parking garage, and she tried not to roll
her eyes. She hated waiting.

“Just valet the car,” John said with a
clear hint of impatience.

Finally, someone who understood!

“It costs more,” Adam responded, not
moving.

“But, it’s faster.”

“By only a few minutes,” Adam said,
still not budging.

She had never seen him so stubborn.
Usually, he was relatively compliant.
“Come on, Adam,” she said, reaching
out and touching his arm. “I’ll pay the
fare.”

John muttered, “You have only a few



years in which to live really, perfectly,
and fully...time is jealous of you.”
“Always quoting Wilde,” Adam said
with a shake of his head.

This seemed pretty common between
them, and for some reason, it got Adam to
move the car.

“Always,” John agreed. “The man
knew what he was talking about.”
“He was a philandering, flamboyant
extremist who saw the world through
rose-colored lenses of beauty,” Adam
quipped testily.

“Perhaps you should live no other
way,” John said with a smirk as Adam
pulled in front of the valet.

“Wasn’t he gay?” Chyna asked.

Both guys started laughing at once.
Chyna missed the joke.

“Yeah, he was,” John said.



Was she misreading the situation

entire ? Was John gay?

Chyna looked over her shoulder,

turning around in the car to peek at John,
who was still chuckling at her. Nope . No
way . Not with that look . She could pick
out desire like she had a fucking radar.
Adam handed the keys to the guy at the
entrance and took a slip from him. The trio
walked into the restaurant, and they were
instantly ushered to a table. Chyna took off
her long black pea coat and handed it to
someone to hang for her. Both boys
seemed to appreciate her figure, clad in a
short V-cut sweater dress that hugged her
curves like a glove. She couldn’t have
picked a much better outfit for the
occasion.

“You look great,” Adam said, kissing

her cheek and running his hand across the



small of her back before sitting.
“Thanks,” she said, seating herself
across from him.

John pulled out a chair and sat down
between them.

“I wish I’d known you had the
weekend off,” Adam said, turning to his
brother. “I would have taken some time
off, too.”

“They were impressed with my latest
find, so they gave me the time. Wasn’t
expecting it to happen.”

“I don’t know why you don’t take all
those clients of yours and start your own
company. You’re too good to be where
you are,” Adam told him.

“I’m doing perfectly fine, and anyway,
the Global International name is well-
known.”

“Wait, Global!” Chyna gasped.



“See,” John said, gesturing to Chyna.
“My mother worked through Global

for a while when they were negotiating the
Corsa fashion line,” she explained.

Global International was a huge
conglomerate that demanded and received
results. Her mother had worked with a
partner, of course, but it was rumored that
all of the representatives were incredible.
“My point exactly. Anyone who is

anyone comes through Global. I’'m good
right where I am.”

“Who knew a Harvard MBA would

get you there?” Adam said with clear
admiration in his voice.

Chyna’s ears perked up. Harvard?

Was this guy for real? Her dad was a
Harvard alum.

“God, you sound like Mom,” John

said, running a hand back through his hair.



“Someone’s gotta do it. You hardly

see her.”

“I hardly see anyone,” John said, just

as the waiter arrived.

They all ordered drinks, and Chyna
couldn’t wait to get her hands on her
martini.

“Do you want me to be like Mom and

tell you that you could have gone to
Harvard too if you hadn’t followed in
Dad’s footsteps to bum-fuck-nowhere
liberal arts college?” John teased.

Chyna blushed for her boyfriend. She
knew he was smart, and he probably could
have a better job than where he worked at
a small, private architectural company.
Adam just shrugged, unaffected on the
outside. She wondered if he was seething
on the inside. She would be.

“I still could, but then I’d have to take



your claim as the perfect son. I’d hate to
do that to you.”

John laughed good-naturedly. “Touché.
King’s to you, Fernand.”

Adam laughed even harder, but Chyna
didn’t have any clue what they were
talking about. Who was Fernand?

They

clearly

spoke

their

own

language. She didn’t have any siblings and
couldn’t comprehend a connection like
that. The closest thing she had found was
with Alexa. Chyna wished she was here.
Alexa was the smart one, even if she was
terrible with relationships. She could clue
her in on what the fuck they were talking

about. Chyna chewed on her lip and



prayed for her martini to arrive quickly.
“Do you like movies, Chyna?” John
asked just as the drinks arrived.

She sucked down a large gulp before
answering. “I go to premieres sometimes.”
John quirked a smile at Adam. “Where
did you find her?” He stuck his thumb out
at Chyna.

Had she done something wrong?

“You’d never believe me if I told

you,” Adam said.

“Try me.”

Adam shrugged, leaning one elbow on
the table. He took a drink of his beer
before answering. “She was drugged in a
bar, and I kept some jerk from taking her
home,” Adam told him. “Her friend
showed me to her car, and we made sure

she was alright. Everything else is

history.”



He winked at her from across the

table, and Chyna smiled. She liked the
story. It was romantic in its own way.
“Our little knight in shining armor.
What’s your thing with saving chicks like
that? Didn’t that happen with Christina,
too?” John asked.

Um...who was Christina?

“Yeah, it did,” Adam replied, and then
took another sip of his beer.

“Who’s Christina?” Chyna piped up,
raising her eyebrows.

“My ex-girlfriend,” Adam responded
slowly, looking at John, who was hiding a
smile behind his own pint.

Chyna did not like that at all.

“And, the same thing happened to

her?” she asked.

How come she didn ’ t know this?

Seemed like a pretty big misstep



especially considering how they had met.
“Uh...yeah. Well, not the same thing. I
didn’t save her. I just took her home when
I saw her getting sloppy. ” Adam was
practically squirming.

Chyna would have liked it if she’d had
any clue about this Christina before this
moment.

“That’s strange. When did you guys
break up?” she asked, honestly curious.
“Chyna...” Adam said, reaching for

her hand.

She let him take it, allowing him to
console her. She wasn’t really mad, but he
was so cute when he looked concerned.
“It doesn’t matter. It was couple of
months before I met you,” he continued.
“That’s pretty soon,” she observed.

“Why did you break up?”

“Can we talk about this later?” Adam



asked, glancing uncomfortably at John and
the rest of the restaurant.

“It’s not a big deal,” she said with a

shrug, trying to keep her cool. She didn’t
get the whole ex thing, and she was trying
to understand it. She wasn’t a rebound.
She knew that at least.

“Fine,” he agreed reluctantly. “She

moved to D.C., for a job as a lobbyist and
didn’t want a long-distance relationship. It
was mutual. Long distance doesn’t work.”
“Huh,” Chyna muttered, trying to take
another drink and then realizing she had
finished the whole thing.

Yeah, long distance sucked, but she

didn’t think it was completely out of the
realm of possibility. She had never
considered it, but Alexa was making it
work. It felt like a cop-out excuse.

“I’m going to get another,” she



muttered, standing abruptly. “Do either of
you need anything?”

John shook his head, and Adam just
sighed. She took that as a no and walked
to the bar. She knew that she could have
flagged down a waiter, but she wanted to
process.

Chyna waited for the bartender to

notice her. It didn’t take long. She had
another martini in hand as quick as the
bartender could shake it. She wasn’t even
sure why she was worried. This wasn’t
like her. He wasn’t with Christina now,
and that was all that mattered. But, her
[talian roots were rearing their ugly
jealous head at the most inopportune time.
She just felt too unsettled with having just
found out about the situation, and she
couldn’t regain her calm. So, she did what

she always did. She drank.



With her back to the table, she didn’t

see Adam come up behind her, but she felt
his strong, capable arms wrap around her
waist, pulling her against him.

“What’s

gotten

into

you?”

he

murmured softly against her skin, kissing
her bare neck.

“I don’t like not knowing things,” she
told him, melting easily into his touch.
“Christina doesn’t matter to me,

Chyna. That’s why it never came up. I’'m
not hiding things from you,” he said
turning her around.

God, he was so fucking sincere . How
could you not believe that face?

He leaned down and brushed his nose



against hers. “You look beautiful.”
“Don’t try and sweet talk me,” she

said, brushing back against his nose. “I’'m
too susceptible.”

He chuckled, kissing her pouty lips.
“Come back to the table. I’'m starving.”
“Caveman,” she responded, slapping

his arm lightly.

“Don’t make me throw you over my
shoulder.”

“Oh, please do,” she said, wiggling

her eyebrows.

Adam laughed again, shaking his head

at her. “Come on. I don’t get to see my
brother too much. I think you’ll like him.”
If he only knew.

CHAPTER 3

PRESENT

After nearly an hour of detailed work

on her hair and makeup, the artists



working on her finally left. She stood in
the office with that big fucking desk in
nothing but sparkly nude pasties and a
seamless nude thong. She felt completely
exposed, and she loved every minute of it.
The makeup artists had brushed a fine
glittery powder across her entire body,
and it felt silky smooth to the touch. Her
long black hair was hanging down her
back, framing her face in big swooping
supermodel curls. The makeup was totally
natural, but it made her innate beauty
shine. It was a look only a true expert
could have extracted out of various
bottles, tubes, and containers. All that
remained was what hung inside the black
garment bag.

Giselle sauntered into the room.

“What are you doing here?” Chyna

asked her. She was sure that Giselle



would have been trying to help Marco run
the show.

“Marco,” she told her, walking to the
black bag. Chyna rolled her eyes needing
no further explanation.

“Where are my assistants? I can’t get
into my dress alone,” Chyna asked.

“I am your assistant.”

Chyna’s mouth fell open. Giselle was

so proud. She only worked for Marco
specifically. That damn man!

“Well, get your ass over here!”

Giselle snapped her fingers twice.

Chyna hurried over to her. Why would
Marco have Giselle help her into the
dress? It wasn’t his style. As Chyna was
about to ask, Giselle unzipped the bag,
and Chyna’s mouth dropped open. That
w a s not her dress. Her dress was long

with flowing shades of purple sequins that



draped artfully across her body in a
pattern resembling waves crashing in the
ocean. It was a one-of-a-kind designed
just for her by Marco himself. It was
crafted specifically for her body. She had
practiced in it and completed a full photo
shoot in the dress. She had never seen this
one.

“I hope Marco knows what he’s

doing,” Giselle whispered.

It was the first time Chyna had ever

heard her doubt him.

Fifteen minutes later, when Chyna was
secure in Marco’s new creation, she made
it to the backstage area. Her dress was
pinned and hidden beneath a long white
robe that was embroidered with her
monogram beneath Marco’s logo. Brigitte,
Giovanna, and Ravenna flitted around her,

anxious to begin the show. She couldn’t



even address them. She was too nervous.
She had never been afraid of anything, but
she had never been put into a dress like
this with no forewarning and no practice
for a production that was imperative to
her career.

Marco’s introductory words rang

through the speakers. It was immediately
followed by a thunder of applause. He
was a raw talent with a booming voice
that was as soothing, seductive, and
stimulating as a Siren. He was in his
natural element, charming an audience.
She could see him in her mind’s eye,
gorgeous and tall. Intoxicating with a
smile, he could cast a spell with those
dark, dreamy eyes.

Assistants lined up models in order

while a famous American singer began her

latest number-one hit to open the show.



Marco appeared backstage an instant
later, pushing people into place, adjusting
hair, and demanding overall perfection.
Chyna’s green eyes bored into his back
from a distance. She knew he could feel it,
and then he pivoted around, quirking a
smile at her. She continued to shoot
daggers at him, which just seemed to
amuse him further. He turned away from
her then, finished off the last model, and
disappeared back behind the curtain to
watch the show.

“That man is insufferable,” Chyna
groaned.

“He is a genius,” Giselle said in a

voice that sounded like she agreed.
Chyna couldn’t help continuing. “I

want to rip off his head and post it on a
stake sometime.”

“But, most of the time, just his clothes,



so he can work his genius on you, no?”
Giselle responded.

Chyna gaped at Giselle. She was

always so incredibly prudish.

Giselle broke out into laughter. “I’d try
not to look that shocked on stage,” she
suggested.

Models were already being ushered

back offstage to be escorted into the party
to be put on display immediately. Time
was moving fast, and Chyna wasn’t
prepared to step onto that stage. The room
emptied more and more until even
Brigitte, Giovanna, and Ravenna were
kissing her cheeks and wishing her luck
before they disappeared.

As soon as the very last model left
backstage, Giselle stripped Chyna out of
her robe and began unbuttoning the train of

her dress and letting it loose behind her.



When she was finished, Giselle admired
her handiwork, her top lip turned up as
she scrutinized with intense, hard blue
eyes. “Are you prepared?”

No! Hell no! She couldn’t do this.
Marco was insane to even pull this shit on
her, but she nodded, certain her face
showed every evident concern.

“You’ll do fine,” Giselle reassured

her. “I’m certain Marco wouldn’t do
something he thought would ruin the
show.”

“Let’s hope.”

“Chin up. Watch that step,” Giselle
reminded her.

Not that she needed the reminder. She
almost rubbed her ass at the thought. “I
can do this,” Chyna said confidently,
walking carefully up the steps.

She waited for her cue, her intro, the



music—anything that would let her know
when to begin, but nothing came. A hushed
silence passed over the crowd, and
suddenly, the lights were extinguished. A
soft whisper, no louder than a hum, filled
the room at the abrupt darkness, but it too
died down. Was this her cue? She was’
supposed to have music and lights! Where
was her cue?

She was terrified to walk onto a fully

lit stage in this dress, so the thought of
doing it blindly in the dark was atrocious.
When nothing else happened, she took it
upon herself to make the decision. Her
six-inch sparkly nude platforms created
the only noise in the room as she clicked
slowly across the black stage. What was
the point? No one could see her, and it
was dangerous. Marco better have

something up his sleeve.



Chyna had obsessively counted steps

all summer. Marco had some small
fascination with knowing the length of
every stage. He wanted his model to know
where she was going and what she was
doing. Then, she would have no excuse if
she messed up because he had given a
warning. She silently prayed that all that
instruction was for this moment. She
finished walking to where she anticipated
center stage to be, and then she turned to
face the darkened audience. She wasn’t
foolish enough to begin walking down the
runway in the pitch black, even if she had
been training for it.

So, she waited.

Then, it happened.

That damn man!

Candles flared to life on both sides of

the stage at the end of the runway. They



slowly traveled up the length of the
platform as more and more lit up. Chyna’s
eyes rose to the perimeter of the enormous
auditorium where more and more candles
started glowing along the wall, in vases,
and in the hands of models and patrons
alike. The darkness faded, and soon she
was awash with gorgeous, soft, ambient
light.

She would have laughed if she could
have. Instead, she stayed in character,
producing a brilliant smile. Her dress was
coming to life. She had thought it was
gorgeous but plain when it had been
hanging in that black garment bag. How
could she have ever doubted Marco?

This was more than a Marco original,
more than a one-of-a-kind. It was the
culmination of all of his genius, and it was

covering her body. The sheer nude base he



had used for the design wrapped up in to a
sweetheart shape across her breasts,
stretched over her tight stomach, and ran
down to her mid-thigh before it parted and
fanned out behind her into a feathery light
train. All of the edges were beaded by
hand and dipped in some glassy shimmer
to match. The glossy beading continued
across the bodice in an intricate
interpretation of a blossoming lotus
flower.

The most stunning part was that it all
shined at once—the dress, the shoes, her
makeup, her entire body—Ilike a star. In
fact, she now realized that what she had
thought was glitter being dusted on her
body was actually finely shaved crystal. It
caught the light in a way that glitter never
could. That same crystal seemed to be

embedded into the sheer material, so she



did not appear to be nearly nude on stage.
She was simply Marco’s creation.

When it seemed like not another

candle could be lit in the entire place, a
piano’s soothing chords flowed through
the hall. Up until that moment, Chyna had
felt like she had been living through a
dream. It all could have happened in a
matter of seconds, minutes, or hours. She
couldn’t have told you the amount of time
that had passed, but when that first chord
struck, her body collided back with
reality.

How could he possibly choose this

song? She searched for his face out in the
crowd, feeling the seconds creep by, as
she stood trapped in the candlelight’s
glow. Then, he materialized at the end of
the runway, his arms crossed and face

smug. He had created her cue without ever



telling her. How many times had this song
played in his bedroom while he had
photographed her, when he had trained
her, when they had been rolling around in
his silk sheets?

Her smile never faltered while

everyone oohed and aahed about her dress
reflecting the flickering light. When the
piano really began picking up, she knew it
was time. Then, she owned that runway.
The dress moved flawlessly with her as
she made her way toward Marco. She
broke eye contact long enough to send
dazzling smiles to people as she passed.
Cameras snapped from all directions as
Marco’s clever creation traipsed across
the floor.

As the piano hit the crescendo, Chyna
reached the end of the stage and found

Marco walking up the makeshift stairs to



meet her. He reached out for her hand, and
she obliged him. He turned to face the
captive audience, smiling all the while,
knowing that he had done it. He had won.
“Thank you so much for attending the
thirty-seventh annual Glam Ball. I am
pleased to present our newest model,
Chyna Van der Wal, in my latest gown. I
hope you all enjoyed my little star,”
Marco said, gesturing toward Chyna.

She almost cringed—almost. How

dare he call her that in front of all these
people!

Marco continued, “We’ll all be seeing

a lot more from her later.”

She heard the double meaning in his
words loud and clear, remembering the
last thing he had said to her. I’'m coming
for you after the show. The audience

might believe he meant her modeling



skills or her body modeling his designs,
but she knew better. Marco very briefly
smirked at her only once. There was her
man.

“Enjoy the remainder of the party!”
Marco cheered, returning his attention to
his audience. “Until Fashion Week,” he
said, holding his and Chyna’s hands above
their heads.

Dim lights filled the room at the end of
his speech, and the crowd began milling
around, discussing the exhibition. Marco
dropped Chyna’s hand back to her side,
but he still didn’t let go. She gulped,
wondering if this was the time he had in
mind.

He seemed to know exactly what she
was thinking and shook his head side to
side slowly. “Later,” he whispered just

loud enough for her to hear. “I know



you’re still ready for me, but it’ll happen
soon.”

Chyna swallowed, wanting nothing

more than to spit out every angry diatribe
she had in her drama-laden body. But,
damn it, she was still on stage! This whole
thing meant something to her. “I’d still be
ready, even if you had finished me
earlier.”

“I know how a performance turns you
on,” he said, gingerly leading her down
the stairs. A halo of people surrounded
them as they waited to get a closer
examination of Marco’s new star in the
beautiful dress.

“I’m not the only one,” she murmured,
keeping her voice as soft and airy as she
could. It was hard keeping the bite out of
it, but she tried to avoid any negative

attention. These people were like vultures,



hanging onto every fleeting fashion and
every juicy piece of gossip.

“No, you’re not,” he said, slowly

twirling her for display.

She had to be extra careful in her

shoes as the train swirled around her
ankles.

He pulled her in close to steady her,

and then he whispered into her ear, “But,
you’re the one holding on to all that built-
up tension, and I can’t wait to be the one
to release it.” He chuckled in a way that
only Marco could make sound so sexy.
She would show him built-up tension
with a sharp kick to the ass. Chyna broke
away from him now that she was steady
on her feet again. She began to walk away,
but he still held her hand in his. He bent
forward at the waist in a sweeping bow,

drawing her hand to his lips and planting a



possessive kiss on the soft crystal-dusted
skin. She forced a smile on to her face,
and a few surrounding individuals
applauded at the display. His responding
smile was a promise.

Thankful to be out of his clutches for a
while, Chyna made a beeline for the
nearest waiter. He offered her a glass of
Champagne with a curt smile.
“Anything

stronger?”

she

asked,

arching an eyebrow.

The guy did his best not to look
surprised. “How much stronger?”
“Tequila?”

she

requested

conspiratorially.



“We have wine.”

Chyna rolled her eyes. “Seriously?”

“It’s

vintage,”

he

offered

apologetically.

“You’ve got to be kidding,” she

groaned, taking the Champagne out of his
hand.

“Mi dispiace,” he said actually
apologizing.

Chyna waved away the apology. “Va
bene.”

She sipped, okay, gulped down her
Champagne, finishing the first glass before
her waiter even departed. He raised an
eyebrow, but he handed her another glass
before walking away as if he didn’t want

to be responsible for the centerpiece’s



alcoholism. She actually sipped this one
because she was terrified of walking
around in this thing drunk.

Her eyes instinctually found Marco in

the crowd. The reporters were hovering
over him like moths to a flame, trying
desperately to get the next interview. He
was engaged with a particularly attractive
blonde at the moment. Chyna wasn’t even
surprised that the woman was basically
molesting him or that he was letting her.
They weren’t together. Their arrangement
had nothing to do with that. It was only
about lust, need, hate, and passion, and
she liked to keep it at that.

Still, there was some kind of draw she
felt to him—that she had always felt to
him. It was strangely magnetic. It made her
want to claw her way out of her clothes

one minute and then slap him clear across



the face the next minute...before letting
him tie her to the bed and tease her until
he forgave her. It was a never-ending
cycle—lusting after a man who had the
power to break her and knowing half of
the time she wanted him to.

“He is extraordinary, isn’t he?”

someone asked from behind her.

Chyna made the mistake of swiveling

in place, twisting the train up around her
ankles and nearly sloshing her Champagne
on the priceless one-of-a-kind dress. She
teetered in place, rearranging the skirt in
her mile-high shoes before glancing up at
the woman who stood before her.

She was plain in a way that made

Chyna wonder if she had modeled when
she was younger. Makeup, smiling eyes,
and a camera could cover up plainness

real quick. Wearing a molded burgundy



mermaid gown tapered to a deep V in the
back, she had the taste of someone
accustomed to high fashion. Her only
accessory besides her shimmery gold
clutch was one long strand of white pearls
that hung from her slender neck. Chyna
would recognize the swirly Corsa logo on
the clasp anywhere; after all, her mother
had worked for them.

“Who?” Chyna asked, smiling sweetly

at the woman.

“You know who,” she said, slinking
forward slightly.

Chyna glanced back at Marco who

was speaking confidently into a tiny
microphone.

“He is,” Chyna answered her initial
question.

“With, if I might add, impeccable

taste,” she said with a smile that didn’t



quite match her face.

“Why, thank you,” Chyna said,
wondering who the hell this woman was.
She recognized quite a few of the faces in
here, at least all the ones that really
mattered. Yet, this was not a familiar face.
“Excuse

me,

’m

being

rude.

Cassandra,” the woman said, holding out
her hand.

“Pleasure,” Chyna responded.

“You’re

American,”

Cassandra

commented.

Chyna didn’t know if it was a negative

or



positive

feature.

The

woman’s

expression gave away nothing. Chyna
never knew how people did that.

“Very.” She smiled wider and took a

sip of her Champagne.

Cassandra chuckled softly, eyeing her
flute of champagne but not taking a sip of
it. “However did he find you? Have you
ever even modeled before? You seem like
a natural. Maybe he didn’t even need
much time to mold you.”

It was a bit presumptuous. Alright, it

was very presumptuous, but Chyna could
appreciate that. In fact, it was a breath of
fresh air in the crashing sea she had been
wading through all summer.

“Forgive me,” the woman said in a



way that made it seem as if she had no
reason to be forgiven. “I continue with my
rude behavior.”

“Seemed alright to me. Did you want
something?” Chyna asked, trying to get to
the point.

“I believe so,” she said, surveying

Chyna. “Yes, I believe I do.”

All Chyna wanted to say was that she
wasn’t all that into chicks because this
woman was looking at her like she was
deciding whether or not to take her home.
Chyna didn’t know what to make of it.
Was she flirting with her or just being
odd?

“I’d like to offer you a job,”

Cassandra told her finally.

“Excuse me?” Chyna asked, staring

back at the woman as if she were a

martian. She hadn’t decided on what she



was going to do now that her summer
endeavor with Marco was coming to its
conclusion. For the most part, she had
been waiting for him to come to terms
with the fact that he needed to keep her.
He needed a model for his line, and she
was his model. He had all but created her.
It seemed a waste to let all that go after
only a few short weeks.

She flipped back and forth about

Marco every other minute, but she
couldn’t deny his genius. He was the most
successful talent that had arisen in the
fashion industry during this generation,
and she was a part of that. She thrived
under his influence like she never had
before. Her whole world moved too fast
and out of control. It seemed to have a life
of its own. The entire experience was an

adrenaline rush on steroids. She hadn’t



had that feeling from anything other than
partying in a long, long time.

Partying used to be that escape for her.
She could escape into the dancing,
nightlife, alcohol, and men that floated
through her existence like a traveling
circus. It was a world within a world—a
world where she felt more at home than in
reality. She became addicted to it—not the
alcohol but the feeling of release.

She was as much afraid of that feeling

as she reveled in it. What if she went back
to her life and it all felt lifeless in
comparison? How would she ever be able
to escape?

So, she was waiting, waiting for him

to make up his mind. She wanted to
choose for him, but when it came right
down to it, she didn’t know if she would

choose him or not. She didn’t know if she



would choose this life for herself. Perhaps
in the end, it was only a novelty that
would wear off with the passing of time
like everything else had.

With conflicted thoughts, Chyna turned
her attention back to Cassandra.

“I would like to offer you a job,”
Cassandra repeated slowly.

“Oh.”

“You are very good, and you don’t

even quite know it yet. I think you would
fit nicely into our collection,” she told her
confidently.

After headlining Glam Ball, this

woman wanted her to go be just another
girl in her collection. Was she mad? She
wanted...no, she needed to be showcased.
Chyna craved it now. Marco had spoiled
her, and at that moment, she knew it.

“I’m sure it doesn’t sound like much to



you,” Cassandra continued eyeing her as if
she had dealt with a thousand other divas.
“However, I believe if you’d consider it,
you’d

realize

it’s

a

wonderful

opportunity.”

“Um...yes...well, thanks,” she said,
finishing off her Champagne. “I appreciate
the offer, but I’m not sure what I’'m going
to be doing this fall...if I’ll even be
modeling.”

“You’ll be modeling,” Cassandra said

as a matter-of-fact.

Chyna didn’t even bother asking her

how she knew. She hardly stuck with
anything long enough, even when she had

loved many, many things. Perhaps



modeling would die out for her as well.
Though, the thought felt like a lie even
when she was thinking it.

“I appreciate your confidence, but I

just haven’t decided about this fall yet.”
Cassandra tilted her head to the side as

if she didn’t understand. She looked half
like she wanted to laugh and the other half
like she was taken aback. Her reaction
was perplexing to say the least. Chyna had
been modeling for all of a month and a
half, but she had been around it her entire
life. She had never heard of a Cassandra
in the fashion industry. It didn’t mean that
she didn’t exist. It just meant that she
wasn’t important.

“Well, I can’t say I’ll save a spot for

you, but if you change your mind, do give
me a call,” Cassandra finally told her.

“I’1l do that,” Chyna said dryly.



Cassandra did laugh this time. At

what, Chyna had no clue. Cassandra
turned on her heel then and slowly began
to slink back to where she came from.
“Wait!” Chyna called, glancing around
to make sure she wasn’t disturbing
anyone. “You didn’t tell me how to reach
you.”

Cassandra turned back to face Chyna
without a trace of laughter left in her eyes.
“Just ask Marco.”

“Great,” she muttered under her breath

as Cassandra walked away. She had all
but turned down a job offer without a
consolation prize from Marco, and the
only way she knew how to get in contact
with this odd Cassandra woman was
through the one person who would want to

keep her away from anyone else. Not that

she had any intention of taking some lame



collection-modeling gig. She could do
better than that, and she would.

When she glanced back up, she found
Marco striding in her direction. She
placed her empty Champagne glass on the
tray of a passing waiter and braced herself
for impact.

“My little star,” he murmured softly as
soon as he reached her. “You’ve been
gone much too long.”

“Hardly any time at all,” she

corrected.

“You had company,” he stated plainly.
Somehow, she heard the threat in his
voice.

“Everyone wants to marvel at your
genius. It seems you have had another
successful event,” she said, playing to his
ego when all she wanted to do was bruise

it.



“Of course it was, but what were you
doing talking to her?” he asked, grabbing
her arm and pulling her out of the center of
the dance floor. He leaned in closer, so
they wouldn’t be overheard.

“She was talking to me,” Chyna said,
trying to pull out of his grasp.

“Why would she talk to you in the first
place?” he growled, his brown eyes

boring into her.

Chyna glared back at him, wanting

none of this attitude right now. “What does
it even matter? No one can talk to me?”
Marco laughed lightly at her. “Don’t

be ridiculous.”

“I’m not being ridiculous,” she said,
turning her chin and facing the other
direction. She was tired of the game, and
she just wanted to know what was going

to become of all of this. Was he going to



offer her the job or not? If only she could
just ask him.

“You’re getting all worked up. While I
like that, it is entirely unnecessary in this
situation, and you should maybe hold on to
that energy for later. You’re going to need
it,” he said, running a hand down her arm.
“I’m not the only one getting worked
up,” Chyna responded.

“Nor will you be later.”

“So, why shouldn’t she be talking to
me?” she asked, arching an eyebrow.
Marco laughed again at her ignorance.
“Don’t you know who that is?”

Chyna hated admitting her lack of
knowledge, but she shook her head.

“She kept her maiden name despite her
marital status,” he said, clearly enjoying
drawing this out for her. “Cassandra

Corsa.”



Cassandra Corsa. Chyna was floored,
destroyed, and totally dumbfounded.
“She is Clarice Corsa’s granddaughter
and the owner of the Corsa fashion line.
She’s one of the wealthiest women in the
world.”

And, Chyna just turned her down for a
job. Fuck!

CHAPTER 4

MARCH FOUR MONTHS EARLIER
“Why?

I

don’t

understand

Mr.

Whatever-His-Name-Is at all,” Chyna
repeated for what felt like the tenth time.
“Does this have to happen every time I
get called into work late?” Adam

demanded, pushing his hands into his



pockets deeper and deeper.

She knew he was frustrated. He had it
written all over him, but she couldn’t stop.
Why was he always the one who had to go
in? And, what did they need him to do at
ten o’clock at night at an architectural
company? Wouldn’t the buildings still be
standing the next day?

“Because you always have to go to

work late,” she reminded him. “Why don’t
you ask someone else to go for you?”

“It’s a small company. I’m the only

other person working on this building, and
there’s a deadline. Mr. Anderson is an old
man. He doesn’t get the graphic
architectural design aspect as well as he
should, and he trusts me,” he said, looking
down at the ground, shuffling his feet.
“What would you say?”

She knew what she would say! The



same thing she had been saying to him all
along: Why even bother with this
company? Why bother with an old senile
man and a company going nowhere in
today’s market? It was a dead-end job
with shit hours. She wished he could see
that, but she couldn’t say that to him. Not
today. He looked too heartbroken to even
consider turning down Mr. Whatever-His-
Name-Is, and she figured he liked his job.
Why else would he keep going back when
he could do better? She wondered that
about a lot of things with him.

“I’d tell him that I couldn’t work
tonight,” she finally answered.

It was the best she could do. It

wouldn’t work. He would still go in, but
she couldn’t hold it back. She couldn’t lie
to him.

Adam sighed and looked off across the



room, not meeting her eye. He looked as if
he knew that she was going to say that.
“Do you want me to call him back?”
Adam asked dejectedly.

Chyna looked at him very closely. Was

he serious? Would he actually try to get
out of work for her? God, he looked like
he actually would. She groaned. “Noooo,”
she sighed, annoyed. “I don’t want you to
call him back.”

“Are you sure?” he asked, his hazel

eyes meeting hers. “I would, you know.”
She hmphed. “T know.”

“Chyna,” he said, looking up at her.

“No, it’s fine. Go into work,” she told
him.

“Hey,” he said, pulling his hands out

of his pockets, reaching for her. “You’re
not going to be angry, are you?”

“No,” she said sullenly, playing the



part of the upset girlfriend wonderfully.

“I told you I would call in,” he said,
uncrossing her arms and pulling her into
him.

“I know,” she began.

“But?”

“But, you’re only doing it because I

asked you to.”

Adam looked at her baffled. “Of

course, I’m doing it because you asked me
to.”

“Do you think I should have to ask?”

she questioned him, frustrated. They had
plans tonight. She wanted to spend time
with him. Why did it feel like she had to
fight her way into that time?

“Chyna, I don’t get you sometimes,” he
said, releasing her. “You tell me you don’t

want me to go into work, so I tell you I’'m

going to get out of work. Then, you get



angry with me for deciding to get out of
work. I can’t win. How do I win?”

She sighed. He had already won.

“I don’t know,” she conceded. She
looked down at the ground, hating this
conversation as much as he did.

“Well, when you figure it out, will you
let me know?” he asked quietly, reaching
for his jacket.

“Are you leaving?” she asked, her
voice raising an octave.

“I have work,” he reminded her.

“But, you’re leaving now? After we
just fought?”

Adam closed his eyes and shook his
head. “Did I miss something?”

“You’re not going to have make-up sex
with me?” she demanded with a giggle.
She was so getting gypped in this

situation.



He burst out laughing. “Am I supposed
to?”

She nodded her head adamantly. “Of
course.”

“I’ll keep that in mind next time,” he
said, still laughing softly to himself. “You
astound me sometimes.”

“At least I’'m good for something,” she
murmured.

“You’re good for everything,” he said,
pulling her close again. “And, I’d have
make-up sex with you if I had time.”
“Right here? Right now?” she asked,
shimmying against him in the middle of the
kitchen.

“I like the bedroom. A bit more

spacious, don’t you think?” he asked with
a goofy grin.

Chyna

rolled



her

eyes.

“How

romantic. Do you want me to close the
door and turn off the lights, too?”

Adam leaned forward and brushed a

kiss on her lips. “Shut up,” he murmured
softly. “I never hear any complaining
when that door is closed.”

She smiled against his lips. “So, let’s

go then.”

“When I get home...or tomorrow,” he
amended, clearly thinking it would be a
late night.

“Fine,” she groaned before he kissed

her again.

“I’1l text you when I’m done,” he said,
grabbing his big sketchbook and walking
toward the door. “Are you still going

out?”



Chyna shrugged as if it was an actual
question. She had nothing better to do, and
she and Adam had been planning to go out
that night anyway. She might as well hit a
club while the night was young. Maybe
when she was thoroughly sloshed, Adam
would be home, and she could jump his
bones. It sounded appealing.

“I figured,” he said, wrenching the

door open. “Maybe you can meet up with
John later tonight. I know he was
supposed to be hanging out with some
friends from work, but I’m sure he’d like
the company.”

“Have you always babied him?”

Chyna asked with a smirk. Really, she
wouldn’t mind hanging out with John.
“He’s too busy for many friends,

Chyna, and you have all of New York

City.”



She shrugged. Point taken . “How will I
find this brother of yours?”

“I’ll give him your number. Maybe you
can pick him up, so he’ll actually loosen
up a bit,” Adam told her.

“Sounds like a plan. I’ll just wait for

his call,” she said, pushing down any and
every thought she had about his brother.
“Please be safe. I wouldn’t want
anything to happen to you. You’re far too
precious.”

She smiled warmly at his telltale
good-bye. “I’ll be as safe as always,” she
responded.

His smile caught her right in the gut at
his exit, and she remembered why she had
fallen so hard for him.

As soon as the door closed, she

retreated to her bedroom to change. She

stripped out of the navy skirt and sweater



she had been wearing all day and pulled
on a black minidress over her head. It was
sleek and form-fitting. She knew it would
draw attention, especially when paired
with her favorite leather Manolos.

She didn’t know who was going to be

out tonight. It was still too early to find
her friends, if she even wanted to call
them that. They rarely frequented the clubs
until well past midnight. She didn’t care
though because she was certain to know
someone wherever she went. Either way,
she just wished Adam was going with her.
He wasn’t the biggest party animal, but
sometimes when she was with him, she
didn’t even need it. She could stay home,
wrapped up in his arms, watching a
movie, and just be.

Throwing her black hair out of her

face, she took a deep breath and shut



down her brain. This had always been her



thing. She had always been the party girl,
and she liked that. She wanted to keep it
that way.

Chyna continued to shake that feeling

as she grabbed her long black wool,
belted coat and exited her apartment. She
had Carl drive her across town and
entered the nightclub. As the pulsing beats
hit her full force, she eased back into her
persona. The flashing lights and loud
music coursed through her veins, and she
closed her eyes as she soaked in the
sensation of freedom.

A gentleman swept her up to the VIP
section a moment later. Soon, she was
surrounded by high-end clientele gyrating
against one another, and she quickly
moved through the mass to the bar.

When she approached, the bartender

nodded at her and had two shots of tequila



poured before she even had a chance to
ask him. She smirked and downed them
one after another. How refreshing...

A dirty martini landed on the bar next,
and she smiled back in thanks. She had
earned her bartender’s manners by tipping
handsomely. They all appreciated her
here, and she appreciated how strong they
poured the drinks.

She would have spotted the guy

inching toward her a mile off. He was
attractive. By all means, he was very
attractive, but her taste buds were dull
after having just met Adam’s insanely hot
brother. Plus, this guy looked like the type
that thought his drink meant he should get
something in return. She wasn’t up for that
anymore, not when she had Adam. It felt
kind of nice actually.

“Nice choice,” the guy said, finally



moving close enough to her to brave
speaking.

Chyna smiled sweetly up at him and

tried to imagine what he would look like
sweating in gym shorts. Yeah, no, not even
close . He wasn’t fat exactly, but he could
afford to lose some weight around the
waistline and bulk up those shoulders.
God, could shoulders get much better?
Stop!

She wanted to kick herself. She

couldn’t think about John like that, and she
certainly couldn’t start comparing people
to him. Just because he was hot and built
and nice and —

Stop!

Okay, calm down! Breathe in, breathe

out . This was stupid. She clearly needed

to drink more. Her mind was all fucked-

up.



“You...uh, come here often?” he asked
next.

Chyna almost snorted at him, but she

was too busy trying to down her martini to
drown away her vision of John’s tattoos.
She had Adam, and Adam was sexy in his
own right. Plus, she was dating him. No
one else was able to handle her shit.

“I guess that’s a yes,” he responded,
answering for her.

“Yes.” She put down the martini and

then glanced at her bartender.

“I can get the next round,” he offered.
“That’s really quite alright,” she said,
turning him down with a smile.

“You here with a boyfriend or
something?” he asked as if that was the
only reason it would make sense that she
would be turning him down.

“Not tonight,” she said as a dismissal,



taking the next martini placed on the bar.
“I’ll have whatever she’s drinking,”

the guy said to the bartender, laying down
a hundred dollar bill.

She almost rolled her eyes. Was that
supposed to impress me?

Chyna sipped on her martini, wanting

any excuse to get away from this guy. Why
did he think he even had the right to be in
her presence? Guys were so fucking
irritating. Couldn’t they take a hint?

She was off in her own world when

the guy’s hand trailed down the side of her
arm. She glared up at him. “What are you
doing?” she asked, pulling her arm back.
She did not want him touching her.

“You want to get out of here?” he

asked, looking ridiculous as he took a sip
of his martini. “I have a suite at the Plaza

right now. It’s got your name written all



over it.”

“No,” Chyna said exasperated. “What
could possibly give you that thought? You
don’t even know my name.”

“Come on, baby,” he slurred.

Ah! He was wasted. He hid it well.

“I’m not your baby, and I’ve politely told
you no. I’m not generally polite,” she said,
raising her eyebrows.

“You’ll have a good time,” he

continued.

“Of that I’m certain,” she said
sarcastically. She dropped her half-
finished martini back on the bar and
motioned to her bartender that she was
through. She had a circling tab at the bar,
so if she had to leave, they could just bill
her. It was her favorite thing about this
place.

“Where are you going?” the guy asked



when she started walking away.

“Get a clue!” she yelled over her
shoulder.

Chyna pulled her touch screen cell

phone out of her purse to shoot off a text to
her driver. She was sick of this place and
needed a change in venue. If she stayed,
she was sure that drunken asshole would
press his luck. She was supposed to be
safe tonight.

She hit Send on the phone and was

about to put it away when the screen lit up
with a strange number. Because she had
reached the edge of the club and was
already pushing through the double doors
into the silence, she answered the call.
“Hello?”

“Hey, Chyna, it’s John.”

Chyna stumbled in her high heels,

knocking into the bouncer. She actually



stumbled. She had been wearing high
heels since she was twelve. She could be
rip-roaring drunk and didn’t miss a step in
these things. The bouncer caught her
easily, giving her a look like she needed
to get her shit together before he released
her.

“Adam gave me your number and said
you might be out tonight,” he continued.
“Uh...yeah, hi,” she muttered. “He
mentioned that.”

“So, Adam’s working late and can’t
hang out. You doing anything?”

“I’m just leaving a bar. Did you want

to meet somewhere?” she asked.

Yes, Adam had told her to hang out

with him, but what was she doing? She
couldn’t be alone with this guy. Hello?
Bad idea? Yeah, nice to hear from you.

“I’m not meeting friends until later,”



he said.

“Me either,” Chyna said, sliding into

the backseat of her town car as soon as the
door opened. “Adam said you might need
aride. I’'m already in my car. Do you want
me to come pick you up?”

“Is he trying to get me drunk?” John
asked with a laugh at the end.

“Sounds like him,” she responded,
waiting in her car.

“Sly bastard. Alright, yeah, sounds
perfect. I’ll text you the address.”

“Great.”

“It’1l take me a minute to get ready.

You can have the attendant let you up to
the top floor.”

Chyna handed the address over to her
driver, Carl. He nodded, already knowing
the building. Just looking at the address,

she knew that it wasn’t a far drive. He



lived in a nice part of town and on the top
floor. Global had to be paying alright for
him to afford a penthouse. She would love
to peruse it and compare it to her own.
God, she just wanted to fuck Adam’s
brother. She would have laughed if it
weren’t so messed up. She couldn’t go
over to John’s apartment. There were
beds there...and counters...and she was
ho r ny. Fuck. She was also clearly
teetering toward drunk. How fast had she
downed those martinis?

Anyway . She pushed her mind back to
the matter at hand—fucking John. Wait,
no . Maybe she didn’t even want to fuck
him. Well, all she knew was that after
only a few short hours, she had already
completely pegged him as a bad boy—the
kind of guy she would have fucked in an

instant before Adam.



Before Adam.

Right . Why hadn’t he fucked her before
leaving again? That would have helped.
Then, she wouldn’t be so goddamn
horny...and drunk. Had she mentioned that
she was getting drunk?

No . No. No . Wait, this was probably a
bad idea . She shouldn’t be this drunk and
horny at once. She should probably tell
Carl to turn the car around and find
another club or better yet take her home so
she can get herself off before Adam came
home. That sounded appealing.

Damn Adam . Since when had she

turned into this person? Her drunken mind
laughed at her. She had done it as soon as
she and Adam had started dating, and it
hadn’t even been difficult. She had just
stopped bringing people home. Her

doorman, Bernard, was the only other



person who seemed to appreciate the
change.

Fortifying

her

demeanor,

Chyna

pushed back her drunken thoughts. This
was her boyfriend’s brother. He was only
here for the rest of the weekend, and then
it was back to business as usual. Anyway,
how big of a douche did you have to be to
go for his brother’s girlfriend?

Carl dropped her off on the sidewalk

in the brisk March evening. Trying to keep
the cold from sinking into her bones, she
jogged into the building, pulling her coat
tightly around her shoulders. She walked
quickly to the attendant.

“Hi. Excuse me,” Chyna said, reaching

the desk and rubbing her hands together.



“May I help you?” the man asked,

doing his best not to check her out as she
unbelted her jacket.

“I’m here for John Ward.”

“Ah, yes, he just called down. I’ll buzz
you all the way up,” he said with smile as
he gestured toward the elevator to his
right.

“Thank you,” Chyna said, heading to

the elevator.

She pressed the up button and entered
the elevator when it opened. The top
button was lit up when the doors closed
behind her, but it didn’t have a number on
it like the other ones. It just had a tiny
scanner next to the button. Strange.

She didn’t have to wait long to be let

out as the elevator traveled at great
speeds. It spit her out on a small empty

hallway with only one door. She glanced



around to see if this could possibly be the
right place. She figured she was only left
with one option and walked to the end of
the hall. Another small scanner was
placed on the door next to the handle. She
scrunched up her features to examine it,
and as she got closer, she realized the
door was propped open.

“Oh,” she said surprised. Why would

he leave his apartment door open?

She felt a little weird just walking in,

but he had obviously left it open for a
reason, and likely, that scanner function
meant no one else could get inside. She
shrugged, her confidence returning, and
she pushed open the door.

What she found was not what she was
expecting. Her green eyes scanned the
massive glass-domed room with an

impeccable



three-hundred-and-sixty

degree view of the New York City

skyline. An Olympic-sized swimming
pool covered the majority of the open
space in the room. Two enormous hot tubs
and a kiddie wading pool rested on both
ends of the massive pool. The pool itself
had waves breaking in a clear V across

the surface.

Chyna’s eyes followed the form of the
man doing a perfect butterfly from one end
to the other. He cut across the water
cleaner than a shark fin and as fast as a
dolphin. The water barely broke around
him before he dove back under, his
muscled shoulders pulling him effortlessly
across the surface. Well, at least that
explained the shoulders.

John reached the end of the pool,

grasped the concrete end, and lifted his



head out of the water. He took a few deep
breaths as the water dripped down his
soaking wet body. All Chyna could do
was stare. It was like catching someone
showering or jacking off. It was totally
private, but somehow, it was kind of like
they wanted you to see it.

She wasn’t even nervous or anxious

about the possibility of him catching her
staring. She was just hot...and completely
bothered in all the right ways. What the
fuck were those tattoos exactly ? From
where she was standing at the moment, she
could still only make out the two she saw
at the basketball courts, but she was still
too far away to read what they said.

John planted both hands down on the
concrete ledge and gracefully lifted his
body out of the water. Her eyebrows rose

as she watched his back muscles ripple



from the exertion, and then she noticed his
tight ass was covered by smooth black
swim shorts. Turn around. Turn around.
Turn around! She wanted to know what
those shorts looked like from the front.
Her heel shifted on the squishy mat she
was standing on, and it made some
atrocious sound that broke the silence.
John’s head swiveled around quickly,
noticing her standing there, but he didn’t
turn his whole body to her.

“Chyna,” he said, “you got here fast. I
thought I’d be done before then.”

Uh huh. She was glad he wasn’t. How
else was she going to get to see him this
naked? Also, tattoos! She could not get
over those damn tattoos. What did they
say ? Her tongue was ready to find out.
“I must have misjudged the time.”

Uh huh.



“It’s alright,” she managed to get out.

“I don’t really have anywhere to be.” Had
she just said that? Yep . Why yes she had.
And by . By the confident look on his face,
he had been expecting it. Ass.

Just the way she liked them.

“You don’t mind if I do a few more

laps then, do you?” he asked with that
same smile.

Oh, he was milking it.

“Of course not,” she said. A few more

laps on her. “I was just going to find
another lame bar. My best friend is at the
beach for the week and left me alone in
this frigid weather. No one else is going
out for another hour or two from what I’ve
heard.”

“Going out alone then?” he questioned,
turning back toward the pool as if he was

going to dive into its depths.



“Occupational hazard.”

He chuckled as his hazel eyes found

hers across the room. “Hard life.”
“You’ve no idea,” she said slowly,
walking her heeled feet across the slightly
slippery surface.

“You should take those off,” he said,
gesturing to her heels. “Don’t want you
breaking your ankle on my watch.”
Chyna debated in her tipsy state. She

was an expert at walking in heels. But, on
a wet surface with her balance already a
little thrown? Yeah, not a good idea . She
slowly slipped out of one shoe and then
the other, leaving them next to the door,
before padding over to the side of the pool
in her party dress and jacket. He
straightened as she approached, and she
tried to keep her mouth from hitting the

floor. Hello,front of bathing suit! She



preferred her men well endowed, and

— damn! —just from a glance she knew
that he wouldn’t disappoint.

Trying to get her mind off of the

present wrapped in shiny black polyester,
her eyes landed on his ribcage. She was
close enough now to read his tattoos and
figured that was better than staring at his
crotch.

“There are extra suits in the changing
room,” John told her.

“What?” she asked, glancing up into

his eyes. Had he said something? She was
trying to decipher a tattoo. Stop moving!
“Bathing suits. If you wanted to get in
the pool,” he offered.

“You want me to wear someone else’s
bathing suit?” she asked, crinkling her
nose.

“They’re clean,” he reassured her.



“They just have them for residents. I doubt
they’ve ever been used. If I'm going to
keep doing laps, then you should get in the
pool or at least the hot tub.”

Her eyes darted to the hot tub and

back. Valid, valid point.

“Alright,” she agreed.

When she reluctantly turned her back

on John, she heard him chuckle faintly
before he dove seamlessly into the water.
John was right. There was a collection

of bathing suit pieces in a drawer in the
dressing room. More than three-quarters
of them still had a price tag on them. The
amount had been removed, but it appeared
as if they wanted to let you know that they
were new. That’s nice.

She slid her jacket off of her shoulders

and placed it on a hook against the wall.

Her dress followed as she pulled it over



her head in one sweeping motion. She
hung it next to her jacket. Hooking her
fingers into her underwear, she removed
those next and then unclasped her bra. She
tossed them into an empty wicker basket.
Grabbing a hair tie out of her purse, she
knotted her long black hair into a messy
bun at the top of her head. The last thing
she wanted to do was try to find a way to
blow-dry her hair if it got wet. Finally,

she slid into a simple black bikini, tying
the ends on the triangle top and bottoms.
When she walked back out of the
changing room, John was sitting on the
edge of the pool, breathing heavier than he
had before. Actually, she had seen him
swimming way faster than she ever could,
and she hadn’t even noticed his breathing.
He must have been kicking his own ass in

her short absence.



She didn’t make a sound as she
approached him. His head was hanging
forward, nearly between his knees, as his
legs dangled over the edge of the pool into
the water. She dipped her little toe into the
water next to him and splashed some up
into his lap. He jumped, kicking more
water up. Chyna took a few skittish steps
backward, not wanting to get her hair wet
under any circumstances. When she saw
he wasn’t going to reciprocate, she
walked forward and sat on the ledge next
to him.

The water was warm, warmer than she
thought it would be. It wasn’t quite bath
water, but it was refreshing and was
probably cool against your skin after a
good workout. She wondered how much
he had to exercise in here to keep that

body the way it was. A friend of hers was



a swimmer and had always tried to
convince her that it was the most amazing,
impact-free exercise she would ever do.
Chyna had gone once and decided to never
go back because it had taken three
showers to get the smell of chlorine off of
her body.

“I love it up here,” he finally said,
breaking the silence.

Chyna tried not to look at him. They

were too close together, and the tequila
was still too strong in her body. “I can see
why. It’s peaceful. Is it always this

quiet?”

“Unfortunately, no. Why do you think

I’m up here so late at night? This place is
swarming with children after school,” he
groaned.

“Makes sense,” she said with a shrug,

kicking her feet lightly in the water. “So...



Global, huh?”

“Yeah, it’s a pretty nice gig. How did
you say you knew about them?”
“Everyone knows about them,” she
said, rolling her eyes.

He laughed, mirroring her feet in the
water. “You mentioned that your mom
worked for Corsa?”

“What do you know about Corsa?”
Chyna asked, turning her face up to his.
He met her gaze. “Enough. What did
your mom do for them?”

“She was a model. I mean, a
supermodel,” she said, waving her hands
in the air like it meant nothing.

“Wow. Impressive. I’ve never met a
supermodel.”

Chyna smirked. “I find that hard to
believe.”

“They don’t often venture to Flint,



Michigan.”

“You never see them around Global?”

she asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Maybe. Not much time to pay

attention,” he said casually. “So, is that
what you want to do? I know you said you
don’t base your life on your career, but do
you want to model like your mom?”
Chyna wavered on the topic. She hated
the idea of following in someone’s
footsteps, but on the other hand, she really
thought she would be good at it. “Yeah, I
think I’d like to try it. Just need an in
besides old Mommy Dearest. Kind of like
to forge my own path, if you know what I
mean.”

“Well, you should go for it. Really
nothing holding you back,” he said,
nudging her shoulder.

“Yeah, maybe I will,” she agreed, not



convincing herself and probably not him
either.

Silence ensued, and they were content

in that moment to sit on the edge of the
swimming pool, kicking their feet back
and forth in time together. It was calm and
peaceful.

The moment passed, and Chyna

ventured forward with the conversation.
“Have you always swam?”

“I got into it in high school. I always
played ball, and my coach saw me swim
during P.E., freshman year. He called me
over and introduced me to the swim
coach. She was the hottest teacher in
school, so I agreed to be all but naked
around her after school on a regular basis.
I think that’s how she got so many talented
athletes on the team. I ended up being

pretty good, and I stuck it out all four



years. Got more money in swimming
scholarships

than

basketball

or

academics. It was an easy choice.”
“You’re such a dude,” Chyna said,
giggling and making the mistake of looking
up at him and his all but naked body. “So,
did you hook up with your swim coach?”
“No way,” he said with a knowing

smile. “She was married with two kids.
Way out of my league.”

“I find that hard to believe.”

He laughed, reaching down and
splashing water on her lap. She squealed
and shielded herself from his attack.
“You don’t even know me. Judgey,
judgey!”

“I surrender,” she said, raising her



hands over her head now that she was wet
from the waist down. “Waving a white
flag!”

“That’s better,” he said, eyeing her
mischievously.

She brought her arms down slowly.

“But, come on,” she said, inching away
from him, “didn’t you want to?”

“Want to?” he asked as if that was a
stupid question. “Of course, I wanted
to...” He paused.

“And?” she prompted.

He laughed again. “And, when I went
home on winter break sophomore year,
she was divorced from her husband, so I
did.”

Chyna cackled. She knew it! “Now,
who’s judgey, huh? I pegged you spot on,”
she said, punctuating her last three words

with sharp pokes to his chest with her



finger.

He reached out quicker than she had
expected and snatched up her wrist,
wrapping his long fingers all the way
around it. He pulled her forward and
threw part of her weight toward the water.
She screamed, not having anticipated
actually getting in the water, and reached
out for him to save herself. Her hand came
up and around his neck at the same time as
he put his hand on her stomach, pressing
her toward the swimming pool.

“Don’t you dare!” she screamed,

feeling her body edging farther and farther
off of the ledge toward the water.

“Oh, don’t dare me, babe,” he said, his
hazel eyes narrowing with the promise of
a challenge.

“I will kill you,” she said, making a

real promise.



“You wouldn’t,” he said, gripping her
wrist harder and tugging her just a little bit
more into the pool.

“If my hair gets wet, you will feel

lucky to be alive,” she said, clutching her
hand around his neck for dear life.

No way was he going to do this. It
would be a complete dick move, but she
was already losing her balance. She
wasn’t even sure how she was still out of
the water. The only thing holding her up
was her hand around his neck, one foot
pressed into the edge of the pool, and his
hand gripping her wrist.

“Okay,” he said with a smirk.

Just then, his foot came out of nowhere
and knocked her leg away from the edge
of the pool, and she fell feet first toward
the water. She grappled for support, any

kind of support, holding onto his neck for



dear life. She managed to pull him into the
water with her or maybe he did it of his
own accord. She wasn’t sure.

Right before her feet hit the bottom,

her head about to submerge, John jerked
upward on the hand he was holding and
grabbed her by the waist. He had
effectively kept her hair from getting wet,
but now, she found herself completely
pressed against his chest. Holy shit that!
That chest! He was totally ripped. Where
do those muscles come from? She needed
to check out more swimmers!

“You asshole!” she cried as he slowly
eased her feet to the floor.

She stood on her tiptoes to keep her

head above water and looked up at his
laughing face. He is beautiful! His smile
was all straight white teeth. He had little

crinkle lines around his eyes and dimples



at the corners of his mouth. She loved his
mouth. It was the perfect shade of pink on
a plump bottom lip and shapely upper lip.
She was too drunk for this!

“I said I wouldn’t get your hair wet,”

he said as he slowly released her.

She splashed water into his too cute

face before reaching out for the ledge
again.

“Hey, don’t be mad.” He reached out

for her again, yanking her back into the
pool as she tried to climb out.

“You threw me in the pool like a little
kid!” she reminded him.

Her mind was on his hand that was
gripping her waist, trying to keep her in
the pool. Her body was betraying her, and
she wished she hadn’t had that last
martini...or the one before that...or the

tequila shots. Because, damn, did that feel



nice.

“You were acting like a little kid,” he
said as she looked up into his chiseled
face.

She bit on her bottom lip and tried not
to let her features betray her as much as
her body was. His gaze flickered to her
lips and back to her eyes, and she knew
that she wasn’t hiding anything.

Any other person . Any other situation .
Any other person . Any other situation.
But not this situation.

She covered her mouth with a pretend
cough and broke out of his embrace. “I
guess we both were,” she admitted. “I’m
going to need to shower before we go
out.”

He stifled a laugh. “Me, too.”

Her eyes darted to his quickly and saw

his meaning. She probably should have



blushed or giggled or something equally
girly, but all she did was smile, a slow
devious smile. Her eyes flickered down to
the water and then back into his hungry
hazel eyes. He was making this difficult.
“You should probably do that then. I

need to get out of these wet clothes.”

“You should,” he said, clearing his

throat as he watched her pull herself out of
the water, “probably do that then.”

“Oh, I will,” she said, winking at him

as she dripped across the concrete floor
back to the changing area.

As soon as the door closed behind her,

she leaned back against it and closed her
eyes, breathing heavily. What the fuck was
she doing?

CHAPTER 5

PRESENT

“This place is a dream,” Brigitte said,



finishing her fourth flute of Champagne
since Chyna had ventured into their midst.
“It’s an opera house,” Chyna said
nonchalantly.

“I’m not an idiot!” Brigitte cried.

“Stop treating me like one. Stupid
American.” The last bit was muttered
under her breath.

“She didn’t have to say you were an

idiot, Bridge,” Ravenna responded cattily.
Even though the woman was bitchy,

she still stuck up for Chyna. Chyna wasn’t
sure why, but it had always been that way.
If anyone else stepped out of line,
Ravenna was certain to bite their head off
without a second thought. She was a
vicious opponent who didn’t back down,
and it didn’t take much with many of the
twits

that



circulated

the

modeling

community.

“Don’t start with me, Ravenna.”

Brigitte scowled.

“Ladies,” Giovanna cooed, “can we

not?”

“Yeah, Bridge,” Ravenna spat her

name out. “Keep it together.”

Brigitte teetered forward in her dress

as if she were going to lunge for Ravenna.
Giovanna quickly stepped in between
them.

“Will you two please just quit it? It is

our last event together. We have been
living together for nearly two months now.
We have done everything together. Can
we just savor our last evening together?”

“Fine,” Brigitte agreed, stepping back



and lounging against a cream chaise. Her
blue dress slit open to her hip as she
rested backward.

Ravenna just shrugged, leaning against
the wall like a Greek goddess statue.
Black feathers trimmed her low-cut gown
and held back one side of her cascading
red hair wrapping around and over her
right shoulder.

“Thank you,” Giovanna muttered,

turning away from the girls, her dress
sweeping out behind her in layer upon
layer of yellow tulle.

Chyna hadn’t moved from the large
window ledge she had been sitting on
throughout the entire confrontation. She
had been too concerned with when Marco
would come for her. The four of them had
disappeared into a private room after

spending an hour on their feet while



designers examined their gowns, taking no
interest in actually speaking to the models
themselves. It was dreadfully boring, and
they took solace in each other’s company
as soon as they could leave. They
wouldn’t be able to be gone for too long
before someone noticed their absence.
“Ay! Americano,” Brigitte chirped,

saying the name like it was a dirty word.
Chyna’s head snapped up and found all
three girls staring directly at her.

“Were you listening to anything we

were saying?” Ravenna asked with a
pointed smile.

“No,” Chyna said with a shrug. Did

they say something they said been
important? She assumed they were still
arguing as per usual. It gave her a lot of
time to drift away.

“We were just asking,” Giovanna



began,

glancing

between

her

co-

conspirators for support, “what Marco is
like?”

Chyna

stared

between

them,

wondering where this was going. She was
sure whatever it was would only mean
trouble. “What do you mean?”

“Oh, you know!” Brigitte chimed in.
“I’m sure I don’t.”

“What’s he like in bed?” Ravenna

asked bluntly.

“None of you know?” Chyna asked,

throwing it back in their face. Though, she



was mildly curious. It’s not like she spent
all her time with Marco. He could have
had the opportunity to fuck every one of
them if he had wanted to.

“Oh, why are we even bothering to ask
her?” Brigitte asked, throwing up her
hands.

“I don’t know what he’s like,”

Giovanna answered, ignoring Brigitte. “I
know Bridge has no idea.”

Brigitte hmphed in frustration. She was
the youngest of the bunch, and sometimes
it really showed through.

“Ravenna?” Giovanna asked.

Ravenna smiled her biggest, most
devious smile.

“Well?” Chyna asked, not buying her

act for one minute.

Ravenna was not Marco’s type. Far

from it. She was gorgeous and curvy, but



she was unable, or at least unwilling, to
take direction. Chyna wasn’t submissive
by a long shot, but she knew when to give
and when to take.

“Spit it out,” Giovanna said, planting

her hand on her hip.

“Fine!” Ravenna called. “I haven’t

slept with Marco, but Chyna has. So, you
spit it out. What was he like?”

Chyna shrugged, looking back out the
window. She didn’t have any desire to
parade her sex life before these girls. The
only person she had ever shared details
with was Alexa, and she wasn’t here. She
was in New York, probably where Chyna
should be, making Alexa feel better.
“What does it matter?”

“Oh, come on. Don’t be shy,” Ravenna
continued.

“Yeah, I mean, we all knew what you



were really doing all those days and
nights trapped in his apartment,” Brigitte
pointed out.

“Do you, now?” Chyna asked, a smile
playing across her features as she stared
out at the darkened sky.

The moon was bright overlooking the

city, but the stars weren’t all that visible
with all the lights reflecting up into the
atmosphere. It reminded her of New York,
and for the first time, she felt a twinge of
homesickness.

“Forget it,” Giovanna sighed. “She’s

not going to tell us. She has kept it a secret
this long. She didn’t even tell us she was
having sex with him.”

“What if [ wasn’t?” Chyna asked,

turning back around. She crossed one bare
leg over the other and watched the

shimmer of her nude dress play off the dim



lighting in the room.

All three girls laughed and shook their
head in disbelief.

“You were,” Ravenna insisted. “The
man is too obvious.”

“Well, we did work in his apartment,”
Chyna said, licking her lips.

“Yeah, I bet you used his camera.”
Giovanna winked.

Chyna couldn’t hold back her laugh at
that comment. It was too true for her to
even begin to deny it. Marco was
obsessed with his camera, and he liked to
capture everything behind his lens.
“Oh my God! Did you make a sex
tape?” Brigitte cried, standing from her
chaise when the thought hit her.

Chyna bit her bottom lip and raised an
eyebrow as she tried to hold onto her

sense of mystery.



“You did! That’s so hot! Can I see it?”
“Brigitte!” Giovanna yelled.

At the same time, Ravenna cried, “Me,
too!”

“I’m not showing it to you!” Chyna
shouted, also standing in her excitement.
“So, you did make one!” everyone

cried at once.

Chyna covered her mouth. She was
laughing so hard. It hadn’t seemed so
funny at the time when they were making
it, or when they had watched it after, or
when they had immediately jumped right
in between the sheets again because they
were so hot from watching it. Now,
standing there with Brigitte, Ravenna, and
Giovanna, the idea that she had made a
sex tape seemed utterly hilarious.
Ravenna put her hand against the wall

to steady herself. “So, really, can we see



it?”

“No!” Chyna cried. “I’m not showing
anyone else.”

“Ugh,” Brigitte muttered. “At least tell
us if he’s good or not.”

“He’s better than good,” Chyna finally
relented.

“Natasha told me he was kind of

kinky,” Ravenna said, straightening and
eyeing Chyna more closely.

Natasha? Chyna didn’t know a

Natasha. They had worked with more than
two dozen other girls this summer, but
Natasha didn’t sound familiar. “Who?”
“She was selected as Marco’s
centerpiece two years ago,” Ravenna told
her. “I was a favorite, but Natasha was
selected before me. I’'m not really sure
why. She wasn’t all that spectacular.”

Chyna had never thought about whether



or not this had happened with another girl
before. To be perfectly honest, she hadn’t
cared whether or not he had been sleeping
with other models while they had been
together, let alone whom he had slept with
before her. She was still getting the
personal attention, and as. As long as she
was still getting what she wanted—the
modeling and the man—then she didn’t
care if he diddled half of Milan. He still
came back to her either way, so it hadn’t
mattered. But, she was curious about this
Natasha character.

“And, she said he was kinky?” Chyna
asked, desperate to ask a different
question.

“Yeah. I wasn’t that close with her, but

a friend of mine said that she’d tell her
stories about getting tied up to some kind

of furniture. I wanted all the dirty details,



but Natasha was pretty tight-lipped, kind
of like you. So, tell me,” Ravenna said
with a curious expression, “does he tie
you up? And, what kind of sex furniture
does he have? I’ve been dying to know!”
“This conversation is getting a little

out of hand,” Giovanna said, pulling
Ravenna back.

Desperate to have answers, Ravenna

had moved forward until she was mere
inches from Chyna’s face.

Ravenna swept her hand through her

long red locks and walked around the
room.

“She’s a bit nuts,” Brigitte said,

pointing her thumb at Ravenna. “Running
for two years off of hearsay.”

Chyna managed to laugh through her
hammering heart. She wasn’t sure why she

was so worked up at the moment. It wasn’t



like it meant anything that Marco had tied
up another woman to a sex toy. He had to
have had them for a reason, but it was
something in Ravenna’s eyes that had
made her uneasy. She couldn’t even place
it, but now, all she wanted to know about
was Natasha. Whatever happened to
Natasha?

“What...” Chyna cleared her throat.

She couldn’t ask that question. “What was
she like? Natasha. To catch Marco’s eye?
If she wasn’t that talented.”

“Oh, she’s talented enough,” Ravenna
said, waving her hand. “Just took her a
long time. Marco was obsessed with her,
like he is with you. She was a bubbly
blonde with short curly hair. An
American. Guess you have that in
common, too. Actually, I think the

centerpiece was American last year, too.



Don’t remember her name.”

“What happened to Natasha? After

they were together, I mean.”

Ravenna smiled, looking more and

more true to the animal form her name was
a derivative of. “Modeling still, I think. I
remember my friend saying she was pretty
devastated when Marco left her.”

“Why did she get attached?” Chyna

asked with a flippant air about her. She
had been wondering that about herself for
the past couple of weeks. She didn’t care
if he fucked someone else, but she cared
about him keeping her. Not even keeping
her in the sense of a girlfriend by any
means, but she wanted him to finger her
irreplaceable. He needed her.

“How could you not?” Brigitte asked
softly from a corner of the room.

“Yeah,



mean,
I’'m

attached,”

Giovanna whispered into the silence that
followed.

Chyna looked over to Ravenna.

Ravenna was too strong, too abrasive. No
way would she feel attached, too.
Ravenna sighed, her eyes softening.
“That’s the reason I’m back, isn’t it?”
Chyna stared around at the three
beautiful faces in front of her. Had she
been in her own world so much the past
two months that she hadn’t even noticed
everyone else’s reaction to Marco? They
didn’t talk about it. It had never come up.
Yet, here they were all feeling the same
thing in varying degrees of obsession.

And then, there was Natasha.



Chyna didn’t know what to make about
her or that scenario. She hated the feelings
running through her body. All she wanted
to do was push them away, stomp on them
in her high heels, and bury them six feet
under. Was it terrible that she had thought
she was special? Was it worse that she
was disappointed?

The only time she had ever felt
completely and singularly special was
with Adam. Look at what she had done
with that! Stupid Adam! Why was she
even thinking about him today? That was
the second time.

“I think I should get back to the party,”
Chyna said, her strength returning. “I have
an Italian designer I need to speak with.”
“Just one thing,” Ravenna said,

grabbing her arm before she passed

through the door, “was there kink?”



Chyna smiled at her like she was a

child. “If you think tying me to a chair is
the kinkiest thing Marco is interested in,
you should think again.”

With that, she brushed past Ravenna

and walked back into the ballroom. The
room had started to clear out, but there
were still plenty of stranglers binging on
the free booze. Her radar went off as soon
as she entered, and she spotted Marco
with the same reporter from earlier. He
was blatantly flirting with her at this point.
Guess he wasn’t coming for her after all.
She passed a drunk couple who started
discussing her dress behind their hands.
When she looked over at them, they
straightened as best they could and turned
away. Apparently, whatever they had been
saying wasn’t pleasant. Even better.

She just wanted to go home—not back



to her penthouse but back to New York.
Her Italian tour was basically over, and
she wanted out before she was completely
jaded to everything that had happened. She
preferred to look back on what had
happened here with a smile, knowing it
was her first real modeling gig.

A passing waiter offered her a drink,

and she graciously took it. She was being
melodramatic about the whole affair. She
had gotten nothing out of it she hadn’t
asked for herself. Who was she to think
that Marco wouldn’t discard her with a
passing fancy?

The champagne swirled around in her
glass as she stared down at it,
contemplating her predicament. Maybe
she should just leave with someone else.
She smiled up at the cute waiter who had

given her the drink, and he smiled back.



His cheeks turned crimson as her heated
gaze landed on him. He would do just
fine, if she had any interest at all, but she
didn’t. She hated knowing she could do
better, and she let that small fact dictate
who she took home. It never had before,
but she had gotten even pickier since
Adam. God, that man was stuck in her
thoughts! They had broken up! Who cared
what he was doing now or that Alexa had
said he was hurting? It had been mutual,
and he had delivered the final blow
anyway.

“Whatever,” she mumbled, breaking

eye contact with the cute waiter. She
didn’t even bother to acknowledge
happiness that his face fell when he
realized she wasn’t going to approach
him.

Chyna took another sip off of the



expensive imported champagne and turned
her attention back to Marco. He better
fuck her right tonight . If she was being
discarded, she damn well wanted a
consolation prize. But, she didn’t see him.
Had he left with the reporter already? No,
she zeroed in on the reporter who now
looked sullen in his absence. That bitch
had been trying for some Italian ass all
night, and it was kind of comical that he
had likely turned her down. What a tease .
Guess Ms . Cupcake didn ’ t cut it.

But then, where was Marco? Her eyes
darted around the room for her man.
Usually, she could spot him in an instant,
but he wasn’t there. If he wasn’t’ at Glam
Ball, where was he and why had he left
her?

Not finding him, Chyna’s frustration

got the best of her, and she left the main



ballroom. The party was basically over. If
Marco had, in fact, left the building, then it
was officially over. Everyone else in that
room didn’t matter to her. If she wanted,
she could get another job with any one of
them without the proper introduction. But,
she wanted the best, and she was going to
fucking get it.

She stomped back to the director’s

office where her clothes had been
discarded. When she walked in and saw
that big fucking desk sitting in the middle
of the room, her body warmed all over,
and her body clenched up at the dirty
thoughts running through her mind. He
should have fucked her on that desk. That
way she wouldn’t be so horny and
desperate for him to be inside of her now.
“Asshole,” she grumbled, coming

around the backside of the desk. She



reached out for her pile of neatly folded
clothing, and on top of her clothes, she
found a small envelope with her name
scribbled on the front. She would
recognize that handwriting anywhere. Her
lower half pulsed as her imagination took
off, but her heart also constricted in fear
that this was the end. Would he leave her
with just a note?

She opened the crisp white envelope

and pulled out the gold-trimmed card
stamped with Marco’s logo on the front.
Her shaky hands flipped it over and read
the short message on the back.

Backstage entrance. Blue Bugatti.

Don't think about taking off that dress.
Chyna wasn’t sure she had ever moved
that fast. She left her clothes, sitting
discarded on the desk, and rushed out of

the director’s office. She turned away



from the party and down the empty
hallway, following the signs to the stage.
A stray janitor gave her a suspicious look
as she bolted past him, but he didn’t do
anything to stop her. Soon enough, she
found the stage and the big sign indicating
the exit. Without a backward glance, she
pushed the heavy door open and walked
into the back alley of the theatre.

As promised, a shiny blue Bugatti

revved in the narrow street. The car was
fucking gorgeous. Panty - dropping hot car!
She licked her lips and cautiously
approached the passenger side. The
windows were tinted so dark that she
couldn’t make out an outline of the driver,
but she could hazard a guess.

Slowly, the passenger door lifted

upward, rather than out, as it turned a

hundred-and-eighty degrees vertically,



displaying the cream leather interior.
Chyna picked up the train of her dress and
slid into the car without a second thought.
The door closed behind her automatically,
and she turned to face the man sitting in
the driver’s seat.

“About fucking time,” Marco said,
shifting into gear and pressing on the
acceleration.

He turned around the corner and onto

the main street. He looked over at her and
smirked. That was all the warning she was
given before he punched the accelerator,
going zero to sixty in just over two
seconds, throwing Chyna backward into
the seat.

“Holy shit,” she muttered, quickly
buckling her seat belt. This thing was fast!
He merged into traffic, out pacing

every other car by a long shot. Other cars



mercifully got out of his way as he flew
past them. The images blurred in her
vision and made her stomach twist. She
looked up at the sky to ground her. How
fast were they going anyway ? She turned
her head to the speedometer and saw the
top speed written as four-hundred-thirty
kilometers. They were sitting at just over
half that. Her head spun. How fast was
that? She couldn’t do conversions in her
head.

“How fast can this thing go?” she

asked as he veered around another car.
God, we were so close to that thing.

One wrong move...

But, Marco hadn’t made a single

wrong move. He was a natural behind the
wheel, handling the beautiful car with the
ease of a race car driver. Why had they

never gone driving before if he had this



thing?

“Four-hundred-thirty kilometers,” he
responded, not taking his eyes off the
road.

She was thankful for that. “In miles?”
she prompted.

He chuckled softly, darting his eyes
toward hers briefly. “Two-hundred-sixty-
seven miles per hour.”

“Fuck. We’re going one-thirty to one-
forty?” she asked as she pressed herself
back against the seat, trying not to think
about it.

“Is that too slow for you? I know you
like it fast,” he said, hitting the gas harder.
Chyna gripped the left handle to steady
herself as they went shooting down the
highway. Normally, it didn’t take long to
get back to his place. It would have been

even shorter, punching it at one-hundred



and sixty miles per hour, but it seemed that
Marco just wanted to show off. He made a
sweep of the city before circling back in
the direction of his apartment. If she didn’t
know Milan so well, she probably would
have missed the majority of what they
were driving by. She had never driven it
before, of course, but she had ridden
around the city enough for various shoots.
. She could tell immediately that the

ride in his Bugatti had sent a rush of
adrenaline through him, and she would be
lying if she said that she didn’t feel it, too.
A few blocks from his place, he pulled

up fast and turned sharply into an
alleyway.

“What are you doing?” Chyna asked,
sitting up a little straighter.

“I want to show you something first,

he said with a sly smile.



“Will I like it?”

“You’ll love it.”

Chyna chose to trust him because

really she had no other choice. As he took
a few more sharp turns around the winding
street, Chyna stopped keeping track. She
was totally lost, and even if they were spit
out on a street she knew, she wouldn’t be
able to tell you which one or on what end.
At long last, Marco came to a stop
overlooking the Naviglio Grande canal,
which joined the Ticino River to the
Darsena dock. The canal used to be part
of a series of navigational waterways
connecting the entire city, but over time, it
had been destroyed or covered up. Along
the gorgeous flat waterway, much of the
area had been converted into shops, bars,
and tourist traps.

Tonight, however, the area seemed



tame. It was late, but that hardly stopped
the youth of the city from traversing the
paths and bars hidden around the water.
From their vantage point, they could see
down the long stretch of water, but were
blocked them from view.

Marco cut the ignition, removing even
the hum of the powerful engine. She
swallowed and looked out across the
expansive display before her. Her heart
was thumping a sharp tattoo in her chest as
her anticipation grew. The tension was
practically palpable between them, and
Marco’s hands twitched on the steering
wheel.

“Well, do you like it?” he asked,

turning to examine her face.

She continued staring out toward the
city view, but she felt his eyes travel up

and down her very visible body under the



nude gown. “You can see the stars,” she
mused. She hadn’t been able to see them
from the windows of La Scala Theatre.
“I’m looking at mine.”

With that, she turned her face back to
Marco’s and found herself examining him
as well. He was so fucking powerful in
every aspect of his face. He had a strong
jaw, chiseled cheekbones, and ever-aware
keen eyes. His entire physique just
screamed at her. He had warmed her up
with a glance. Before she knew it, her
body was on fire all over again. As if she
hadn’t gone hours without his hand on her
backside, she felt like she was transported
back to that room, bent over that big
fucking desk with his cock pressed against
her ass. . This time he wasn’t getting off
the hook.

His hand reached across the car,



grasping the back of her head and pulling
her toward him as he deftly unbuckled her
seat belt. Their lips crashed together,
igniting the spark that had been burning
low all night. God, she wanted him
desperately. She wanted him for every
handprint on her ass, for every time he left
her in the dark, for every fondling of Ms.
Cupcake the reporter, for every dirty and
nasty thought he’d had about her, for every
mention of the word star. She wanted to
fuck his brains out. She wanted him to
really feel her anger, passion, and
frustration, and she wanted to take it out
on him in the best way they knew how.
Chyna fumbled for his belt. She made
quick work on pulling it open before
unbuttoning his pants and yanking the
zipper down. He untucked his shirt and

slid his pants and boxer briefs off in one



fluid motion. She had already kicked off
her shoes and was soon throwing her
underwear onto the spotless carpeted
floor.

“Get back over here,” he said,

reaching for her lips again.

He grabbed her left leg, pulling it

across the seat, and across his body. She
ducked her head to avoid hitting the low
ceiling, so she could straddle him. His
dick was hot and hard in her hand when
she reached for him, and his head dropped
back when she worked her way up and
down the shaft. She hadn’t even needed to
touch him really. He was already so
turned on. At least she wasn’t the only one
who had been left wanting earlier.

“I’m going to fuck you now,” she
whispered into his ear.

She sat up a little higher so that she



could adjust his dick underneath her.
When the tip touched her wetness, she
shivered all over at the feel of him. This
was what she wanted. This was exactly
what she wanted. Nothing else mattered
but this, this moment.

Her sex slowly licked across the head,
swirling teasingly against him. Marco
growled deep in his throat at her taunting
behavior, reaching out to grip her hips
forcefully between his hands. He shoved
her down on top of him, and she gave out
a short yelp as her walls expanded to fit
him. When he filled her completely, she
dropped her head forward onto his
shoulder, a moan of pleasure escaping her
lips.

“God, you feel good,” she whispered.
“I’ve been waiting for this for far too

long.”



“You and me both.”

She slowly lifted herself up, feeling

his hands tighten on her hips again. She
eased back down on him before
straightening up to look into his handsome
face. Resting her hands on his shoulders,
she began a quick bouncing movement—
up and down, up and down. His hands
kept the rhythm smooth, giving her some
added force. When she rocked backward,
he pushed up inside of her.

Her

climax

was

already

fast

approaching. She had been impressively
turned on from the spanking earlier, and
now, finally having him inside of her was

more than exhilarating. It was euphoric.



She didn’t know if she could think of a
better place to be than inside a
multimillion-dollar car with her designer
forcing her down on top of him over and
over again.

“Marco,” she groaned. “Oh fuck!”

“My star,” he murmured, pressing his
lips to her collarbone. “You’re going to
come for me.”

“Make me,” she demanded, moving
their bodies together faster. All she
wanted was to hit climax. Her body was
quivering on top of him with the
impending release.

“When you do, I’'m going to make you
do it again,” he growled, pushing himself
as deep as he could go. “You’re going to
come until I tell you to stop.”

“Please, God, yes!” she cried, her

body clenching demandingly around him



as an orgasm ripped through her body.

He slammed her down twice more on

top

of

him

as

her

body

shook

uncontrollably, and then he grunted,
reaching climax with her. He shuddered
underneath her before they both went still,
the only movement coming from her
trembling legs. He kissed a light trail
across her shoulder and up her neck.
“You’re magnificent,” he whispered
softly against the light beading of sweat at
the nape of her neck.

Chyna just sighed into his embrace.

“I’m going to keep my promise to



»

you.
“What’s that?” she whispered. Her
stomach constricted, wondering which one
he could be referring to.

He chuckled against her shoulder,

nibbling softly on the soft skin. “I’m not
done with you yet tonight.”

CHAPTER 6

MARCH FOUR MONTHS EARLIER
“Are you sure this is the place?” Adam
asked, looking up at the black building
with a large overhang and patio.

Under warmer conditions, it would
probably be full of black café tables and
chairs. A large purple neon sign displayed
the name, Sulgaana Hookah Lounge, in big
swirly letters. Otherwise, the only
decoration outside came from fake

candles lighting the way to the entrance.

“Yeah. It’s new,” she said, pushing



him forward. “A friend told me about it.
Used to be a club or something, but it’s
been renovated.”

He poked her playfully in the side. “It
doesn’t have a line out the door. Are you
sure you’re actually interested?”

“I’m not stuffy,” she said, dodging his
attempts to tickle her.

He stopped and raised his eyebrows.
“Really?”

“Hey, you! Shut the fuck up!” She
wrapped her arms around his waist and
pulled him close to her.

He smiled and slung his arm across

her shoulders.

“There she is!” he said, kissing her
temple as he reached out for the door.
She jabbed him the ribs twice as he
swung the door open. “You’re gonna get it

tonight,” she said.



“You got me,” he said, doubling over

like she had actually wounded him.
Strutting forward purposefully into the
hookah bar, she said, “And, stay down.”
She could feel his eyes on her ass as

she walked a catwalk to the host’s station.
She felt better and more confident

tonight. Last night had shaken her a little,
and she had called it an early night. Well,
early for her. She had even pulled out
some of Alexa’s double chocolate,
chocolate chip ice cream from her freezer
to see if that helped. It hadn’t. She had just
felt fat on top of everything else.

No, she couldn’t think about last night
—not about the pool, not about the bar, not
about the club, not about leaving.

She refused to think about his body
soaking wet in nothing but swim shorts.

Her mind wouldn’t even let her think



about being at the bar with him afterward
when he had bought all the right drinks
and said all the right things. No way was
she going to consider his charming
personality, the way his hand found the
small of her back when he leaned in to ask
her a question, or those too smart hazel
eyes that always focused on her face. If
she wasn’t thinking about those things, she
certainly wouldn’t go back to the feel of
his body pressed tight against hers as they
danced in the center of the nightclub.
Nope, she wouldn’t think about any of
those things.

All she would let herself think about

was that she had ended it. They’d had a
nice time, and then she had ended it.

Yep, that was the only important part.
Adam was out with her tonight, and

John had plans until later. Frederick was



hanging out boyfriendless at some gay bar
in Manhattan, and she was considering
going to hang out with him later in the
evening. If Alexa were in town, she would
have already been with her.

The woman behind the desk was

dressed in a traditional Indian sari in deep
purple and orange silk. Her long dark hair
was pulled back off of her face, showing
the bright red bindi at the center of her
forehead. “How many?” the woman asked,
smiling with eyes veiled by thick black
lashes.

“Two,” Chyna told her.

Adam approached the podium and

poked her in the side once more for
payback. She turned and glared at him.

He smiled brightly at the woman with

that ever-present grin on his face. “We

don’t need food though. Can we just go to



the bar?”

“Of course, sir,” she said demurely,
directing them to follow her.

They passed three large rooms with
low tables and chairs topped with
cushions that matched the host’s sari.
Food was served in circular aluminum
bowls in the center of the table, and the
guests were scooping directly out of the
communal pots or adding food to a
separate plate. The whole place smelled
sweet and fragrant like flowers mixed
with honey. The host took a turn to her
right and pulled back a deep crimson
curtain.

“Here you are,” she said, allowing
them access to the bar area.

They both thanked her as they passed
through the curtain into a different world.

The hookah lounge itself was made up



of several adjoining rooms separated by
sheer

curtains.

The

perimeter

had

cushioned alcoves with curtains that
closed around the area, allowing a bit
more privacy. All over the room, pillows
and chaises in deep burgundy, navy,
purple, and orange were pressed together
for couples to lounge on. Hookahs in
various colors were sitting atop white
tables. A faint fog already clouded the
room, and Chyna realized the aroma she
had smelled before was the mixture of all
the various hookah flavors blending
together.

“Come on. Let’s head to the back,”

Adam said, taking her hand and walking



through the already crowded room.

They found an empty alcove and took
over the space. It was bigger than she had
expected with room enough for five or six
people rather than the two she had been
anticipating. Adam deposited her there
and then went in search of the bar. He
returned a couple minutes later with her
martini and a beer in hand.

“I ordered our hookah, too. They

should be bringing it over.”

“What flavor did you get?” she asked.
“Apple,” he said with a shrug. “The

guy said it was popular. We can try
something else if you want.”

“No, apple is fine,” she said, reaching

for her martini hungrily.

Alcohol was such a good idea. It made
her forget things, and tonight, she really

wanted to forget things.



A few minutes later, a waiter showed

up with a bright green hookah and their
apple selection. Adam tipped the guy and
then went about his business setting up the
shisha for them. When he finished, Chyna
leaned forward, her navy spaghetti-strap
dress

revealing

ample

amounts

of

cleavage. She took a drag off of the
hookah, winking at Adam. She breathed
out the smoke and then licked her lips,
surprised by how refreshing the faint hint
of apple was. Adam followed suit,
breathing the smoke out.

Then, he started digging into his

pocket. “I’m going to take this,” he said,

taking a sip of his beer before he pressed



the phone to his ear. “Hello?” he yelled
over the music and people talking in the
establishment. “I can’t really hear you!”
“Yeah, that’s better!” he yelled back
into the phone.

Chyna looked over at him expectantly,
enjoying the mixture of the tobacco and
vodka in her stomach.

“Sure. You’'re finished already?”
Chyna’s ears perked up. Excuse me?
Who was done early?

“Yeah, come on over. We just got a
hookah.”

Who was he talking to?

“I don’t remember. Hold on,” he said
into the phone before glancing back up at
Chyna. “What’s the name of this place
again?”

Her throat constricted when she went

to answer, and she had to take another sip



of her martini. It didn’t help much because
her throat wasn’t reacting to the smoke.
“Sulgaana Hookah Lounge.”

Adam repeated that into the phone and
then hung up. “John is on his way over,”
he told her. “He said his dinner plans
ended early, and he would rather hang out
with us tonight.”

With a shiver running down her spine,
Chyna swallowed again, her throat tight.
She slurped down her martini like it was
her life force. “I...uh...think I need
another,” she said, standing.

“Where do you think you’re going?” he
asked.

He was in such a good mood from

their evening together, and now, his
brother was on his way. Chyna had never
met anyone who liked his sibling so much.

“There’s a waiter.” He called the guy



over and ordered another round of drinks
for them, not letting her leave their little
niche. He rested backwards into the
cushioned seat.

“So,” Adam began, taking another pull
from the hookah, “you have fun last
night?”

“Yeah.” Chyna shrugged.

“I was surprised you were in before

me. [ didn’t finish the project until two,
but I wasn’t expecting you until at least
three or four,” he said with an easy smile.
Nonchalantly, she said, “Just an early
night, I guess.”

“I didn’t know you had those,” he said
innocently.

“Sometimes.”

“Thank you for dragging John out with
you.” Adam crossed his leg over his knee

at his ankle and slung one arm across the



back of the booth. “I know he’s my older
brother, but we’re only two years apart. I
guess I took care of him for long enough
that it’s kind of natural.”

“Why did you have to take care of

him? He seems like a big boy,” Chyna
said.

“Too smart for his own good. He

always thought he could get away with
murder.” Adam laughed.

“He probably could,” Chyna said

under her breath.

“Anyway, he was a party animal in

high school and college. He’s cut back
drastically since taking this job. I
probably shouldn’t try to keep taking care
of him. He has a good head on his
shoulders.”

“You’re a good brother.” Chyna

swallowed.



Adam chuckled softly. “Thanks. I

know John didn’t always deserve it, but I
love him. It’s kind of like how you are
with Lexi.”

“Yeah, she’s basically my sister,”

Chyna said, doing anything to grasp on to
a new line of conversation. “Bitch needs
some serious therapy, but I’d do anything
for her.”

Both of them started laughing because,
really, no one could deny that.

“There you guys are,” John said,
rounding the corner unexpectedly. “What’s
so funny?”

“Hey,” Adam said, standing and

making room for his brother.

Chyna’s eyes went to John. He was in
crisp, black dress pants and a white
button-up shirt with the top button undone

for a more casual look. When he glanced



in her direction, she diverted her eyes.
“We were just talking about Chyna’s
friend, Lexi.”

“The one who left for the week?” he
asked with a curious glance in her
direction.

Chyna nodded and tried not to look at
him. “Yeah.”

“You made it over here fast,” Adam
mused, moving closer to Chyna to give
John room to sit down.

“Yeah, there’s not that much traffic yet
tonight. I hope you don’t mind, but I
brought some friends along. After I told
them where we were going, they insisted,”
John said with a smile as his friends
walked into the nook. “This is Nitya,
Trey, and Darius. Trey and Darius work
with me at Global.”

He volunteered the information for



those two but left out an explanation for
the woman that was with him. That
immediately drew Chyna’s eyes to her.
She was Indian with gorgeous dark-
caramel skin, thick, long black hair with
natural body, and almost unnatural blue
eyes. She was exotically beautiful and
clothed in an eye-catching red dress. Nitya
smiled at them before taking a seat next to
Adam.

“No problem at all. Nice to meet you,”
Adam said, promptly standing and shaking
the two guys’ hands. “I’m Adam, John’s
brother. This is my girlfriend, Chyna.”
Chyna just smiled at them. Trey was a
medium build guy with short blonde hair,
and he was wearing a navy suit. He was
everything she expected from a Global
employee. In fact, he looked like he had

the superiority complex to boot. Or, is it a



Napoleonic complex? The guy next him,
Darius, was a tall, skinny African
American man with a perfect smile that
was contagious.

They all filed into the booth. The room
was already filling up, and they now had a
party of five when she had been expecting
just the two of them. She couldn’t help
noticing how close John sat next to Nitya
when they all sat down.

“So, how do you know each other?”
Chyna asked. She couldn’t believe she had
even opened her mouth.

“Nitya was at Harvard when I was

getting my MBA,” John told Chyna with a
smirk.

Nitya rolled her eyes. “Don’t make it
sound so amazing,” she said. “I was just
getting an art history degree. It wasn’t a

big deal.”



“Harvard is a big deal,” Trey said,
shaking his head.

“Not to someone who went there,”
Darius said, elbowing him in the side with
a big full-watt smile.

“Alright, guys,” she said, rolling her

eyes. “It’s not like I’'m the MET curator or
anything. I still sell shitty paintings every
day.”

“They’re not shitty,” John said, his

hand touching her arm in a way that Chyna
was all too familiar with.

She narrowed her eyes at the

movement. Then, he caught her looking at
him, so she turned her attention to Adam,
who was too busy with the hookah to pay
attention.

“Do

you...paint?”

Chyna



asked,

breaking the private moment.

“Some, but I’m shit. And, don’t you

say otherwise,” she said, pointing at John.
“I work for a small art gallery as a viewer
doing appraisals for their collection.”
“That’s pretty cool actually,” Chyna

said disappointed. That was actually
really cool .

She hated these moments. She didn’t
regret not going to college because she got
more partying done in New York, and she
didn’t have to deal with the whole school
aspect. But, she had never had anything
she could really call hers like this Nitya
chick.

“And, your paintings aren’t shit. I’ve
seen the inside of your studio,” John said
with a smirk.

Nitya giggled and leaned into him like



they were sharing a private joke. When, in
fact, their joke wasn’t all that private. It
was obvious what he was saying.

Trey, obviously not picking up on what
John was saying, spoke up. “Yeah, I
agree. I’ve seen some of your work. I’d
love to see your studio though.”

Was this guy that dense? The only one
seeing inside her studio was fucking her,
and Trey certainly wasn’t.

The subject switched to business, and
Chyna pulled back from the conversation.
She didn’t want to be involved, and she
didn’t want to have to think. Adam
ordered her another drink, and the table
got a round of tequila shots. She veered
away from the alcohol. She’d had too
good of a time last night, and she didn’t
want to make herself look worse by

imbibing way more than she could handle.



Instead of taking the shot, she checked

her phone to see if Frederick had ever
responded to her text messages. Just when
she was about to get up to give him a call,
he texted back.

Dallas called. Sorry, chicky.

Chyna groaned, throwing her phone

back into her purse. She took a drag on the
hookah and could feel a slight buzz from
both the alcohol and tobacco already. The
sweet aroma was deceiving because it

was already making her tingly in a way
that alcohol never did anymore. It was
nice.

“Are you still meeting up with
Frederick?” Adam asked, standing. He
was completely confident on his feet.

Had he even been drinking that much?
Chyna hadn’t really been paying that much

attention.



“He cancelled,” she told him, resting
her head back against the cushion.
Adam bent down and kissed her
forehead. “Maybe you should take it
easy.”

“I’m fine!” she said defensively,

sitting up straight. She hadn’t had that
much after all. “Will you get another
hookah while you’re up?”

Adam sighed with a nod. “Anyone else
need anything?”

Trey and Darius nodded. “We’ll come
with you.” The three guys walked away to
get more drinks for the table.

“Ah!

Two

wonderful,

beautiful

women,” John said, his speech showing

the signs of alcohol. He smiled that



devious smile in Chyna’s direction and
crawled over Nitya to sit in between the
two women.

“John! Watch it!” Nitya cried as he
caught her leg when he scooted across her.
“Come here,” he said, beckoning Nitya
with his finger.

She glanced over at Chyna and then
moved closer to him. He threw his arm
across her shoulders and kissed her
temple. Chyna watched him whisper
something into her ear, and Nitya giggled,
her eyes flickering to Chyna again.
Despite everything, her stomach was
clenching in anger and frustration. This
was a fucking ridiculous display and she
wanted it to stop. She wasn’t thinking
coherently. She knew that he’d had his
hands on her last night and now they were

running up and down this bitch. It hadn’t



been right...even if they had just been
dancing, but come on!

“Are you sure?” Nitya asked. John
nodded and trailed his finger across her
bottom lip where she was biting it. Nitya
sighed pleasantly before turning her
attention back to Chyna. She crooked her
finger at her. Chyna furrowed her
eyebrows together, but she was too
jealous not to find out what she wanted.
How did John have this much pull over
her? She couldn’t explain it, but she
scooted across the chaise anyway.

Her body pressed almost completely

into John. The warmth radiating off of him
mixed with her curiosity was intoxicating.
Nitya leaned forward, pressing her hand
into John’s thigh, as she moved only an
inch away from Chyna’s face.

Chyna sat very still, realizing where



this was going. This was probably a bad
idea . She should move, but her eyes
couldn’t even break away from Nitya’s,
who was holding Chyna’s gaze with such
intensity that it was hard to even think
about pulling back to see what John was
thinking. She had a damn good guess.
Then, John’s hand landed on the small
of her back, and she froze in place. She
couldn’t have moved even if she had
wanted to. It was like a magnetic force
was in the air, holding them all at his
touch. Her mind rushed back to the night
before, and her eyes fluttered closed. His
fingers moved softly against her skin,
easing any apprehension she might have
had.

She couldn’t even fight it when Nitya’s
lips landed on hers. She felt soft and

foreign against her own. She tasted like



the apple hookah and lip gloss. Nitya
wasn’t the first girl Chyna had ever
kissed, but this felt different. Her tongue
flicked out and trailed across her bottom
lip. She heard a groan come from John,
and something about the pure sensuality of
it made her want to continue. Chyna
opened her mouth and allowed Nitya to
deepen the kiss, finding her tongue and
running along it. Almost as soon as it
started, they broke apart.

Chyna’s heart was pounding out of her
chest, and she realized how turned on she
was. She didn’t even think it was from the
kiss either. It was because he was
watching, and he was still touching her.
“Fuck,” she whispered, staring into
Nitya’s blue eyes.

The girl giggled and ducked her head.

“Fuck is right,” John said in a strained



whisper.

At the sound of his voice, Chyna felt

like she had woken up from a dream. Her
eyes moved from Nitya to John, and she
clenched her jaw. What the fuck was she
doing? And why was she always thinking
that when she was around him?

She slowly scooted away from them,
unable to believe what she had just done.
What had possessed her to kiss that girl?
She seriously felt like she had been
possessed because she wasn’t even that
drunk.

John laughed into Nitya’s hair when
Chyna moved away from them, and Nitya
shared in his humor as he nuzzled her
neck. Chyna felt feral at that point. She
was fighting her own instincts. On one
hand, she wanted to push Nitya out of the

way and have her way with John. On the



other hand, she wanted to punch him in the
face for playing with her. He was teasing
her purposely, and he was damn good at

it. She was furious, horny, jealous, and
frustrated. Goddamn man!

Adam returned a minute later with the
other guys, complaining about long lines at
the bar and shitty service. Chyna had a
hard time paying attention. She had too
much else on her mind.

The night dragged on with John

keeping up practically the entirety of the
conversation. It was like a light had been
switched on, and his full charm had taken
over. She didn’t know if it was the amount
of alcohol in his system or if her kiss with
Nitya had something to do with it.
Whatever it was, Adam seemed to ease
into the change, which made Chyna think

that the switch was his normal personality



—the guy that Adam had talked about
before Global came into his life.

Even she ended up relaxing as he took
over. She just wanted to erase whatever
had happened while Adam had been gone,
accept his brother for the charmer he was,
and have a good time. Yet, as much as she
wanted them to, the events that had
transpired last night and what had just
happened with Nitya couldn’t just go
away. She needed to tell Adam. She
hadn’t really done anything wrong, but he
needed to know.

“Ugh,” Nitya cried, swiping at her

eyes. “Is it really one-thirty in the
morning? I have to work in a couple of
hours.”

“Fuck, me, too,” Trey said, elbowing
Darius to get out of the booth.

“I have to work, too,” Darius said,



sloppily standing and reaching for
something to steady himself.

“You guys should take a cab,” Adam

told them. He was hardly even tipsy.

How had she not noticed that he

wasn’t drinking that much? Or was he was
just holding his liquor better than
everyone else at the table? She was tipsy,
but she didn’t think she was over the edge.
She had yet to stand up though.

Nitya stood, wavered, and then

crumpled back onto the edge of the booth.
She started giggling uncontrollably. “I
can’t stand up. Oh my God!”

“Do you need help?” John asked,

standing and then immediately sitting back
down.

“Yes!” she muttered, her head flopping

backward. “I can’t feel my lips.”

Adam shook his head as if he knew



that this would happen all along. “Come
on. I’ll help you guys to the cab,” he said,
scooting around John to help Nitya up.
“Chyna, are we taking your town car?”
She nodded, her eyes heavy. It had

been a long night, and she couldn’t wait to
get back to her apartment, even if she did
have to talk to Adam.

“Great. Can you manage here until I

get them in the cab?” he asked
desperately.

Chyna bit her lip, debating with

herself. She really shouldn’t be alone with
John at the moment. Probably not a good
idea . But, she wasn’t that drunk, so she
could handle herself. She nodded again,
hoping she appeared confident.

“Great. Hopefully, this won’t take

long.”

Adam put an arm around Nitya’s waist



and helped her to her feet. Trey and
Darius leaned on each other, putting a
hand on Adam’s shoulder to get through
the darkened hookah lounge. As they
exited the enclave, Trey laughed and
closed the burgundy curtain to their area.
The only light now came from a single
covered bulb in the ceiling.

“Chyna,” John whispered into the
darkness.

She tensed and tried not to look at him.
She knew she should have gone with
Adam.

“Chyna,” he whispered again.

She swallowed hard, wishing she had

a drink so she had something to do with
her hands.

He said her name one more time in the
most seductive voice.

She couldn’t help but turn to face him.



“Yes?” she murmured.

“Why did you leave last night?”

“You know why I left,” she replied,
resting her head backward.

She heard him move closer to her and
could feel the heat coming off of him.
“Tell me why you left.”

“No,” she said softly, barely audible.
“You know why.”

“Chyna,” he said, pushing her dark
hair out of her face. “Why did you leave
last night?”

She sighed. The feel of his hand
touching her face ignited a fire in her.
“John, please.”

“Please, what?”

“Don’t make me answer. You know
why I left. It was time to go. Simple
enough,” she whispered.

“It’s a simple question, and I don’t



think that’s the answer.”

She could hear her breath coming out
unevenly as she debated on how to answer
him. “What do your tattoos say?”
“What?” he asked, clearly surprised

by the question.

“You answer, and I will.”

He didn’t even think about it. “Deal,”

he said, standing and untucking his shirt.
“What are you doing?” she demanded,
glancing anxiously at the curtain.
“Answering

your

question.”

He

unbuttoned the top two buttons and pulled
his shirt clean over his head.

Chyna just stared. Holy fuck! That

body literally killed her. If she had thought

she was on fire before, she had been all



sorts of wrong.

“This one,” he said, sitting very close

to her and pulling up his left bicep, “says
‘to define is to limit.””

Her hand came up and lightly traced

the words on the inside of his arm with
her fingertips. “You’ve said that to me
before,” she told him.

“You remembered,” he said with a

smirk.

“And the other one?” she demanded,
ignoring her manners.

He turned and showed her the

inscription on his right ribs. “This one
says ‘What does it profit a man if he gain
the whole world and lose his own soul?’”
“Wow. That’s deep,” she said, resting
her hand on his leg. She reached across

his body and traced the other tattoo as

well.



His breathing hitched as she pressed
herself up against him while her fingers
trailed across the sensitive skin.

“They’re Oscar Wilde quotes. Just a
personal reminder,” he said, lifting his
hand and running it through her dark hair.
She moaned softly, her eyes closing as
his hand pulled through the long strands.
She felt him stiffen beneath her hand that
still held on to his leg.

“That feels good,” she mused.

“Your turn,” he told her. With both
hands, he pulled back her black hair,
making her face him.

Her eyes fluttered open, staring into
those gorgeous hazel eyes that were mere
inches away from her.

“My turn for what?” she asked, her
feeling his body heat at his nearness.

“Why did you leave last night?” he



reminded her.

Looking down at his lips, she finally

told him, “I thought you were going to kiss
me.”
He beamed that gorgeous smile and
leaned forward, bridging the distance, and
he pressed his lips to hers.

It was like the floodgates were

opened. The sexual tension that riddled
both of them cracked and then crashed
apart. John pushed her backward, his
mouth hot and demanding on hers. His
body forced her back into the soft-
cushioned chaise, covering her. His hands
ran down her body.

Chyna gasped against his mouth. In that
moment, she wanted nothing more than to
dig her hands into his dark hair and have

him fuck her, but all sorts of warning signs

were blasting through her conscious. This



was so fucking wrong . So, so, so fucking
wrong.

“Stop,” she said, breaking their lip

lock and rolling away from him. Her chest
was heaving up and down as she wiped
the back of her hand against her mouth.
“What the fuck were you thinking?”

John didn’t look much better, except he
was still distractingly shirtless. “What do
you mean what was I thinking?”

“You kissed me!”

“You told me to!” he yelled back.

“Fuck that! I said I left last night

because I thought you were going to kiss
me,” she told him.

“Chyna, I don’t fucking get you.”

“What is there to get? I’m dating your
brother, and you have your hands all over
me!”

“You don’t even love him.”



Chyna came up short, her mouth

hanging open. Who was he to tell her what
she felt? How would he even know if it
was true? He didn’t know her!

“If you didn’t notice, you’ve been a
fucking cock tease all weekend. How
many times have you thrown yourself at
me since we’ve been around each other?
How many times have you eye-fucked me?
How many times have you leaned
forward, licking your fucking lips and
pressing your fucking boobs in my face?
Huh?” he asked, grabbing his dress shirt
and throwing it back on over his head.
“Don’t have an answer? Yeah, let’s not
even bring up you fucking kissing Nitya
and looking at me like you wanted to have
me for dessert. Do you want me to keep
going?”

“You don’t know what the fuck you’re



talking about!” she cried, wishing he was
wrong. “I’m dating your brother, and you
don’t even care about that. Who does
that?”

“Tell me that you don’t want to fuck
me.”
“I don’t want to fuck you,” she said,
placing her hand on her hip.

“Liar.”

“What part of ‘I’'m dating your brother’
don’t you understand?” she demanded,
narrowing her eyes.

“The part where you got all wet at my
pool. The part where you pressed your ass
against my dick when we were dancing.
The part where you kissed me back.”
“Shut the fuck up! Gah! Just shut up!”
she yelled at him.

“Cock. Tease.”

“Fuck off.”



“That’s all you want to do with me
anyway,” he said.

“Don’t flatter yourself, asshole.”

John laughed and shook his head. “I
hope you make Adam very happy,” he
said, walking over to the curtain and
pushing it open.

“You’ll make no one happy but
yourself...if you are even happy,” she
said, glaring at him.

He smiled. “I’ll let you think on that
one,” he said before turning and leaving.
Chyna watched him walk out of the
room, and as soon as he was gone, she
crumbled on to the cushion. She shook
desperately, unable to believe the
argument they had just gotten into and
everything that had just happened. She
couldn’t get his words or his hands or his

mouth out of her head. What had she done?



All she knew was that she needed to

get it together before Adam got back. He
would know something was up if she was
shaking and near tears. He would want to
know what had happened, and she
couldn’t tell him yet, not like this. It
wasn’t fair to him. Nothing she had done
was fair to him.

She took a few deep, healing breaths,
trying to calm her pounding heart, as she
pushed back the oncoming tears. This was
ridiculous. This was why she didn’t date
people. She liked to fuck around, and it
had always been okay in the past because
she hadn’t been attached.

No matter what happened tonight, all

she knew was that she didn’t deserve
Adam, not by a long shot.

She was composed by the time Adam

walked back into the room.



“Hey, John already left. He hopped in
the cab with Nitya. It took forever because
there were so many other people. He was
blessed with perfect timing. You ready to
leave?”

Chyna was amazed that her facial
expression didn’t even flicker when he
told her that John went with Nitya. Of
course, he would go somewhere to get
laid. “Yeah, let’s get out of here.”

“I think Carl is waiting outside,” he

said with a smile, putting his arm around
her waist as they walked out.

“Great,” she said, hating what she

knew lay ahead.

Carl drove them back across town, and
soon, they were parked out front of her
building. Chyna slid out of the car, and
Adam followed. Her doorman, Bernard,

opened the door, greeting them warmly



despite the late hour.

“Man, I’'m beat,” Adam said when the
elevator deposited them on the top floor.
“Working last night really wiped me out.”
“I’m a little tipsy,” she murmured in
response, pulling her gold key out of her
purse as she walked down the hallway.
“Yes, you are. Maybe a little more

than tipsy,” he said with a smile, deftly
extracting the key out of her hand and
opening the door. “You should try to sleep
it off.”

She walked through the foyer and

kicked off her heels before padding across
the clean white carpet. Chyna sighed,
looking at the floor, and then she glanced
back up at Adam. Here goes nothing.
“Adam.”

He followed her, yawning wide when

he made it to the end of the foyer. “Yeah,



sweetheart?”

God, she did not want to do this, but

she couldn’t lie. He was too good for her,
and she knew it. He might as well be
clued in.

“John kissed me.”

The silence was excruciating. It was
like the anticipation of the roller coaster
ticking slowly up to the top of the hill
before plummeting down the other side.
She didn’t know if she should speak and
try to explain. Instead, all she did was
stand there, staring at him.

“Come on, Chyna,” he said, shaking

his head. “It’s too late for this.”

Of all the reactions, that had not been
the one she was expecting. “What?”
“John didn’t kiss you.”

“Yes, he did,” she insisted. “When you

took the others to the cab, he kissed me!



He tried to take advantage of me.”

Adam sighed heavily. “Do you really
expect me to believe that?” he asked,
glancing up at her finally.

“I do,” she murmured.

“This is my brother we’re talking

about.”

“Don’t you think I know that?” she
asked, flabbergasted by his refusal to
believe her. She thought he deserved the
truth, and he wouldn’t even listen to it.
“No, you’re not thinking, and you

clearly don’t know anything. Nothing,” he
said, enunciating the word very clearly.
“John is my brother. He would never do
that. In fact, I can’t even believe I have to
justify his behavior. I know him. I’ve
known him my entire life, and he would
never in a million years do this. Not to

»

me.



“So, what? I’m a liar?” she asked, her
anger rising quickly. “I’m just your lying
girlfriend?”

“I take a lot of shit from you, Chyna.

You get away with a lot of shit, alright?”
he said, a bite cutting through his voice
that she had never heard. “But, I would be
the liar if I didn’t say that you’re making
this a bigger deal than it really is. You
blow everything out of proportion. I don’t
get it, but I’ve endured it because I care
about you. You can’t bring this shit up
when you’re drunk this late and expect me
to take you seriously.”

“I’m not drunk!” she cried back,
infuriated. She was tipsy. She’d had a few
drinks, but that was it. She hadn’t done
anything wrong, and Adam wouldn’t even
believe her.

“Please, Chyna, I know when you’re



drunk. Stop being a drama queen.”

“A drama queen?!” she all but shouted

at him. “Are you fucking serious? I come
to you with this, and you call me a drama
queen?”

“Yes! God, how do you think people

see you?” he asked, slamming his fist in
the foyer wall. “You’re a big fucking
drama queen! All John had to do was look
at you for you to think he wanted to get
with you, Chyna. That’s how you treat
everyone else.”

“I don’t know if you haven’t noticed,

but your girlfriend is wanted by every
fucking guy who looks at her!”

“See!” he said, clenching his fists at

his sides, restraining himself. “Drama

queen! You take the cake! This is my



brother!”

“Then, why do you think I brought it

up?” she yelled back. “You think I wanted
to hurt you with this?”

“I don’t know what you wanted,” he
yelled, barely holding it together. “You
probably just misinterpreted whatever
happened. You drank enough to blackout
tonight. Do you even remember the night?”
“I can’t believe this shit!” she cried.

She was shaking from her anger. “I am not
drunk! I know my limits. I try to tell you
the truth. I try to be honest, and you throw
it all back in my face!”

“Well, imagine how I feel!” he cried.

“I do everything for you, and you know I
worship John. Yet, you still tell me that he
—what? He tried to take advantage of
you? Are you fucking kidding?”

“Fucking ridiculous! You can’t even



trust your own girlfriend to tell you the
truth.”

“From how it sounds, I shouldn’t trust
you farther than I can throw you!” he
yelled back at her angrily.

“What the hell is that supposed to

mean?” she demanded, crossing her arms
over her chest.

“You know what? Fuck it! Just fuck

it!” he said, throwing up his hands. He ran
a hand back through his hair in frustration.
“Find someone else to deal with all the
drama, Chyna! I’'m done! This shit is out
of control. You had to bring him into this.”
He pointed his finger at her like he was
going to say something else, but then he
just shook his head and walked out of the
door.

He walked out and left her. He left her

all alone. Who does that?



Chyna grabbed her cell phone out of

her bag. She was furious. Who the hell did
he think he was? He couldn’t just walk out
on her. She chewed on her lips, her hands
shaking, as she searched for Alexa’s
number. She wanted him to come back.
She wanted him to fix this.

She had been the one to mess things

up, but John had been the instigator. She
hadn’t even really done anything wrong.
She just had bad thoughts, but who didn’t
have those?

By the time she found Lexi’s number,

her heart was racing, her palms were
sweaty, and tears were streaming from her
eyes. How could he handle all this so
callously? Why wouldn’t he believe her?
She clicked Call on the phone and placed
it to her ear, slumping down into her

leather sofa.



“Hello?” Lexi answered.

“Lexi...” Chyna cried. She never

called her Lexi, but she just wasn’t
thinking clearly tonight. Hysterics were
taking over, and she couldn’t calm herself
down. She needed her best friend.
“Chyna, are you okay?” Lexi asked.

“No, oh my God, no, I’'m not,” Chyna
told her, not able to stop the tears.

“What happened? Chyna, calm down.
It’1l be okay. Just tell me what happened,”
Lexi said reassuringly.

“I don’t know. I just...I don’t know

where to begin,” Chyna said, wondering
how she had gotten to this point. Had she
really been all that wrong? She had told
Adam everything.

“Just start wherever, C. Tell me from

the beginning. Are you safe? Are you hurt?

Did someone hurt you? Do I need to call



someone to come get you?” Lexi asked,
nearing hysterics herself.

“No, no, I’'m not hurt...not physically.

It’s just...Adam. Alexa, it’s Adam,” she
whispered into the phone. It was
physically painful for her to utter the
words.

“Adam?” Lexi asked anxiously. “Is he
alright? Did something happen?”

Chyna chewed her bottom lip and

wiped her eyes with the back of her hand,
begging the tears to stop. She needed to
tell Alexa. She needed her to know, and
she needed her to understand what had
happened. She couldn’t keep it all bottled
up, and Adam hadn’t believed her. Alexa
needed to believe her.

“Chyna,

what

happened?”



Lexi

demanded.

As much as she wanted to tell Lexi,

her stomach twisted at the thought, and her
heart hammered in her chest wildly. “Oh,
God, Alexa. I can’t talk about it. It’s
awful. We got into a horrible argument,
absolutely horrible argument. My chest
hurts unlike anything I’ve ever imagined,”
Chyna whispered, her voice pained. “He
was so calm at first, and then the
floodgates opened. We both just screamed
at each other. I don’t know what I’m
doing!”

“Oh, Chyna,” Lexi murmured softly.

“I’m so sorry. Did you guys break up?”
Chyna stopped to consider the

question. Oh my God, had they broken up?
Was that what had just happened? “I don’t

know. Yes. No,” she moaned, wishing she



knew the answer. “Maybe. He was so
mean to me. I don’t know what we are
anymore...”

“Maybe

it

was

just

a

misunderstanding,” Lexi reasoned. “Tell
me what happened.”

Chyna sniffled a few times into the
phone. She might as well start from the
beginning. Here goes nothing. “Adam’s
brother, John, lives in the city, but he’s a
businessman who travels all over the
world. He’s not here much, so I’ve never
met him.” Chyna began setting the scene
for Lexi. She wanted her to understand.
She wanted her to see what she had gone

through—how he had been her type and



how it had all gone horribly wrong.

“Well, he was in town for the

weekend, and Adam wanted to introduce
me to him. I thought it was a big step.”
Her tears renewed, and she broke down
on the phone.

It had been a big step. Adam adored

John, and he had wanted them to be
around each other. He had forced them
around each other, but John had taken it
too far. Chyna sniffled a few more times
before continuing.

“The three of us went out and had a

few drinks. I tried to be low-key and
handle my liquor. I wanted to make an
impression,” Chyna said, summarizing the
weekend for Lexi in one swoop.

It didn’t matter how much time they

had spent together because she had tried to

be smart about it. She had tried to be



smart about John, but she had found out
that he hadn’t wanted that from the start.
She had certainly made an impression on
him, but now, it was clear that it wasn’t
the right one.

Chyna took a breath before speaking
again. “John turned out to be very similar
to Adam. I mean they’re brothers, what
was I expecting? Well, you know Adam.
He’s just a really nice guy. And well, his
brother was exceptionally charming that
night.” God, he was so charming all
weekend. “I mean...not that Adam isn’t
charming, but—" She broke off, not
wanting to finish that train of thought.
Adam was gone. He had walked out on
her.

“No, I get it,” Lexi told her.

Chyna’s thoughts fluttered back to John

and the kind of person he had been when



in Chyna’s presence. Lexi needed to
understand that. Chyna hadn’t meant for it
to go as far as it did.

“Anyway, John knew the right thing to
say about everything. He was an
accomplished businessman. He’d traveled
the world. His family adored him. He’s
such a smooth talker, and by the end of the
night, he had me eating out of his hands.”
She had been eating out of his hands

all along, but tonight had been the worst.
The kiss with Nitya...the tattoos...when
he kissed her. She shuddered, not wanting
to think about it, but she knew she had to
continue.

“Oh, Chyna, you didn’t...do anything
with him, did you?” Lexi asked, clearly
terrified of the answer.

“What?” Chyna snapped, knowing how

offended she sounded. She hadn’t done



anything! John had done everything! She
had done the right thing by stopping it
before it went any further. She had told
Adam, yet he had still left her! “No! I
wouldn’t do that to Adam! That’s the
point. Argh! That’s the whole fucking
point, chica!”

“Sorry, C, I had to ask,” Lexi

apologized quickly.

“No, I know,” she grumbled. She was
being defensive. It was all still too fresh.
“Just angry, and with everything else
tonight...I can’t.” Tears stung her eyes,
and she wished Alexa were there to hug
her. “Lexi, you have to know it wasn’t me.
John’s the kind of guy who gets whatever
he wants, takes what he wants. You know
those kind of guys!”

They were the kind of guys she had

always gone for. They were the ones she



had let take her home. Lexi certainly knew
what kind of guys she was talking about.
She had seen Chyna with them far too
often. Lexi had been with them herself.
Wasn’t her Jack just the type?

“Well, it soon became apparent that I

was what John wanted,” Chyna told her,
thinking back to the pool with his eyes
roaming her body, the club with his hands
on her body, and tonight, with his tongue
down her throat. It should have been
apparent what was coming. She should
have fought against it harder. “I should
have seen it coming from a mile away.
And when I did see it, it was too late.
Adam didn’t believe me. He refused to
see it. He loves his brother so much that
he was blind to him—blind to his
arrogance and fucking stupidity.

“I think if he actually knew his brother,



he would have never left me alone with
him. But he did leave us alone. John was
smooth, but it wasn’t anything I hadn’t
seen before. Before Adam, I would have
gone for him any day of the week.” She
figured that went without saying, but she
had to say it. She needed to see the
contrast. “But I'm different now! John had
his hands all over me as soon as Adam
left the room, but I turned him down.
Alexa, I turned him down.”

Chyna paused for a moment, pushing

her hair off of her face. She sat up a little
straighter. It felt good admitting it. She
might have had terrible intentions, but
when push came to shove, she had done
the right thing.

“When I turned him down, he got

furious. He didn’t understand why I didn’t

want this to continue, as if me dating his



brother didn’t matter,” Chyna told her,
remembering John’s anger at her rejection
and everything that had followed. “I felt
like Adam should know what happened,
so told him, and he wouldn't believe me.
He said I was being a drama queen, and I
had probably misinterpreted what had
gone on.” She still couldn’t believe the
things he had said. Where had her
understanding boyfriend gone in that
moment? Her anger returned with that
thought.

“But I didn’t misinterpret anything! I
swear I didn’t. Tell me you believe me!”
Chyna said, breaking down at the thought
of Adam leaving. “God, someone has to
fucking believe me!”

“Chyna, I believe you. Of course, I

believe you. If you wanted another guy,

then you could have them every night of



the week. Why would you make up
something about his brother?”

“Right! Ugh! Why didn’t he see that?

We got in a terrible argument about it. He
wouldn't believe anything I said,” Chyna
cried, feeling a fresh wave of tears

coming on. “We stood there yelling at
each other until he got so angry; he just
stormed out on me. He left me standing
there all alone. Who leaves me? Who

does that?” Chyna just kept repeating that
to herself. She didn’t understand it.

“I’m so sorry. I think you'll need to

give him some time, then it’ll work out.
He really cares for you. I know he does.
He’s going to want to work things out. I
don’t know his brother or anything, but the
way you talk about him makes it seem that
Adam idealizes him. He probably doesn’t

want to believe those things about John.



He just took it out on you, which is wrong,
but I think he’ll realize he was wrong.
Once he sees how much of an idiot he
was, he’'ll come around,” Lexi said.

“You think so?” Chyna asked, hope in

her voice for the first time. She really
wanted to believe that Adam would come
around.

“Yeah, I do,” Lexi told her.

Chyna really wanted to believe her,

but sitting all alone in her living room
after Adam had just left her made that
really hard. “Alexa, I still don’t know. I
don’t know how to handle any of this. I
wish you were here. I need you.”

“I can come home if you need me to.
You know I’ll always be here for you,”
Lexi told her soothingly.

“You’d end your vacation early for

me?” she asked, her voice in awe. She



seriously could not ask for a better friend.
“I know you don’t get to see him all that
often.”

“You’re my best friend,” Lexi told her

as if that solved everything. “Let me talk
to him, and I’ll see what I can do.”
“Thanks...I’m so sorry. I hate taking

you away,” she said, the sniffles coming
back.

“No need to be sorry. You had no idea
this was going to happen. Hopefully, I'll
be with you soon, girl,” Lexi said. She
said her good-byes and then hung up.
Chyna hung up the phone after her.
Alexa couldn’t get here fast enough. Chyna
didn’t know what to do in the meantime,
so she just curled up into a ball on her
couch and kept repeating the same thing
over and over again.

He left her all alone. Who would leave



her? Who does that?

CHAPTER 7

PRESENT

Chyna was still in Marco’s one-of-a-
kind dress when they finally made it back
to his apartment. It was immaculately
clean and well designed. Marco had a
taste for antiques and furnished his
apartment in ancient old relics from
centuries past. Above all, Chyna coveted
the priceless artwork gilded in large gold
frames, depicting far-off countrysides,
sky-high cathedrals, and the elegance and
poise of beautiful women. The whole
place was gorgeous and tasteful as if you
were walking into a Duke’s parlor from
the seventeenth century rather than a
fashion designer’s home in the twenty-first
century.

She trailed her hand along the grand



piano in the living room, her fingers
skimming across the white and black—tiled
keys. The noise drew Marco’s attention,
and she happened to glance in his
direction. When their eyes met, he walked
over to her. He leaned her backward
against the keys, releasing a cacophony
from the beautiful instrument.

“Are we going to have a Pretty

Woman moment?” she asked, not holding
in her giggle.

“Hmm?” he asked against her neck as

his knee spread her legs.

“The movie,” she said. When he didn’t
acknowledge it, she explained, “I’m your
hooker, and you take me across the piano
at the hotel?”

“Sounds appealing. I’ve never been

with a hooker.”

“Or, against a piano?”



“I wouldn’t go that far,” he said,

grasping her jaw firmly in his hand. “If
you’re my hooker, do I have to pay you?”
She shrugged her shoulders. “Aren’t

you already?”

“Not for sex.”

“You’ll never have to. I’d do whatever
you want anyway.”

“Good,” he said, running his hand

down between her legs as he pressed
against her. “Was the car enough for you?”
She slowly shook her head. She

already knew he wasn’t done with her,
and she was desperate for more. “No.”
Marco loosened his tie, pulling the

knot out, and slipping it from beneath his
collar. “That’s right. You’ll have enough
when I say you have.”

Adrenaline pumped through her body

at the sound of that. She was aching for



him already, and they had just finished in
the car. In that instant, she was able to
forget everything that had happened
earlier in the night. She could forget about
the other models, about Natasha, who was
the old American centerpiece Marco had
thrown aside, about the Corsa job offer,
about her addiction to powerful men, and
she could even forget about missing
Adam. All she was thinking about was the
easiest way to get him inside of her again.
He placed his tie across her eyes to
obscure her vision, submitting her into
darkness. She felt him wrap it around her
head, tying it into a perfect knot in the
back. Her body was working in overdrive
from the loss of one of her senses. She
slowly reached out and touched the front
of his button-up shirt to ground herself.

“I love when you’re blindfolded, star,”



he whispered into her ear, causing her to
jump at his nearness. He laughed softly,
trailing a hand over her exposed
collarbone down to the curve of her
breasts that peeked out from the
sweetheart neck of his gorgeous dress.
Gripping behind her knees, he hoisted
her legs around his waist. The piano
chorused a new round of music as she
pressed down on the keys to steady
herself. She never knew what to expect,
and the debilitating effects of the blindfold
only intensified her anticipation. He
placed his hands on her ass, lifting her up
into his arms, and she gently wrapped her
hands around his neck.

“Where are we going?” she whispered
into his ear.

“Now, now, hold your questions until

after the movie.”



She tried to judge where they were

headed in the massive apartment, but since
she wasn’t walking and she couldn’t see a
thing, she lost all sense of direction. They
could have been anywhere, and she
resigned herself to the fact that she would
have to wait and see.

Her back landed on a soft comforter,

and she immediately wondered if they had
reached the master suite. She loved his
room with its big dark wooden furniture,
including a larger-than-life bed draped in
the finest gold silk sheets hidden under an
embroidered navy comforter stuffed with
the softest goose feathers. She had spent
many a nights thrown about in that
gorgeous bed, yet something about this one
was different. Despite not being able to
see, she could still feel the difference.

Unless he had replaced the mattress



recently, this one was not the master bed.
God, she had so many questions, but

she remained tight-lipped, wanting nothing
more than to find out what was going on.
“Without disturbing that blindfold,

move up until your head hits a pillow,”
Marco directed authoritatively.

Chyna did as he commanded, trying to
make it up the bed without messing up her
million-dollar dress. When her head found
purchase, she sighed, falling backward
into the pillow. It was comforting and
reassuring, and she needed that for
whatever Marco had in store.

She heard a soft beep, and then

Marco’s footsteps moved from the foot of
the bed up to the top. He reached out and
stroked her dark hair, back across her
breasts, down her stomach that was still

thinly covered by the sheer material,



across the exposed sensitive skin between
her legs, and back again. Her body was
pulsing with desire. She wished he would
just take her already, but she knew the
waiting—him drawing it out like this—
would only make it better.

A soft leather cuff encircled her small
wrist. When she pulled on it, it didn’t
give, and she realized she was trapped.
For a second, she felt immobilized and
terrified. With this amount of power, he
could do whatever he wanted with her. He
could terrorize her. He could tease her
endlessly. Whatever he was thinking in his
twisted mind, he could enact on her body
for his own pleasure.

Yet, as she felt the second and third

cuffs circle her ankles, the terror began to
fade as her desire heightened. She wanted

this. She didn’t know exactly what he



would do, but that was all the fun. He was
in control, and she wanted what he was
going to give her. By the time the final cuff
wrapped around her left wrist, she was
wet and needy.

“And, I thought I liked the blindfold,”

he said. His voice came from the end of
the bed as if he were standing there,
admiring his handiwork. “Now, don’t
move.”

He chuckled to himself softly. She

heard his footsteps growing fainter, and
then she couldn’t hear them at all. What
the fuck?! Had he just tied her up here and
left her? She wiggled against her bonds in
frustration, but as she had felt with the
first wrist, they wouldn’t budge. She was
trapped somewhere in Marco’s apartment,

wearing a goddamn expensive dress,

handcuffed and blindfolded to a bed she



didn’t

recognize...and

Marco

disappeared.

Fuck!

She didn’t know how long he was

gone. She couldn’t judge time very well
when she was tied to a bed and
blindfolded, but sitting there, each
excruciatingly painful minute ticked by
like an hour. After a couple of minutes or
hours, whichever, his footsteps returned,
and she had never been more thankful. He
had tied her up before but never in a
strange place, and he had never left her. It
made her feel unsettled, and it was
amazing how soothing it was to have him
return after she had been so terrified of his
presence.

What she did recognize was a very



familiar click, flash, and whir. “Are you
photographing

me?”

she

demanded,

shaking her body and pulling against her
bonds.

“I said to leave the questions until

later,” he said, his voice turning to ice. “I
also thought I told you not to move.”
Chyna stilled her body reluctantly. “I
must look fucking perfect if you’re
photographing me like this.”

“I’ve never seen anything more

perfect,” he said, snapping another round
of pictures. “Plant your feet on the bed and
lift your ass into the air.”

She was used to taking orders from

him when he had a camera in his hands,

and she found her body listening to him



without complaint. Even though she was
all but nude from the waist down, leaving
her completely exposed, she still reveled
in the fact that he found her perfect. Who
was the twisted one?

The familiar sounds of a photo shoot
filled the room, and she wondered what
exactly he was taking a picture of. Was it
a good shot? God, she couldn’t believe
these were the thoughts crossing her mind
right now. And, somehow, she was still
incredibly turned on, maybe even more so
than before.

She felt his weight shift the bed as he
crawled on top of her. His skin brushed up
against her, and she realized he had
removed his pants. His hand softly rested
on her stomach, pressing it back into the
mattress. He straddled her and took a

series of pictures from his new vantage



point. His thumb flickered over her breast,
causing her to arch her back. She pulled
against her bonds, wanting nothing more
than to take control, but he wouldn’t allow
it. Her mouth opened with desire as he
pinched the other nipple between his
fingers. He took the opportunity to trail his
thumb across her body to her lip. He
slipped his thumb into her mouth. She
closed her lips around it, swirling her
tongue and sucking on it greedily. The
camera went off again as she teased his
thumb the way she wanted to tease his
dick.

He groaned and pulled it out of her
mouth. He then reached behind himself
and placed his now wet thumb directly on
her clit. She moaned at the feel of him
touching

her,



extracting

heightened

pleasure from her. The camera went off
again, and this time she didn’t even care.
Two of his fingers had expertly inserted
themselves into her, and they were
working her pussy as his thumb swirled in
circles on her clit. She could already feel
her impending climax approaching, and
she tightened and released around his
fingers as she sought that release.

But, he would have none of it. As she
lay there breathless and close to spent, he
removed his fingers and hopped off the
bed. Her body was humming. She had
never wanted release more than in this
moment.

“Panting is so damn sexy,” he mused,

his hand trailing up her calf, over her

knee, and around her inner thighs.



She jumped at the first touch and

prayed he would continue farther south.
“I’d like that to continue. Would you?”
he asked.

“Touching me? Yes!”

“Panting,” he said, running his fingers
back up her thighs.

She groaned. Her body demanded

more and more, but he wasn’t giving it to
her.

“I’ll pant all night long if you get over
here and fuck me,” she said into the
darkness.

“Oh yeah?” he asked, grabbing her
thighs and pulling her down farther on the
bed.

She yanked against her chains, causing

a soft yelp to escape her lips as the cuffs
chaffed against her wrists. Her shoulders

were stretched as far as they could go.



“Is this how you want me?”

“Yes,” she whispered, her voice

hoarse as the pain in her shoulders and
wrists eased.

“I didn’t hear you,” he said, pulling on
her legs once more.

“Yes!” she yelled out. “God, yes!”
“Good. This is exactly how I want

you, my little star, all tied up and helpless,
begging for me,” he said, He was careful
with the dress, bunching the train up. He
pushed it off to the side of the bed, so her
body was laying more exposed to him.
“Now, spread your legs,” he commanded
her.

She moved her legs apart hesitantly,
testing the bonds with her movements.
“Farther!”

Without thinking, she moved her legs

as far apart as she could manage, looking



like a spread eagle with her legs bent at
the knees.

“That’s better,” he murmured, dipping

his fingers back into her unexpectedly.
“God, you’re so ready for me. It would be
a shame to waste this.”

Chyna whimpered as he stroked her
wetness lovingly, riling her up further. It
wouldn’t take much more, and she prayed
he wouldn’t notice her heavy breathing or
body tightening at his command. All she
wanted at this point was to release...to
finally release.

As if he could tell she was at a

breaking point, she felt his weight at the
foot of the bed again. Then, without
warning, he pushed forward inside of her.
She shook against her restraints, wanting
nothing more than to push her hands up

into his thick black hair, wrap her legs



around his torso, and let her body fall in
time

with

his.

But,

given

the

circumstances, she was just glad he had
relented to being inside of her.

He grabbed her hips, raising her ass

off the bed again so that he could rest on
his knees. Then, he slowly eased out of
her inch by inch. She whined at the feel of
the head pulling out of her, and then he
slammed back into her forcefully. Her
body pushed back toward her shoulders,
and she cried out in pleasure and pain. He
repeated the movement—slow, slow,
slow, followed by one fast shove into her

—two or three times more. If she had



thought that she was close before, the
agonizing torture of this movement holding
her just before the precipice of release

was far, far worse. Her skin was tingling,
her toes were curling, and her fingers

were clawing up the bedspread. Stomach
tightening, her body demanded with every
fiber of her being to let her come.

And, when she did, earth shattering

were the only words that came to mind.
Finally, releasing all control, Marco
pushed into her as hard and fast as he

could manage with three quick thrusts, and
then he followed her. Chyna screamed at
the top of her lungs as the orgasm cut
through her body, bursting open like a
firework. Her body was a volcano, and as
her screams subsided, the stillness doused
the burning running rampant throughout her

body.



His breathing heavy, Marco collapsed
on top of her with an air of satisfaction
and victory. Her eyes closed beneath the
blindfold, and she felt exhaustion turn into
a desperate slumber.

stk ke
When she awoke next, her wrists and
ankles had been released, and her
blindfold was discarded along with her
dress. She was lying completely naked on
the same bed she had been tied to, and as
she felt along the sheet that covered her,
she discovered a figure lying next to her.
No clocks were in the room, so she had no
way of knowing what time it was. As the
room had one window, she only knew that
it was still dark outside.
She eased out of the bed, careful not to
wake Marco, and she padded out of the

room. Her stomach clenched painfully at



what she had just done and what she was
about to do.

Finding

Marco’s

bedroom,

she

changed into a pair of jeans and a T-shirt
that she had left behind from one of their
shoots. She located a piece of paper and a
pen, and after scribbling a short passage
on the card, she tucked it into her pocket.
She swallowed hard as she quietly
tiptoed back into Marco’s photography
studio where he still lay peacefully
slumbering. The camera he had used sat
undisturbed on a chair, looking harmless.
She popped the memory card out of the
back and placed it into her other pocket.
When she turned back around, she almost

cursed out loud. That son of a bitch!



A medium-size video camera on a

tripod was set up in the corner of the
room. That must have been what the beep
was. He hadn’t even told her he was going
to be filming her. Why was she even
surprised? Not wanting to take any
chances, she figured out how to open the
gadget. She slipped the tiny recording disc
out of its slot and placed it in her jeans
next to the memory card. No stone left
unturned.

Glancing around the room, she bit her

lip as she stared at the immobile man
beneath the sheets. She blew him a kiss,
wishing she could taste his lips one last
time. As she turned to leave the room,
something sparkled in her peripheral
vision. She glanced at the distraction and
saw her priceless dress hanging perfectly

unharmed on a clothing rack. She couldn’t



help herself. She smirked, grabbing the
dress off of the hanger, and then she
slinked back out of the room. She would
have giggled if she hadn’t been trying to
be silent. Walking back through the
apartment and into the living room, she
pulled the card out of her pocket and
stared at it.

You thought I was the star, shining so
bright, but you were wrong. You were the
star, but you’ve burned out. Now, all 1
see when I look up into the sky are all my
other options.

She took a deep breath and left the

card on the piano. Then, she quickly
darted out of the apartment.

She left without a kiss, without a good-
bye—just with a million dollar dress, a
sex tape, and nude photography from one

of the best fashion designers in the world.



The sun was just peeking over the
horizon when she made it to street level.
She had managed to phone a taxi service
when she had snuck into Marco’s
bedroom, and thankfully, she only had to
wait a minute or two before it arrived.

She gave the man her apartment address in
Italian and was quickly whisked away
from Marco’s. Without knowing why, she
swiveled in her seat and took one more
forlorn look over her shoulder at the place
of the man she had been with for the past
month and a half. She wished she could
have said that she saw the door open as he
came running out after her, but no such
thing happened. She turned back around,
and with a deep sigh, she hugged her
dress.

Sk fe sk ok

Her roommates were still sleeping



when she returned. She wandered through
her closet, wondering how the hell she
was going to get all of this home. Coming
here, she had traveled with nothing more
than a carry-on suitcase, and she would
leave for home with nothing more. The
company was supposed to ship all of her
stuff for her when she finished, but she
wasn’t sure if that would still happen
under the circumstances. Grabbing only
her most favorite clothing items, she
stuffed them into her Louis Vuitton carry-
on along with her star dress, Marco’s
sheer purple button-up shirt, her Christian
Louboutin red lacquer—soled pumps, and
three five-by-five black and white—framed
photographs Marco had taken of Milan.
At her insistence, the taxi had waited

for her to transport her to the airport. It

wasn’t a short drive nor would it be a



cheap fair, but she really couldn’t care
less in the moment. She was waiting for
her phone to blow up, for someone to
notice she was gone, for Marco to pitch a
fit about her disappearance. But, the hour-
long drive out of the city produced
nothing, just silence.

Her flight home was atrociously

priced, but then again, so was her cab
fare. Money hardly mattered at this point.
She was just ready to be home.

She boarded her flight without any
problems,

and

she

checked

her

international cell phone one last time to
see if anyone was going to contact her.

She had expected at least some kind of



snide remark from Marco, something to
know that he had read her note. All she
wanted to do was leave him before he had
the chance to leave her.
It was easier that way.

stk ke
Chyna dozed off on the flight. She was
awoken eight hours later by a flight
attendant speaking obnoxiously into the
speakers about landing and putting seats in
their upright position. She yawned and
stretched her arms overhead, adjusting the
kink in her neck from sleeping on the
plane. She flagged down a stewardess as
soon as she saw one.
“Yes, ma’am? Can I help you?”
“Can I get a Maker’s on the rocks?”
she asked, feeling a headache coming on.
“Ma’am, we’re too close to landing

for that,” she said with a curt smile like



she was used to dealing with bitches in
first class.

“Are you serious? Alcohol. Anything.
Thanks,” Chyna said, throwing herself
back in her chair and ignoring the
woman’s insistence that she couldn’t
provide alcohol at the moment.

A couple of minutes later, an older

male flight attendant dropped off her drink
while glowering at the other attendant.
“Don’t mind her. She’s new,” he said with
a wink.

“Thanks,” she muttered, taking a shot

of the bourbon straight out of the first
bottle before adding the second one to her
glass. There—her headache was already
going away. She sipped on her drink,
thankful that someone had shown her some
mercy.

The plane touched down at JFK



Airport long after she finished her drink.
She had another man help her pull her bag
down. She hadn’t eaten anything in nearly
twenty-four hours, and the Maker’s Mark
was hitting her stomach stronger than it
normally would have.

It was eight o’clock in the morning in
New York, and her stomach growled,
ready for her afternoon lunch in Italy. The
time change was going to be a real bitch to
get used to. She had informed Carl that she
would be arriving in New York that
morning and was thankful when she saw
his scruffy-bearded face appear among the
individuals waiting with signs for their
passengers. He ushered her out to the car,
taking her carry-on in his hand. He didn’t
ask any questions as to why she was
arriving two weeks ahead of schedule.

“To your apartment, Miss Chyna?” he



asked as he veered into traffic.

“Alexa’s

apartment

would

be

wonderful, Carl,” she said, curling up into
a ball in the back of her town car. Her
phone had never gone off, except for the
return message from Carl, and it died
shortly after she landed. She felt sick,
tired, hungry, and exhausted, and she
wanted nothing more than to lounge
around with her best friend.

“Of course,” he said, swinging around
traffic toward her apartment.

They arrived forty-five minutes later,
having evaded most of the Sunday traffic.
“Want me to wait?”

“No, Carl. Thank you. I will catch a

cab if I need a ride. Hopefully, I’1l be here



all day and night,” she murmured the last
part, not wanting to freak him out more
than she already likely had.

“Are you alright, Miss Chyna?” he

asked as she popped open her door.

“Fine, Carl. Go take your wife to

church,” Chyna added with a smile.
“Thank you. Hope you feel better,” he
told her, not believing her.

She slammed the door behind her and
took the elevator to Alexa’s floor. It was a
rickety old thing that made her uneasy, but
she didn’t think she could manage the
stairs in her state. She traipsed down the
hallway and knocked on the door. She had
a key...somewhere. It was probably
buried in her penthouse. Maybe Frederick
knew where it was. He knew more about
the design of the apartment than she ever

would.



As she stood there, mulling over

where she thought Alexa’s spare key might
be, the door swung open. Chyna’s empty
stomach plummeted, and she tried to hold
back the rising bile. The day had been too
long, the night too exhausting, the plane
ride too burdensome, and the time change
too weakening for her to have to deal with
this right now.

At least to her credit, Adam looked

just as shocked as she did.

“What are you doing here?” she
demanded. Her voice came out angrier
than she had intended. She was pretty sure
it was ninety-five percent exhaustion
speaking. The other five percent was
blatant curiosity, considering the fact that
he had continued to pop into her head
yesterday after Alexa had brought him up.

“What are you doing here?” he asked



right back. “Aren’t you supposed to be in
Milan?”

“Long story. What are you doing

here?” she repeated, eyeing him carefully.
He still looked the same. A month and a
half hadn’t changed him, except he had
maybe lost a little weight. It didn’t look
bad on him. Damn those hazel eyes . They
were more on the side of gold today than
green, and she liked those days. What was
she even thinking ? She was clearly not in
the right state of mind to be around him.
“I brought Lexi coffee,” he said,

holding up a bright white-and-orange
coffee cup with big orange lettering that
read Jittery Joe ’s.

“Where the hell is that from?” she

asked because she had never seen it
before.

“Uh...NYU



off

45th,”

he

said

hesitantly.

“You went all the way to 45 th to get

Lexi coffee?” she asked, raising an
eyebrow.

“Hold up with the third degree. Her

coffee machine broke. Jittery Joe’s is from
Georgia. I just thought it would be nice.”
He shrugged and put on that goofy grin she
had always loved.

No! No. No. She did not even think

that word. She swallowed, unsure as to
what the hell she was even doing at the
moment.

“Who’s at the door?” Chyna heard

Alexa call from inside.

Adam turned around and called back.



“Chyna.”

“What the fuck? Are you fucking
serious?” Lexi yelled, jogging to the
doorway. When she saw Chyna, she threw
her arms around her best friend like it had
been centuries since she had seen her.
“What the fuck are you doing home,
chica?”

“Just wanted to surprise you,” Chyna
said, plastering on the smile Alexa was
used to seeing.

“Well, come in! Oh my God, it is so

good to see you.” She turned back around
after pulling Chyna into the apartment.
“Thanks for the coffee, Adam. See you
around,” she said, smiling at him sweetly
before all but slamming the door in his
face. “I am so sorry about that.” She
waved her hand at the door.

“It’s fine,” Chyna told her, taking a



seat on the uncomfortable, lumpy sofa.
“So...what the fuck are you doing
here?” Lexi asked, grabbing her coffee
and sitting down next to her friend.
“Time for a change,” she said with a
shrug, trying to remain lively.

“Yeah, but Milan!” Lexi’s eyes went
wide with the last word.
“Yeah...Milan,” Chyna responded.
“You can’t even pretend to be happy
around me right now, and you’re two
weeks early! Spill!” Lexi commanded.
Chyna kicked off her shoes and pulled
her knees up to her chest. “So...remember
that fashion designer I mentioned?”
“Yeah,” Lexi said slowly. “The

fling?”

“Yeah, that one.”

“What about him?”

“Well, I gave him up and came home,



just like you told me to,” Chyna told her.
“So, what’s the problem?” Lexi asked,
putting an arm around her shoulder.
“Nothing,” she said, brushing it off. “I
guess I was just in over my head. Time to
come home.”

Lexi looked at her like she didn’t

believe her, like she wanted to ask a
million questions. Chyna seriously did not
want to answer them. She didn’t even
want to think about how she had left. She
had felt so strong when she had walked
out of that apartment, choosing to leave
him and actually making that move. Now,
she just felt drained, and she didn’t want
to contemplate what that could mean,
wondering if she had made the right
choice.

“Actually, chica, can I borrow your

cell? Mine managed to die on the drive



over,” Chyna said with a shrug.

“Of course,” Lexi said, threading a

piece of hair behind her ear. She stood
and walked over to the counter. “You sure
you don’t want to talk some first? You
look like you might kill whoever you’re
about to call.”

Chyna took the phone when Lexi

handed it to her with a smile. “I’ll make it
through.”

“So...uh...who are you calling?” Lexi
asked nosily.

Chyna sighed, hating what she was

about to do almost as much as leaving this
morning. “My mom.”

CHAPTER 8

APRIL THREE MONTHS EARLIER
Frederick smiled at Chyna, like a kid

in a candy store. He was practically

bouncing up and down on the balls of his



feet. “Can you fucking believe this,
hooker?” he whispered into her hair.

She shook her head. She was too

anxious and excited to see this shit going
down. “I’ve been waiting for this for far
too long.”

“And, to think we made the unveiling,”
Frederick said with mightier-than-thou
pretenses.

“Of course, we made the unveiling,”
Chyna said, rolling her eyes. “Who do you
think I am?”

“I would have started worshiping at

your feet earlier if I’d known it would get
me into Marco’s fashion line grand
opening on Madison Avenue!” he all but
squealed.

“I’ll remember that next time,” she

said with a catty smirk.

“How did you score this anyway?” he



asked. “Not that I’m complaining.”

“Just the right connections,” she said
with a shrug.

“Do you even know?” he asked,

raising one perfectly groomed eyebrow.
“Of course I know!” Chyna turned

back to face the gorgeous boutique on
Madison Avenue.

Part of the street had been obstructed
from public view for the cutting of the
ribbon, and there was a private entrance
for the viewing of the exclusive new
clothing line. It was all hush-hush. So, of
course, nearly half of the Upper East Side
elite had scrambled for a chance to be
present. The more exclusive, the more
desirable it was to be in attendance.
Chyna hadn’t really thought she would
get access to the line. She had a name

behind her, but she didn’t model, she



wasn’t in the industry, and she wasn’t a
celebrity. The chance of finding the golden
ticket had been slim.

When she had gotten back from her
morning mani/pedi two days earlier,
Bernard had stopped her at the door and
handed her an envelope. He said someone
had been asking around for her apartment
or drop-box, but Bernard didn’t know the
guy. Since he wasn’t with the postal
service, Bernard had taken the letter and
informed him that he would hand-deliver
it to Chyna. She was surprised that
whoever it was had given Bernard the
letter.

Bernard had given her a fair warning
about opening the contents. He was
always looking out for her. She had
reassured him that she would be careful,

and then she had taken the elevator to her



apartment. She had ripped open the
envelope without care and stared in shock
at the contents within—two gorgeous
cards bordered in gold with the designer
logo stamped on the front. She turned the
stationary over and discovered that they
were in fact invitations with her name on
them.

She

had

phoned

Frederick

immediately. Alexa was too engrossed in
finals for her last year of law school, and
she probably wouldn’t have been all that
impressed with a grand opening for a
boutique she couldn’t spend money in.
Frederick had squealed like a girl, asking
her more questions than she had answers

for. She had shut him up real quick by



volunteering his pass to someone else.
How the hell the tickets had landed on
her doorstep had crossed her mind several
times since she had opened the package,
but she didn’t have an answer, and she
didn’t really care. She was exactly where
she wanted to be.

Chyna turned her attention back to the
building that was half covered in a white
cloth to hide the completed boutique. An
enormous red ribbon was held up in front
of the entranceway, and a woman was
holding a rather cumbersome pair of large
gold scissors.

Another woman in an obnoxiously
glittering dress with diamonds dripping
from her neck, ears, and fingers smiled at
the waiting crowd. She took a step
forward and began speaking. “Thank you

for being here for this very important



moment in Marco’s fashion line. I am
Giselle, Marco’s personal assistant, and I
am happy to introduce you to the man
himself.”

The small crowd of people fell silent

as an attractive man with a staggering
confidence walked out in front of the
store. He was every bit the man Chyna had
read about—tall, dark-styled hair, deep
penetrating eyes, and impeccable taste.
What she hadn’t read was the thing she
couldn’t describe even to herself. From
where she was standing twenty feet away
from him, some type of pull, a magnetic
pull, drew her to him.

“Thank you all for coming,” he said in
crisp, clear English with the faint trace of
a gorgeous Italian accent. “My name is
Marco Moretti, owner and designer of

Marco’s Italian fashion merchandise. I am



very pleased to have such a warm
welcome in the States at the grand opening
of my newest boutique. Thanks to my
wonderful business associates, I have had
a very easy transition onto your Madison
Avenue. I am happy to call it home.”
Frederick squeezed Chyna’s hand.

“He’s looking at you,” he whispered.
Chyna was already well aware. She
hadn’t taken her eyes off of him since he
had walked in front of his new building.
To say her pull to him was magnetic was
beginning to become an understatement.
She didn’t believe in love at first sight.
She didn’t even know if she believed in
love at all. All she knew was that she
knew it when she felt it—desire. She was
sure she was dishing out her fair share in
his direction, but his eyes hardly

portrayed otherwise.



The second or two he spent staring at

her during the pause in his speech were
breathtakingly long. She was thinking of a
thousand places in the nearby vicinity
where she would let him take her. How
much effort would it take to convince him?
“After much anticipation, I am here to
announce the opening of Marco’s on
Madison, the freshest Italian line to cross
the Atlantic.” He smiled like a true
charmer and took the giant scissors from
the woman holding them. She offered them
up enthusiastically. With a gorgeous smile
on his face that really lit up the camera,
Marco leaned forward and cut the red
ribbon into two.

As the ribbon fluttered to the ground,

the white curtain followed, revealing live
models posing in the all-glass storefront.

The crowd applauded at the castle-like



building’s completion. The gold Marco’s
sign overhead was the perfect finishing
touch on the classic design. Everything at
eye-level rested on mahogany shelves.
Plush red pillows with gold tassels and
antique-looking clothing racks completed
the display, portraying an overall feel of
lavish royalty.

Chyna caught the eye of the young

Italian designer once more before he
turned away from the crowd, pushing the
front doors open for the first time. A chill
ran up her spine from his earlier gaze, and
her mind traveled far away again. She
needed to reel it in.

She had plans later, and she couldn’t

let this interfere. It was just an opening for
a boutique. She wanted to go shopping,
say she was one of the first to get a Marco

design off Madison, and then leave. She



wasn’t afraid to drag Frederick out of
there, if need be.

Following the surge of people moving
forward into the store, Frederick grabbed
her arm and pulled her out of the crowd.
They wandered the perimeter of the store.
She was almost as interested in the
amazing craftsmanship of the interior
design, admiring its difference from the
modern stores she was used to. Frederick
kept a continual conversation going,
yammering in her ear about the layout, the
state of the furniture, the cost of the
upholstery, and on and on.

She couldn’t deny the exquisite taste of
Marco’s designs. His lines were even,
colors perfectly integrated, and style
replete with both unique pieces and mix-
and-match options. She didn’t even know

him, but she could feel his touch on every



item, which was a hard thing to manage.
As she fingered a turquoise silk
button-up, she felt a presence behind her.
All she wanted to do was turn around and
confront whoever was having such a
profound effect on her. Instead, she
continued to stare down at the beautiful
piece of work, ignoring the person now
hovering behind her.

“I think you would look better in
something like this,” Marco said, holding
out a purple shirt with gold accents in a
similar style. “Matches your skin tone and
complements your green eyes.”

“My best friend wears a lot of purple,”
she said with a shrug. “It’s alright.” She
tried to sound indifferent. She had never
needed fashion advice before. But, this
wasn’t advice. This was the designer.

He smiled, seeing through her attitude.



“Hardly,” he said, turning her around to
face a mirror. He placed the shirt in front
of her body. “See.”

Chyna stared at her reflection in the
mirror. The colors really did work for her
in just the way he had said they would.
She should have trusted him, but
sometimes she just liked what she liked.
“You’re right. It’s better,” she told him.
“I know,” he said, taking a step back.
“Marco Moretti.”

He offered her his hand, and she

placed hers in his gently. He leaned
forward and kissed both of her cheeks
softly. She knew it was just a greeting, but
her heart leapt at the contact.

“Chyna Van der Wal,” she said,

licking her lips when he pulled back.
“You have a very impressive store.”

“Thank you. I like it.” He smiled at her



and drew her away from some of the other
customers. “These. This and this,” he said,
grabbing a pair of dark skinny denim
pants, a gold tank, and light brown boots.
“Go!” he commanded, pushing her off into
the dressing room.

She barely had time to process before

she was following his order. She took the
outfit out of his hands and quickly stripped
down behind the dark wooden dressing
room door. When she reemerged in the
outfit he had picked, she could hardly
believe the man’s taste. Honestly, he was
almost too good.

“Perfetto! ” he said, examining her

outfit. “You’ll wear it out.”

“Mr. Moretti, would you like me to

ring that up for her?” a gorgeous woman
with slick blonde hair hanging down to

her waist asked. She was dressed in black



from head to toe with some faint gold
accents in between.

“That won’t be necessary, Lydia,” he

said with a smile. “I believe Giselle might
need some more help up front.” The
woman nodded curtly and left the dressing
room, understanding his need for privacy.
Chyna wondered where Frederick was

at that moment. Had he noticed her leaving
with Mr. Moretti...with, the owner of
Marco’s fashion line? Why did she even
care right now? He was gorgeous and
alone with her in a dressing room . Oh, the
possibilities!

This was much better than thinking

about her meeting later. She had been
putting it off for far too long already. She
didn’t know what to think about everything
that had happened. All week, Alexa had

been convincing her, convincing both of



them, to just talk it out, but Adam hadn’t
relented, and it had hardened her fortitude.
At this point, she would rather be alone
with a fashion designer in his dressing
room while a crowd waited outside. Who
was she to care if anyone heard her?
Alright! Alright! She cared. A little. A
lot. She needed to figure out what she was
doing anyway. At least she could enjoy
her time with this handsome Italian
designer.

“So, Miss Van der Wal—" he said

with a charming smile.

“Please,

call

me

Chyna,”

she

corrected.

“Chyna,” he said as if he were tasting



her name on his tongue. “That outfit looks
better on you than any of my models.”
“Thank you,” she said with a self-
satisfied smile.

“Have you ever been photographed
before?”

“No,” she said, narrowing her eyes
cautiously.

“Would you like to be?”

She scoffed. “Is that your best pick-up
line?”

Marco laughed at her catty remark. He
didn’t look like a man used to hearing
rejection. Not that she had necessarily
rejected him. She was still pretty open to
the idea. She just hoped he would be a bit
more creative. She could make him work
for it—of that, she was sure.

“So, is that a yes?”

“I mean, I’m not opposed to it,” she



said with a smile. “Would I be wearing
this?” She trailed her hand down the side
of her sheer purple blouse. The gold tank
under it shimmered in the dressing room
lighting. She liked the way his eyes
followed her hand, taking her in.

He took a step toward her, closing the
distance. “In that,” he agreed. “Just that.”
Her eyebrows rose at his blunt

answer. She had expected him to be coy,
flirting around his true meaning. She had
expected cat and mouse even. Looking
into his dark brown eyes, she was
wondering why she’d had expectations at
all...and where they had come from.
This man didn’t need to play games.

He won them without entering.

A chill ran down her spine at his

heated gaze, and she felt a familiar stirring

in her body. He reminded her of



someone...someone she was trying to
forget ever existed...someone she wanted
to stomp into oblivion. His very presence
was dangerous, and all she wanted to do
was revel in it. But, she had been there
with this type of guy before, and she knew
the road that laid ahead.

She tried to push those thoughts away,
focusing on the present. A very important
fashion designer had just asked to
photograph her nude. How often did these
kinds of things happen?

“I’m sure your fashion line would
skyrocket to the top with that ad,” she said
with a wink.

“Hasn’t it already?” he asked with a
cocky tilt to his head.

“Are you saying that [ wouldn’t

improve it?”

“If anything could improve it, you



wearing this blouse would do the trick,”
he told her.

Chyna laughed. She ducked her chin
and looked up at him through her dark
curved lashes. “Thank you. Though, I do
have to get going. I was very happy to see
your line opening on Madison Avenue,
and I’m thankful that you provided me
with an invitation.”

“Did I?” he asked, tilting his head
slightly to the left as if he was trying to
place her.

“Did you not?” She bit down on her
bottom lip, not sure how else she would
have come across the invitation. It didn’t
make sense that Marco would have
delivered it to her directly. He didn’t
know her at all. Still, how else would it
have gotten there?

“I didn’t make the list, but it’s



possible. When did you receive the
invite?” he asked.

Chyna wasn’t sure how that would

have anything to do with it, but she told
him anyway.

“Two days ago.”

“No, that can’t be right,” he told her
with a conniving smile. “Unless your
envelope was lost, I sent them out three
weeks prior.”

Chyna

stood

there

in

silence,

contemplating all over again how the
invitation had landed on her doorstep.
Bernard had sworn that it wasn’t someone
with the postal service, and if Marco had

sent them through the mail, then something



was really off. She just didn’t know what
was off about it.

“I guess mine got lost then,” she said
with an uneasy smile.

This was not the conversation she
wanted to be having with him right now.
She would rather be talking about him
undressing her again. In fact, she would
rather have him undress her right now.
After all, he owned the place, so he could
keep the dressing room clear long enough
to bend her over this settee.

“How unfortunate. You could have
missed it had it not arrived in time.”
“And, how fortunate I am that it did
then.”

“I feel quite fortunate as well,” he

said, unexpectedly taking her hand in his.
His hand was warm and soft, and she

wanted nothing more than to let him hold it



all day. She was such a sucker for
powerful, seductive men. He was enticing
like the gorgeous exterior to a poisonous
flower. She could see how easily she

could get lost in him, if she didn’t have
somewhere else to be.

“I guess I should go pay for this. Not

going to find a better outfit than the one the
designer has chosen for me,” she said,
pulling out of his grasp.

“Please,” he said reassuringly, “it’s on
me.”

“I couldn’t—"

“You already did.”

Chyna nodded, knowing that glint in

his eye meant there was no reasoning with
him. She could afford the outfit, but it
wasn’t about that at this point. He was

picturing her in nothing but the sheer top

with a camera. How could she deny him



the pleasure of her taking it home?
“Thank you,” she said, grabbing her
purse and the dress she had been wearing
earlier out of the dressing room. She
walked past him, heading toward the exit,
as he nodded at her in acknowledgment.
He called out to her when she reached

the curtain to the dressing room. “Chyna?”
She stopped, her hand poised on the
drawstring curtain. She turned around and
faced him, wondering if this was going to
be her movie moment. Would he come
forward, kiss her, and beg her not to go?
All she wanted to do was giggle at the
thought. He didn’t seem like the Prince
Charming type.

He traversed the length of the dressing
room, stopping in front of her. He pulled
out his dark leather wallet and extracted a

white-and-gold card. “When you change



your mind,” he said, handing the card to
her, “give me a call.”

“What makes you think I’ll change my
mind?” she asked, reaching forward and
taking it out of his hand.

He smirked. “Because you just took

my card.”

She flipped her hair over her shoulder
and pushed past the curtain, refusing to
acknowledge his statement. She wondered
if he was laughing at her as she exited the
room, but she wouldn’t look over her
shoulder to find out.

Frederick found her on the other side

as she walked out of the dressing room,
holding her old clothes. “You slut! I'm so
jealous!” he cried when she approached.
“Jesus, Frederick! Will you shut up
much?” she asked as eyes followed her

around the room.



“Okay, my little twatwaffle,” he said,
grabbing her elbow and ushering her out
of the building like a high schooler
desperate for the latest gossip.
“Seriously?” she asked, rolling her

eyes at him. “Can we please go have sex
now?”

“Threesome with Dallas? Neither of

us do chicks, but you could...ya know,
watch,” he said with a shrug. “Or, maybe
bring another dude and make it a party?”
“You amaze me,” she said, peering

into traffic before exiting onto the
sidewalk.

“No, three dudes would amaze you.”
Her head was spinning. “I have to go. I
can’t right now.”

“No fucking way! You were alone

with Marco Moretti, the Marco Moretti,

for what like twenty to thirty minutes?



Don’t think you can just pull the I-have-to-
go line on me!”

“Nothing happened.”

“Well, why the fuck not? I’d bang

Marco Moretti in a dirty alleyway in front
of a dumpster when it was raining with a
football stadium full of people watching.”
Chyna arched an eyebrow. “You’ve

really thought about this, haven’t you?”
“Not the point, whore! What happened
back there?” Frederick demanded.

“He came on to me, offered to take

some pictures of me, put on the charm real
thick, and nothing else,” she told him,
stuffing her clothing into her oversized
hobo bag.

His eyes bugged out. “He wants to
photograph you? And, you said no?”

“I didn’t say anything, fucker, so calm

your ass down,” she said, stopping at the



intersection.

“Well, let’s turn right back around and
fix that.” He grabbed her elbow again and
started pulling her back in the direction
from which they had come.

“No! Quit it! I’'m not going to go back

to him groveling!” she cried, slapping his
hand.

“Grovel for the man! It’s worth it.”
“Frederick, I can’t today,” she said,
swishing her long hair over to one
shoulder. “I can’t...today.” She sighed
heavily and glanced away from him.
“Are you alright, baby?” he asked,
wrapping his arms around her waist and
pulling her into a hug.

“Just not ready for this...this thing

with Adam today. I can’t concentrate on
anything. I’m all over the place. I’'m

scattered.” She fanned her face when she



pulled back from Frederick. “God, now
I’m leaking.”

Frederick smiled, wiping away the

tears welling in her eyes. “You’re too
strong for this, sugar. Adam’s a great guy,
but then again, so is that hot ass Italian
fashion designer. And, he’s just as
interested in you. No use worrying your
pretty little head over a guy who hurt you.
If Dallas pulled half the shit that Adam’s
pulled on you, I’d cut off his dick and feed
it to a blender.”

Chyna cringed. “Bad, bad imagery!”

“All I’m saying,” he said over her

cries of protest, “is that you can do better.
Alright? I’'m only saying it once. I hate
sappy.”

“Thanks,” she said, kissing his cheeks
before pulling away. “Wish me luck.”

“You don’t need it. You’re a fucking



goddess,” Frederick said, smacking her
ass as she walked away.

She laughed as she veered through

traffic to her waiting town car. Carl
whisked her across town to a quaint
restaurant that Adam adored. It was all
Americana food, which meant she could
eat hardly anything on the menu, but he
loved it, so she obliged him. Dieting
wasn’t really necessary, but she just hated
greasy food like that. It made her feel
disgusting and unhealthy. Guess her
mom’s supermodel lifestyle had rubbed
off on her in certain ways.

When she walked into the restaurant,

the bell jingling overhead, she saw Adam
sitting in their normal spot in a bright red
booth in the back. His eyes found her
across the room, and he almost smiled

before he looked back down at his plastic



menu. She frowned and crossed the tiled
floor to where he was seated.

“Okay if I sit down?” she asked, hating
how her voice sounded. Hadn’t she just
been seduced by a multimillion-dollar
fashion designer? Wasn’t she a strong
desirable woman?

He put his hand out, gesturing for her

to sit, but he said nothing. She plopped
down into the plastic-covered seat and
picked up a menu, staring at it. Her
appetite evaded her now that she was
sitting in front of him, and everything on
the menu suddenly sounded unappetizing.
“Thanks for meeting me,” she said,
biting on her bottom lip. She wished she
had something else to do besides stare at
the stupid menu.

He didn’t glance back up from his

menu, and for a second, she thought he



wasn’t going to respond. “Well, you have
the most annoying best friend in the
world.”

Chyna laughed and then coughed,

trying to cover it up.

“She certainly doesn’t give up on the
people she cares about,” he said, looking
up at her then, “like ever.”

“Sounds like her,” Chyna said, holding
back a smile. That sounded way too much
like Alexa.

The waitress came over, wearing a red
and white—striped old-fashioned dress
with ruffled socks in white Keds. Her hair
was pulled up into pigtails with
scrunchies. She looked utterly ridiculous.
Chyna could never get over the outfits
here. Just dress them in normal clothes!
“What’ll ya have?” she asked,

smacking away on her bubble gum, not



even looking at them as she held her
notepad poised and ready.

Adam ordered a double cheeseburger
with bacon and a fried egg on top with
onion rings, instead of French fries, and a
root beer. He burned calories like a
maniac. Lucky fast metabolism . Chyna just
asked for a strawberry milkshake, happily
handing over her dirty menu. The waitress
walked off with a grunt, flipping her pad
back to the front, and slipped the menus
under her arm.

“Charming,” Chyna grumbled.

“Judgey.”

“With reason,” she said, pointing at the
woman. “She was plain rude.”

“She’s probably just had a long day.”
Chyna hmphed, not wanting to talk

about the unfortunate waitress.

With nowhere else to look, Adam



returned her gaze with a sigh. “You
wanted to meet, so we’re meeting. I only
have an hour lunch. What did you want to
talk about?”

Chyna swallowed and steeled herself

for this. She was pleasantly sober. She
hadn’t even been drinking the night before
in anticipation of this conversation.
“I...wanted to apologize,” she said
meekly, wanting to break eye contact but
not

allowing

herself,

“for

what

happened.”

“Apologize?” he asked suspiciously.

She paused, wishing she didn’t have to

do this. Why did it have to be this way?

The one guy who she had agreed to



actually give it a go with had ended up
leaving her. She didn’t know how to do
what she was about to do.

“I can understand why you were

pissed and why you left,” she said, her
voice breaking. God, she had wanted to
keep it together! “I shouldn’t have gone
behind your back. I probably could have
picked a better time to tell you about it,
and I could have handled everything that
happened afterward better. So...I’m sorry.
I was a shit, and I’m admitting that.”
“You were a shit,” Adam agreed,

“but...”

Chyna froze in place at that word. She
had not been expecting that word.

“I was a shit, too. You were drunk,

and I got pissed. Instead of working things
out, I just left and let them simmer all

week. That wasn’t fair to either of us,” he



said, sighing. “I talked to John.”

She felt her blood boil at the name.

That son of a bitch! He had used her drunk
ass for his own amusement. She had
thought she was attracted to him, but
really, it was one big facade. He was as
charming as a con artist, slippery as a
snake, and tricky as a thief. He had thought
he could get an easy lay out of her, and
when she had pushed him back, he had
freaked out on her. She knew guys like
him. From now on, she hated them, too.
No one should be able to be that
manipulative . He was a certified douche.
“He owned up to what happened. Told

a slightly different tale than the one you
fed me, but I don’t think anyone will know
what happened unless they were in the
room that night. Frankly, I don’t want to

know. What happened, happened. It’s over



now. I can’t continue to dwell on it.”

“I know what you mean,” she said

softly as their food arrived.

Adam took the opportunity to fill his
mouth, so he didn’t have to talk. She could
see he was brooding behind those big
hazel eyes, but she didn’t ask a question.
She wanted to soak up the fact that he had
apologized as well. No way had she
thought he would do that. She had been in
the wrong, not him. Chyna sucked on her
strawberry milkshake, mulling over the
situation in silence. He had more to say,
and she knew it. They weren’t finished
with the conversation after not talking all
week.

Adam tore through his burger, and then

he started picking at his onion rings. She
waited for him to speak. He looked like he

wanted to lead the conversation. When he



finally spoke up, she almost wished he
hadn’t.

“Why my brother?”

It was a question she didn’t have an
answer for. She hadn’t kissed John. He
had kissed her. But, that wasn’t good
enough. As cruel as John had been that
night when she had stopped the kiss, he
did have a fair point. She had been
thinking about the kiss and worse since
she had met him. Her intentions had been
anything but honorable, and it made her
feel worse. She didn’t even want to fight
him on this. She didn’t feel like she had a
right to.

“I don’t know,” she finally answered.
“Really?” he asked, dipping an onion
ring in ketchup.

Chyna sighed, wishing she could go

back and fix it. Fix her attraction to John.



Fix her reaction to his advances. Fix the
way she had confronted Adam. “It was a
mistake. Plain and simple. I don’t have an
excuse, not even a reason. It happened,
and it was a mistake.”

“You knew I looked up to him.”

She nodded. She sucked harder on her
milkshake, hoping he wouldn’t drag this
out.

“I asked you to hang out with him.”

“I know,” she whispered, staring down

at her milkshake, frustrated. What more
did he want her to say? Did he want her to
beg? She wouldn’t beg. “It was a mistake,
Adam.”

It was the first time she had said his
name, and at the sound of it, he seemed to
soften.

“For a while, I thought you were a

mistake,” he admitted.



Chyna'’s heart clenched painfully. She

felt like she had been shot or punched or
some other terrible thing. All the air was
gone from her lungs, and she felt sick at
the same time. How could he even say that
to her? It was so cruel.

“But, if you were a mistake, I wouldn’t
want you back...and I do.”

CHAPTER 9

PRESENT

Chyna crossed through Central Park,
passing the far side of the MET, as she
walked back out onto 5th Avenue. She
veered north against traffic toward the
entrance to the colossal building. She had
always thought that when she grew up she
would be the president of the board at the
MET. It had been a strange childhood
aspiration as far as dreams went for little

kids, but she had thought it ordinary then.



After realizing how much charity work she
would have to do to even fathom getting
on the board, she had quickly given up the
thought. She didn’t want to be forced to do
charity work. She would rather do it all on
her own. However, she still enjoyed the
opera and ballets that graced the stage.
Staring up at the enormous stone

building made her feel at home. In that
moment, she realized how much she had
missed New York City while she had

been in Milan. She adored Milan, and it
would always have a special place in her
heart, but nothing could compare to New
York.

She

couldn’t

believe

that

only



yesterday she had been the centerpiece for
a major fashion show. Her reaction
regarding Marco had been rash, but that
was usually how she worked. Act now
and think later. It wasn’t always the best
approach.

She was miffed that she hadn’t

received so much as a fuck off, bitch text
from Marco. Not to mention, she hadn’t
heard a single word from her three bitchy
roommates. How could they see that she
was gone and not even ask if she was
alive? What great friends! Alexa would be
worried sick. Well, Alexa was worried
sick, but Chyna didn’t really want to share
what had happened. She already knew
what she would say anyway, and she had
been chastising herself enough.

In all honesty, she was just ready to get

back to her life. She wanted to leave



Milan and Marco behind and start fresh
here. Fashion was huge in New York, and
she was sure she could top fashion here as
easily as she had in Italy. Plus, she had all
of her favorite places back, and tons of
men that had probably missed her in the
clubs. She hadn’t been available in a
while, so it would be fun to get back into
it.

She smiled faintly and took a seat on

the south side of the MET stairs. That was
all she wanted anyway, right? Modeling
and men. She could live on that.

Leaning her elbows back on the step
behind her, she waited, watching the
tourists pass her by. A few stared at her as
they passed, whispering to each other
excitedly. Another openly ogled her,
nearly running into the person in front of

her. When a third group took out their



cameras to snap a photo of her, she started
getting confused. What was going on ? She
knew that she was pretty, but total
strangers didn’t normally pull out their
cameras.

“Excuse me?” a giggly teenage girl

said as she approached while handing her
camera to her friend.

Chyna’s eyes narrowed. “Yes?”

“Can I take a picture with you? My
friends will never believe that I met a

'”

supermodel!” she cried, nearly jumping up
and down.

Chyna had the good sense not to let her
mouth fall open or show her surprise on
her face. She took the picture, and the girl
thanked her before scurrying off.

What. The. Fuck. Was. Going. On?

She stood up and walked up a couple

more steps to get out of the direct line of



sight of the people passing by. She needed
to uncover the truth of what was
happening. How had four separate groups
of people known who she was? Why had
that girl called her a supermodel? It
wasn’t a term she took lightly. Her mother
was a supermodel. She resembled her
mother, but come on, it was pretty obvious
Chyna was twenty years younger!
Speaking of her mother...

“There you are, darling,” Andrea said,
walking briskly up the MET steps in her
characteristic white pea coat and over-
sized black sunglasses. She kissed both of
her cheeks in greeting.

“Do you know what’s going on?”

Chyna

demanded,

skipping

the



introduction.

“What do you mean?” she asked coyly.
“Someone

just

called

me

a

supermodel. Last I checked, the bill didn’t
fit,” Chyna told her.

“Let’s go inside. It’s a bit chilly out

here. I assume you wanted to ask me
something else also,” she said, linking
arms with Chyna and dragging her along.
Chyna relented to follow her up the

stairs and inside.

“Let’s walk,” Andrea suggested.

“Can we just sit?” Chyna asked, not
looking forward to this conversation. She
looked forward to very few conversations

with her mother. It was only the second or



third time Chyna had seen her in the past
couple of years, and she didn’t do family
time for no reason.

Andrea sighed dramatically before
answering, “Well, alright.”

They walked toward an empty bench

in the main entranceway and took a seat
next to each other. Chyna saw a woman
glance in her direction, but she kept
walking. She suddenly wished she had a
hooded jacket. She normally enjoyed the
attention, but this felt very different.

“So, how did you manage it?” Andrea
finally asked.

“Manage what? Do you know why all
these people are staring at me?” Chyna
asked.

“They went up this morning all over

the city.”

“What did?” she demanded.



“Are you certain you don’t know? I’d

be shocked if you didn’t,” Andrea said,
narrowing her eyes as if she didn’t
believe her daughter.

Her disbelief wasn’t really out of the
ordinary though.

“Would I be asking you if I knew what
was going on?”

“Marco’s new advertisement went up

all over the city. You’re the cover of his
boutique. You’re at every bus stop, and
you have a full-page spread in the New
York Times. Darling, you’re everywhere.”
Chyna saw stars. No. No. No. No. No.
This could not be happening to her. “Wha-
what does it look like?” she managed to
get out.

“Stunning. You’re wearing a purple
mermaid dress, full sequins, perfect lines.

You look like you’re ready to crawl



through the camera,” she told her, eyeing
her warily. Clearly, her reaction wasn’t
what Andrea had been expecting.

“I’m sure someone has a New York

Times around here.”

“That’s alright,” she said. Her hand
dropped to the bench. She gripped it,
trying to hold the nausea back. How had
she fucked-up this badly?

“Didn’t he tell you?” Andrea asked
suspiciously. “They always tell you.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Chyna said,
swallowing. This was going to be much
more difficult now. That damn man! “I
came to talk to you about something else.”
“You look sick, darling. Should I get

you something?” She waited for Chyna to
respond, but Chyna said nothing. “Chyna,
am I missing something?”

“Besides six years of my life, no,”



Chyna spat back coldly, shutting Andrea
up real quick. “Please stop trying to
mother me. I don’t need a mother right
now.”
“Fine, what do you want then?” she
asked, crossing her leg and tapping her
foot in the air impatiently.

“You know Cassandra Corsa?” Chyna
asked straight out. She didn’t want to beat
around the bush with this. She just needed
answers, and she intended to get them.
“What the hell do you know about
Cassandra

Corsa?”

Andrea

asked,

planting both feet on the ground as she
turned to face her daughter.

Chyna shrugged. “I know enough.”

“Why are you even asking about



Corsa? You have Marco’s line at your
feet. You’re plastered on every corner.
I’ve been there,” she said wistfully.
“Now, why would someone like that need
Cassandra Corsa?”

“It’s really none of your business.”

“It is if you are asking me about her.
Marco knows Cassandra Corsa. You
could have asked him,” Andrea said as if
seeing a chink in the armor. “So, why
haven’t you asked him?”

“It really doesn’t matter whether or not
I’m talking to Marco about Cassandra
Corsa. I just asked you about her,” Chyna
said, hating her mother’s perverse logic.
She had been married to Chyna’s father
for too long.

“Marco won'’t let you near her, you
know?”

“Mother!” she cried, raising her voice,



drawing unnecessary attention her way.
“Can we not do this?”

“Oh, now you want a mother,” she

said, narrowing her eyes.

“I just want you to give me her phone
number,” Chyna countered, ignoring her
previous statement.

“Why should I do that?” Andrea asked
her point blank.

Chyna sighed and stared at the ground.
She knew where this was going. She
couldn’t be hard, edgy Chyna in this
situation. Her mother knew her too well.
She had, kind of, raised her, and Chyna
had gotten a lot of her bite and attitude
from the person sitting next to her.
Everything else she had was from her
father, and Andrea knew how to get
around him better than anyone. Andrea

also hated it more than anyone, so Chyna



needed to be someone else.

“Because I need it,” she finally said. “I
need her number because Marco won’t
give it to me. He doesn’t want me near
another designer. He thinks he owns me.”
It was mostly the truth, and it sounded
like

something

her

mother

could

sympathize with. It wasn’t like she was
going to go around telling Andrea what
had really gone down.

“Sounds like a typical male designer,”
Andrea said with a snort at the end for
extra

emphasis.

“Self-indulgent,

egotistical, demanding, self-righteous...



assholes. I’d love to eliminate the whole
lot of them.”

Chyna laughed at her mom’s perfect
description of Marco. It was like she had
experience with these types of men or
something. Well, she probably did.
“Fine,” Andrea finally said. “Just
because I know the situation you’re in.”
She pulled out her phone and handed the
number over to her. “I’m still in contact
with her some. Sweet girl. So much like
her mother. I bet she’ll be in New York
for her line reveal in two weeks,” she
threw out offhand.

“Thank you,” Chyna said, grateful for
the shred of mercy her mother had shown
her. It was the most she had seen since she
and her father had given Chyna her

penthouse.

ke s sk ok



Hiding from the constant stares the

next four days was harder than Chyna had
thought possible. It was a strange feeling
to go from being well known to being an
overnight celebrity in her hometown.
Alexa had the decency not to bring it up.
She was laid back enough to not care that
her best friend’s face was plastered

around the city. In fact, the only time it had
come up, Alexa had just shrugged her little
shoulders and told her she had assumed
that was why Chyna was in Milan in the
first place. Alexa certainly had more faith
in her newfound supermodel status than
Chyna did.

She hadn’t ever realized it would be

that different, but she had lost all
anonymity with Marco’s cover spread. It
was infuriating. She just wanted to move

on; she wanted to forget. But, her face was



everywhere. And she couldn’t avoid the
heated fuck-me eyes she was sending
Marco’s way or the dress he had
originally created for her to wear to Glam
Ball.

When she had seen the photo that

Marco had chosen, she’d had to grab onto
the bus stop for support. She knew that
picture. Marco hadn’t been satisfied with
the quality of the photo shoot one day, so
they had played around with lighting and
camera angles back at his apartment all
afternoon. The picture plastered all over
New York was her seduction. It had never
been meant for anyone else’s eyes. No
wonder everyone was eating it up.

At least, Cassandra Corsa was

interested. She had seen the spread—
everyone in the fashion world had at this

point—and was willing to meet with her.



She was still in Italy on business after the
Glam Ball. She sounded surprised that
Chyna had already returned to New York
since most of Marco’s girls usually spent
the final two weeks of the summer at the
beach together, finalizing deals for
modeling jobs in the fall. Thankfully,
Cassandra hadn’t asked any questions.
Chyna was hoping that her offer was

still on the table. Cassandra had made it
seem that way at Glam Ball, but that had
been a different time. Chyna couldn’t even
let herself worry about that. Remaining
positive was key.

In fact, she was just ready to get back

to her old life. She was pretty sure she
was already beginning to fool Alexa. That
was all she needed right now. She would
get this new modeling job, exactly what

she deserved, and things would go back to



normal. She was sure of it.

As soon as Chyna made it up to the

VIP area in her favorite club, she took her
dark Ray-Bans off and pulled her long
black hair down from the loose ponytail at
the base of her neck. Recently, it had been
easier to hide behind her glasses. No one
in VIP would say anything though. She
was secure in her identity here.

The club was packed, and she had to

fight her way through the club, even in the
VIP section. It was much more crowded
than normal for a Thursday night, but she
appreciated the cover that gave her. Plus,
it meant it was more likely that she didn’t
know everyone. She was ready for some
normal. She wanted to prove Alexa right.
The bartender had two shots of tequila
waiting for her when he saw her

approaching the bar. God, she loved him!



She had been gone for two months, and he
still knew exactly what she wanted. At
least one man did.

She took one after the other,

appreciating the never-failing bite as it
burned its way down her throat. The lime
that she chased it with had never tasted so
refreshing. She took the martini from the
bartender and left the bar to scope out the
scene. A group of girls in the corner
waved her over. She recognized one or
two from the private school she had
attended during middle and high school.
They weren’t her favorite people in the
world, but she was looking for normal
after all.

“Chyna Van der Wal,” the first one

said, standing uneasily with her drink in
hand. She threw her other arm around

Chyna’s shoulders. She was nearly as tall



as Chyna with long, wavy blonde hair and
a snooty upturned nose. Her parents had
old, old money, and she let everyone
know it. “It has been too long.”

“Totes true,” the second one chimed

in. She had a round face with a short chin-
length brown bob and dimpled cheeks.
She looked like she had put on a few
pounds since high school and was hiding
it behind her boob job.

“Good to see you, Layla,” she said to

the blonde. Then, she turned to the
brunette. “You, too, Amy.”

The two girls scooted their friends

over to give Chyna room to join their
group. Feeling obligated, she sat down.
Layla introduced Chyna to the rest of the
girls, but she wasn’t planning to be around
for much longer, so she didn’t pay

attention. In fact, she had other things on



her mind, like getting wasted, dancing
away the rest of the night, and stumbling
home to try and forget the rest of the week.
“So, what have you been up to?”

Chyna had seen Layla at the MET
sometime last year. She had tried to avoid
her, but Layla had somehow cornered her
on the way out. She had just graduated
from Yale with her bachelor’s in interior
design or fashion or something Chyna
knew Layla was likely never use as a
stay-at-home mom.

Layla thrust her left hand out, revealing
the massive diamond on her finger. “I got
married!”

“Nice,” Chyna said unenthusiastically.
Marriage was pretty low on her list of
priorities. Actually, it might not be on the
list. Sex sounded nice though. Nice,

straight, rough, vanilla sex.



“And, I’'m engaged!” Amy followed it
up by showing off her own rock.
“Great,” Chyna said, barely glancing

at their rings.

“And, you...” Layla said wide-eyed.
“You’re all over New York. Following in
mommy'’s footsteps, I see.”

God, she remembered why she hadn’t
been friends with these bitches in high
school. The bite of jealousy in Layla’s
voice was so unbecoming.

“How did you get to model for

Marco’s anyway? I’m still trying to get
him to return my calls. I heard he designs
wedding dresses, and hubby said I could
get whatever I wanted,” Amy crooned.
Chyna clutched the armrest at the
mention of his name. She couldn’t escape
him. She just couldn’t get away from any

of it. She put her glass down on the table



and stood. She hadn’t even noticed that
she hadn’t taken a single sip from the
drink. “I have to go.”

“Wait!” Layla called. “Where are you
going?”

“Away.”

“What’s wrong?” Amy cried, standing

as well.

“Nothing. I just...you know what? It
doesn’t matter,” Chyna said, turning away
from them.

“Rude much?” She said heard Layla

call at her as she walked away from their
table.

She didn’t stop or turn around. She

made it to the center of the dance space
and began grinding her body to the beat.
She wasn’t drunk enough to forget what
had just happened, but she tried to fill her

mind with the music, the dance, the grip of



someone’s hands on her hips. Still Marco
weaseled his way into her thoughts even
then.

She wasn’t supposed to care about

what she had done. It was no more than he
deserved. He might have been about to
surprise her with the cover spread of his
new advertisement, but that didn’t mean
anything. How many other women had
been cover models for him? How many
others had he photographed in his studio?
How many other models had he tossed
aside for the next thing? And how many
had left him?

She was sure that she was the only

one.

The only one dumb enough.

“Hey, baby, what’s your name?” the

guy whispered into her ear while she

pushed her ass against him.



“Doesn’t matter,” Chyna said, pushing

her hands up around his neck and rolling
her body back against his. Her name was
too recognizable at the moment. Maybe he
hadn’t seen the advertisement. Maybe he
hadn’t seen her name written in shiny gold
font at the bottom. But, she wasn’t taking
chances. Tonight, she was just some
anonymous girl in the VIP lounge.

“I like that,” he breathed into her ear.
They danced for the next three songs
before he leaned forward and spoke to her
again. “You want to get out of here?”

She debated. He was cute and a good
dancer. He definitely fell into the high
school jock category as far as looks went.
He was kind of built like a baseball

player with shortish blonde hair and a
cocky smile. She could dig that cocky

smile. It usually meant good things in the



bedroom...or it meant terrible things.



Taking a second look at him, she guessed
the former.

But, did she want to leave with some

guy that she just thought was cute, even if
he had a smile that she knew held
promise? “I don’t think so,” she finally
responded.

He didn’t acknowledge her refusal as

he continued to dance with her, his
movements getting impassioned. His
hands ran up her sides, and as she began
to pull her hands down from around his
neck, he reached up and locked them back
in place. She obliged his forceful
behavior and kept on dancing with him.
That was good enough for now. He was a
good enough distraction.

He took this as encouragement and
moved his hands back down her arms. His

hands got adventurous, rounding the



curves of her breasts and then trailing
down her flat stomach to the waistline of
her black shorts. His fingers dipped under
the material and fluttered lightly across the
inside of the seam. She dropped her head
backward onto his shoulder as his touch
heated her body. Maybe this was the
easiest way to forget.

They were pressed in on every side by

a mass of bodies dancing in the darkness.
She couldn’t tell one person from the next,
and it was giving him courage he likely
wouldn’t have had otherwise. His lips
found the side of her neck, kissing up to
her ear. She tilted her head sideways,
giving him easier access, as she enjoyed
the taste of pursuit.

She laughed at his boldness, but she

didn’t stop him as his hand moved farther

into her shorts. His finger stroked her silk



underwear in time with the music. She
rolled her ass in circles against his
hardening cock, teasing him despite her
refusal.

“Tease,” he growled into her ear. He
pinched her clit through her panties. Her
body arched backward into him, surprised
by his forcefulness. She had clearly been
right about her assessment of that smile.
“Come home with me.”

When she nodded, he released her and
pulled his hand out of her shorts. She let
him take her hand, and she followed him
out of the club. See, back to normal.

They took a cab to his place, and she

told Carl to tail them. She already knew
she wasn’t going to stay the night with this
guy.

They reached his apartment building

fifteen minutes later, and he practically



dragged her up to the second floor. She
followed, trying to get into the haste and
enthusiasm that was radiating off of him.
By this point, she was wishing that she
had finished her martini earlier. Another
drink would do her some good. He had
clearly had a few more than her.

He jiggled the door open and pushed it
with his hip. He grabbed her by the waist
and pulled her into his apartment. Their
lips crashed together before he even got
the door closed behind him. He tasted like
whiskey and cigarettes. He stumbled
backward, trying to guide them to the
bedroom in the dark, but he ran into an
armchair and fell over the edge. He stood
up laughing awkwardly.

“Sorry. Guess my roommate trashed

the place,” he said apologetically.

Chyna had no doubt that his roommate



did not trash the place, or at least, he had
something to do with the disaster she
could see even in the dark. Men!

Once they finally made it into his
bedroom, he scooted a pile of clothes off
the bed. Chyna tried not to judge her
surroundings,

but

she

was

really

wondering how he had made it into the
VIP section at all. This was why she had
always brought people back to her place.
It was really easier. But, under her present
condition and the fact that her face was
everywhere, she thought it best not to
draw any more attention to herself.

His lips found hers again, and she tried

to push energy into the kiss. He was



demanding passion, and she wasn’t feeling
it. Normally, she didn’t care as long as

she got something out of it, but tonight just
sucked.

She tried to push Marco and

everything associated with him out of her
head as she forced herself to concentrate
on his kisses. His arms wrapped around
her hips, pulling her into his body. She
eased into him; she wanted this.

They fell backward against his bed,

which creaked with their added body
weight to the poor frame. His hands found
the end of her shirt, and he awkwardly
pushed it up to her throat. He flipped her
bra up, rather than unsnapping it in the
back, and he massaged both of her breasts
between his hands. She tried to feel
something, anything for this guy. God, he

was caressing her breasts like he was



surprised she had them rather than adoring
their beauty!

He kissed around her right nipple

before sucking it up between his lips. He
pinched it gently between his teeth until it
became a small peak. He worked on the
other one until it matched, continuing to
massage the right breast like he was
playing with Play-Doh. Chyna closed her
eyes and let her head fall back, wanting
nothing more than to let herself feel the
heat that had traveled through her body in
the club.

One of his hands found her wrist lying
limp on the bed. He grabbed it and placed
her hand on his erection that was
throbbing through his dress pants.

“Play with him,” he told her, pressing

her hand down harder.

Her eyes flew open, and she stared up



at the ceiling. Had he just said him?
“Come on, baby. Play with him,” he
repeated. He helped her by unzipping his
pants, shoving his boxers down over his
dick, and showing him to her.

It was nicely sized but nothing to write
home about.

In the split second she stared at it,
hanging over the edge of his boxers with
pre-cum dripping from the tip, she
decided she was better than this. What the
hell had she been thinking? How had she
ever gotten to this point?

She went through life accepting the

short end of the stick, thinking she
deserved nothing more than what was
handed to her. She fucked millionaires and
busboys alike because she was gorgeous
and rich and could get away with it. She

could get away with not caring what



anyone else thought, thinking she wasn’t
worth much more. It was easier not to get
attached, not to allow anyone else to see
that she wasn’t worth their time.

But, this guy was clearly not worth her
time.

“Sorry, I can’t believe I’'m doing this,
but I can’t sleep with you,” Chyna said,
sitting up and adjusting her top so it was
no longer strangling her.

“What?” he asked, sitting up next to

her.

“This just isn’t working for me.”

He hid him back in his boxers, and

then he zipped up his pants. “You’re
joking?” he asked, glancing away from
her.

“Yeah, I just...” she began, shrugging.
What could she tell him? The thought of

his pre-cum getting near her grossed her



out? He had played with her breasts like a
kindergartener?

She

wasn’t

at

all

interested in him? He would never live up
to an Italian fashion designer? He would
never live up to Adam? God, why was he
still on her brain?! And, why did he have
to be at Alexa’s last weekend? Focus!

“I don’t understand.”

“What don’t you understand?” she

asked, standing. Placing a hand on her hip,
she leaned into it and stared at him,
raising her eyebrow. “This was a mistake,
plain and simple.”

“So, we’re not going to fuck?” he

asked, standing up from the bed to look at

her.



“No,” she said with a shudder,
“definitely not.”

“Whatever,” he said as if he wasn’t
offended. “I just wanted to say I slept with
a supermodel anyway.”

Chyna felt like he had punched her in
the face. She kept the shock off her face,
but she couldn’t keep her stomach from
clenching like a vice grip.

Really? He knew who she had been all
along. He had just wanted to fuck her, so
he could tell all of his friends that he had
slept with the girl in the New York Times
advertisement. What an asshole!

Thank God she had made the right
choice!

“I doubt you ever will,” she said,
stomping through his house.

“You were easy enough to get home,”

he called from the door of his bedroom.



“It’s too bad you don’t even know how
to use your dick,” she called over her
shoulder, wrenching the door open.
“Cunt!”

She smiled. Now there was a
compliment.

As she walked out of the door, she
realized how much she could not wait to
meet with Cassandra and get her life back
on track. Because she was crumbling in
her new existence.

CHAPTER 10

MAY TWO MONTHS EARLIER
Chyna heard the door click closed in

the living room, and she jumped up from
her closet floor. She had turned the place
upside down, debating on what to bring
for two months in Milan. She always
packed heavy. Well, she had always had

someone pack heavy for her. She and



Adam had just returned from Alexa’s
graduation party in Atlanta, and her two
biggest Louis Vuitton bags were still
stuffed full of garments she had never
worn. How could she possible decide
what she was going to wear two months
out?

Trying not to think about it anymore,
she wandered out of her bedroom and
down the hall. “Hey, you,” she said,
walking up to Adam and throwing her
arms around him. “How was work?”
He bent down and kissed her on the
mouth. “I’m glad it’s over, and that my
night belongs to you.”

“Me, too,” she said before she
deepened the Kkiss.

“I wish all of my days belonged to
you,” he whispered against her lips.

“They do,” she said, threading her



fingers through his hair.

“Except for those two months when

you go to Italy.”

Chyna sighed, resting her head against
his shoulder. “Are we having this
conversation again?”

“Nothing wrong with me wanting you
close.”

“No, there’s not,” she agreed. “But,

come on, Italy for a photo shoot for two
months. It’s a dream come true.”

He held her tighter. “I didn’t know it

was your dream though.”

“Well, it is,” she said, breaking his

hold. “I really don’t want to talk about this
again. I feel like we’ve had this same
discussion a dozen times since I got the
job offer.” She shook her head and started
walking back to her bedroom.

“Can we talk about how you got this



job again?” Adam asked. “Seems kind of
suspect.”

“Is it suspicious because someone
thought that I could perform a job well or
because I want to go?” she demanded, her
anger rising.

This was ridiculous . He just couldn’t
fathom why anyone would hire her. She
had no prior experience, no references,
and no in to the modeling world besides a
mother who no longer spoke to her. Yet,
she still managed to get this job. He didn’t
understand that she needed none of that.
She still managed to get this job. She just
needed a break, and she had found it.
“Why do you have to change the
subject?” he asked, striding down the
hallway after her.

“Because you make it seem like I can’t

do whatever I want to do,” she said,



pushing the door open with her hand.

“I never suggested that. I merely want

to know how you ended up getting a
modeling contract thousands of miles
away from me without batting an eyelash.”
“Oh, so you think I batted an eyelash?”
She whirled in place. “Is that what you
think?”

Adam walked slowly up to her,

standing all tensed-up in the middle of her
bedroom. He placed his hands on her arms
and stared down into her eyes. “No,” he
said with a wry smile. “That’s not what I
think.”

She stared up into his hazel eyes that

were looking so intently down on her, and
she felt bad for getting so riled up. She
was leaving in twenty-four hours and
didn’t need this bickering. Why did she

have to get like this? He only had her best



intentions at heart.

“I was merely curious about the
circumstances surrounding a job that you
didn’t apply for or know anything about. I
don’t want you walking into some kind of
scam,” he told her reassuringly.

“I’ve told you about how I got the

job,” she said, not breaking eye contact.
“It’s not a scam.”

“Tell me one more time,” he

requested, running his hands down her
arms.

“I met Marco,” she began.

He raised his eyebrows.

“Mr. Moretti,” she corrected, “the

fashion designer for Marco’s clothing
line, at his grand opening.”

“And, you got those tickets...” he
prompted.

She shrugged. “I don’t know. They



showed up at my front door.”

“Right. They showed up at your front
door,” he said, his voice disbelieving.
Chyna soldiered on. She was telling
him the truth, even if he was refusing to
believe her. She didn’t know how she got
the tickets, and frankly, she didn’t care
because those tickets led her to get the
job. “Mr. Moretti offered to do a photo
shoot with me when we met at the
opening.”

“Just like that. For no reason. No other
offer,” he said snidely.

Chyna swallowed. “No. No other
offer.” Okay, so she fibbed a bit, but he
didn’t need to know that. “I told him I
would think about it, and then I took his
card and left.”

“And, you thought about it and decided

you wanted to go to Italy for two months.”



“I didn’t know he would want me to go

to Italy for two months when I agreed to
model for him,” she told him exasperated.
“Well, what did he tell you?”

“That he would meet me in Central

Park since he was still in town. We took a
few pictures. He offered me the job and
told me some information about the shoot.
I accepted. I found out about the extent of
the modeling job after I’d already agreed
to go. I couldn’t back out!”

“I know,” he said, running his hands
across her waist and pulling her in close.
“I know how you feel about it all. I’'m just
going to miss you.” He whispered that last
line into her ear.

She nearly lost it. He would miss her.

He hadn’t said that before. No one had
ever missed her. Not really. Not like that.

Not heartbreakingly so.



She grabbed at the back of his button-

up shirt, fisting it in her hands, and she
pulled it loose from his pants. She needed
him right now like she had never needed
anything else.

“What are you doing?” he asked softly.
She looked up at him with a devious
smile. “What does it look like I’'m doing?”
Once his shirt was untucked, she ran

her hands up the front and began
unfastening each button individually.
“Why the sudden shift in mood?”

“You’re going to miss me,” she
whispered, biting on her bottom lip.

“Of course I am,” he said, reaching up
and running his thumb across her jawline
before he captured her lips.

“No one ever misses me,” she

admitted, pushing her hands underneath his

shirt and sliding it over his shoulders.



He shrugged out of the shirt, letting it
fall to the ground. She felt so vulnerable,
but this was Adam. She could do this with
him.

He seemed to respond to her

declaration with vigor, pressing his lips
desperately against hers. Their mouths
locked together in an emotional feverish
embrace, speaking volumes more than
either of them had ever been able to say
about their affection. He broke contact to
kiss her neck, lowering the spaghetti
straps of her dress so that he could kiss
across her exposed collarbone. It was a
helpless longing of two souls craving
nothing more than the other.

Chyna’s

hands

went

to



work,

unbuckling his belt and then shoving his
pants to the ground. She wanted him,
needed him. It was something more than
desire pushing through her, but she
couldn’t place it. All she knew was that
this needed to happen, and it needed to
happen now. Everything else could wait.
His hands found the hem of her dress,
and he pulled it over her head. She smiled
up at him confidently. She was so
unbelievably ready for him. He stripped
out of his boxers while she unclasped her
bra and stepped out of her pink thong.
“You look so pretty,” he said, brushing
his lips against her.

“Pretty?” she asked with a giggle.

Pretty was for girls. She was accustomed
to being called gorgeous and sexy...not

pretty.



“Yeah,

Chyna.

You

are

SO

unbelievably pretty. The prettiest thing
I’ve ever laid eyes on,” he said, slowly
walking her backward toward the bed.
His right hand came up, tucking a strand of
black hair behind her ear.

“Ever?” she asked. She felt giddy.

Pretty didn’t sound so bad coming out of
his mouth. He was breaking all the rules,
and she liked it.

His hands ran down her naked body,
gripping her hips. “Ever.”

The backs of her knees hit the

footboard of the bed, stopping her in her
tracks.

“Just see yourself through my eyes for



one day,” he pleaded, pulling her into a
soft, sensual kiss.

When they broke apart, she stared up

at him breathless, uncertain how to take
that last statement. “How do you see me?”
she asked, seeing her relfection in his
hazel eyes. She looked the same as
always.

“As so much more than a pretty face,”

he whispered, brushing his nose against
hers lightly. “So much more.”

She placed both of her hands on his
cheeks, leaned forward, and kissed him
with all the promise of what was to come.
He pressed her backward toward the
mattress, and they eased into the plush
down comforter together. His hands
roamed her body, and sparks ignited at his
touch. As their kiss heated, warmth spread

through her lower half, and she had the



sudden realization that she never wanted
this to stop.

It was somehow...more than anything
else she had ever experienced. She didn’t
know what that meant or what she was
feeling. Her stomach was clenching up,
her heart was beating erratically, and her
palms were clammy. Every sensation
seemed heightened, and she felt lost in his
every touch.

As he pulled back from their

passionate kiss, Adam’s hand came up and
stroked her dark hair. All went silent. It
was just the two of them. She wanted him
for everything he had said and more, so
much more.

He eased into her without another

word, and she was so ready for him. She
was ready to feel all of him. She needed

to know that he was hers—only hers. That



was all that she wanted in that moment.
She was glad that someone finally wanted
her exactly as she was.

She wrapped her legs around his hips,
meeting him stroke for stroke. They moved
together effortlessly, working up a sweat
as their desire mounted. Her back arched
off the bed as his movements quickened,
and her impending climax awakened her
body.

“Chyna,” he groaned, resting one of his
elbows next to her head while thrusting
into her.

She moaned louder than before as he

slid into her again faster.

“I’m getting close.”

“Me, too,” she moaned, her hands
digging into his slick back.

“Will you look at me?”

She breathed heavily, letting her back



fall down to the bed. He was moving
faster on top of her, slamming into her
body at irregular intervals, and she was on
the brink. Her head tilted toward him, and
her eyes slowly fluttered open.

“That’s exactly how I want to

remember you.”

“Remember me?” she asked through

her deep breaths.

“Every time I think about you,” he said
with a smirk.

“Fuck!” she cried, orgasm ripping
through her body at his sweet words.

He doubled over on top of her,

grunting as he came inside of her. She
shuddered, clenching around him and
holding him tight. She didn’t want to let
him go. She wanted to stay like this
forever.

But, forever wasn’t meant to be



forever.

Adam kissed Chyna lightly on her

nose. He slowly rolled off of her, grabbed
his boxers, and headed for the bathroom.
She watched him go with a wonderful
satisfaction settling in her stomach. She
had never experienced sex in quite the
same way. Her heart was open, laying
bare on the bed, and she felt light and free.
She was...happy.

He returned a moment later, resting his
shoulder against the doorframe as he
looked down at the floor. Chyna sat up on
her elbows and turned her head to face
him. She had his typical goofy grin on her
face for once.

“Don’t go,” he whispered so softly that
she barely heard him.

“Go where?” she asked, having

already



forgotten

their

earlier

conversation.

“To Italy. Don’t go to Italy.”

She dropped her head back onto the
pillow and smiled up at the ceiling. Why
was he even bringing this up again? She
was leaving in twenty-four hours. It was
settled. “I have to go,” she said with a
yawn, stretching her arms over her head.
“No. You don’t,” he said, his voice
clearly restrained.

She kept her hands overhead and

rolled to face him, lying on her right arm.
“Adam, come back to bed. I want you to
hold me.”

“Chyna, aren’t you listening?” he

asked. He still hadn’t looked up from the

carpet.



She studied him standing there, bathed

in the bathroom light. He was tense, which
didn’t make any sense given the
circumstances, and he wouldn’t look at
her.

“I guess not,” she said softly, her heart
picking up speed.

“Don’t go to Italy.”

“Adam, we’ve already talked about

this,” she whined. Sitting up cautiously in
bed, she wrapped the comforter around
her.

“And, you don’t seem to hear what I’'m
saying.”

“I get that you don’t want me to go.”

“Do you?” he asked, looking up at her
finally.

“Y-yes,” she said uncertainly.

She had thought that she got what he

was saying. He didn’t want her to go. He



would miss her. They had just had
unbelievable sex. Did she mention he
would miss her? Well, she would miss
him, too, but it didn’t make any sense why
he was bringing this up again.

“Then, why are you going?” he asked.
“Adam, I didn’t think you were

serious,” she said, tilting her head and
assessing him. “I mean, I know that you
wanted me to stay, but I thought that was
just because you were going to miss me. I
didn’t think that you actually didn’t want
me to pursue modeling.”

“You didn’t think I was serious? You
thought I wanted my girlfriend on the other
side of the planet?” he asked in disbelief.
“Well, no, but—"”

“But, you were going to do it anyway.”

“I don’t understand,” she said, shaking

her head. Her post-coital bliss was



disappearing with every word he uttered.
“Why are you doing this?”

“Chyna, I want you to understand. I

don’t want you to go. Stay with me here in
New York,” he said, walking forward out
of the bathroom. He sat down on the side
of the bed and took her hands in his,
pleading with her. “Why would you want
to leave New York? Why would you want
to leave me?”

“I’m not leaving you, Adam,” she
reassured him. “I’ll only be gone for two
months. I’ll be back before you know it.”
He shook his head. “At what cost?”
“What are you getting at?” she asked,
staring down at where he was still holding
her hands.

“After what happened here...” he

trailed off.

“After what happened?” she asked, her



eyes narrowing.

He glanced away from her but

answered, “With John.”

“You think I’1l cheat on you?” she

hissed. After everything that had just
happened and their perfect relationship
since that incident, he still thought so
poorly of her. He still thought that she
wouldn’t be the girlfriend that he
deserved.

Her chest expanded, and her breathing
suddenly became very heavy. It was like
she was sucking air in and breathing it out,
but none of it was happening fast enough.
Her hands began trembling lightly in his.
She couldn’t believe this. She couldn’t
believe him. After the best sex of her
life...he had to go and...she couldn’t even
think it.

“I don’t know, Chyna. No.”



“Well, which is it?” she asked slowly,
trying to make sure she kept breathing.
“No. No, I don’t think that. I just...

don’t know.”

“Now, you’re not making sense,” she
whispered, clutching onto his hands to
keep hers from shaking.

“I just don’t want you to go. You don’t
need the money!” he insisted. “Why are
you going? Why are you leaving me?”
“Adam, I’'m not leaving you,” she
reassured him again helplessly. Why did
he keep saying that? “And, it’s not about
the money. I don’t care about the money. I
want to prove that I can do something
right, but apparently, even the right thing is
wrong.”

“You don’t need to go to Italy to prove
that you can do something right, Chyna,”

he told her. “You can do something right



by staying here in New York! Don’t you
see?”

“No, I don’t. Can’t you see that I need
this? Aren’t you supposed to see that?”
she pleaded.

“Chyna, but we’re happy. Right?”

“Yeah, Adam, we’re happy. I’m not
unhappy with you. I just need...my own
life. You have a job that you love, and you
want to work late nights because you love
it so goddamn much. I don’t have anything
like that! I just have...me,” she whispered.
“I want something that’s mine.”

“I’m yours,” he told her.

“Then, let me do this!”

“Okay,”

he

said,

standing

and



dropping her hands.

She breathed out a sigh of relief. He

was finally coming around. He was finally
seeing that she needed this.

“Then, you should be able to do this

your way,” he whispered softly.

“I agree.”

“Good.”

“I’m glad we’re finally on the same
page.”

“Me, too,” he said, nodding. “I can’t

do long distance.”

Chyna snapped her head around to

look at him. She ground her teeth to keep
from showing the shock that she was sure,
if he just looked at her, registered in her
eyes. “You...can’t do long distance?” she
asked flatly.

“No. You want this. Then, you should

have it. I’'m glad we agree on that.”



“Is this about Christina?” she asked

him desperately. It was the only thing that
explained how this was coming so far out
of left field. His last girlfriend had left
him because they couldn’t do long
distance. Why did he assume that she was
the same way? She wished he would just
talk to her!

“What?” he asked, showing the shock
that she had on her face only seconds ago.
“No! This is not about Christina. This is
about you wanting to go off and find
something of your own. This is about you
following your dreams. This is about you,
Chyna. This is not about me.”

“Adam,” she breathed, begging him to
look at her.

“I have to go,” he said, pulling his

clothes back on. “This is a mutual thing.

We agreed.” He made the last part sound



like a death sentence. A mutual agreement
had never felt so one-sided. “Have a safe
trip,” he said, glancing at her one last time
over his shoulder before making a break
for the door.

She pulled her knees up to her chest

and rested her chin on them. Her heart felt
like it had been run over by a bulldozer. If
she had thought her breathing was bad
before, she wasn’t even sure if she was
breathing now.

Her normal reaction would have been

to immediately call Alexa or even
Frederick and talk out this ridiculous turn
of affairs. But, she didn’t even have it in
her heart to give either of them a call.
What would they say to her that she
couldn’t tell herself?

The fact that Adam would have the

audacity to leave her not once but now



twice was unbelievable. He claimed it
was mutual, and maybe it was to an extent.
She had agreed with him after all. She
needed to go. She needed to do this to
prove to herself, if no one else, that she
could do something great.

He had every right to leave her. He

had every right to want to have a stable
girlfriend. He had every right to find
someone better.

She didn’t deserve the heartache. If he
didn’t want her, then she shouldn’t want
him. She could have another guy in a
second.

All true.

None of it mattered now.

She brought her hand up to her eyes

and pressed against them hard. God, she
was a mess! Why did he have to leave?

For once, why couldn’t things be as



wonderful and perfect as everyone thought
her life was?

They were happy. They were so

happy. Yet, she still wasn’t good enough
for him. She still wasn’t good enough to
keep around. She was going to be gone for
two months, not six months, not a year.
They could have worked through it. Other
people did it! What made them so
different?

Was it just a way out? Did he want to

be rid of her? This would be the easiest
way for him to do that, if that was what he
wanted. But, that didn’t explain his
behavior. He didn’t have to come to
Atlanta with her for Alexa’s graduation.
He didn’t have to be so sweet and caring.
He didn’t have to have beautiful,
passionate sex with her.

He had done all those things and left



her anyway. So, maybe the reasoning in
the long run didn’t matter. Regardless, he
had come to the same conclusion. He had
struck the final blow.

She pulled her hands away from her

eyes and saw that they were wet. A sob
escaped her, and she bent forward over
her knees, tears streaming down her face.
She hiccupped, pain racking her body as
she shook with the force of her despair.
Why was she crying? Why was she
crying? Why the hell was she crying?
She couldn’t cry over him. She didn’t
cry over boys. This was ridiculous. She
hadn’t cried the last time they had broken
up...well, not until she had called Lexi
and realized the extent of the situation.
Why couldn’t this be like last time?

Why couldn’t she find the anger

instead of this pain that had locked itself



away in her heart and was slowly eating
away at it from the inside out?
CHAPTER 11

PRESENT

Two weeks.

Two whole weeks.

That’s how long it took before Marco
pulled the advertisement with her picture
on it. It was long enough to make her truly
feel the weight of what she had done, but
it wasn’t long enough to make it look like
a mistake on his end.

It was strange walking the streets of

her home again. She had already gotten
used to people staring at her, trying to
place her face, or pointing out an
advertisement as she walked by. The ad
had made her an overnight celebrity, a
constant reminder of what she had left

behind in Milan. Whatever Marco’s



original intentions were, the display was
now only laced with regret.

She turned the corner toward Barneys

and came face to face with Ravenna. She
looked exquisite in painted on black pants,
an olive button-up shirt, and black peep-
toe heels. Her red hair was pulled off of
one side of her face, and she managed to
wear blood red lipstick perfectly.

Chyna knew that the picture wasn’t as
good as her own. Ravenna was second
best, a backup, and it showed. Probably
not to most eyes, but Chyna knew. She had
been there when this picture was taken in
the middle of the summer at a mock studio
outside of the city. Marco had been in a
foul mood, yelling at everyone. He hadn’t
liked a single picture that day. Guess he
had changed his mind.

She knew what he was getting at. She



was replaceable. He didn’t need her.

Even on his worst day when nothing was
going right, he could capture something
fitting enough to plaster all over New
York City...without her.

She heard him loud and clear. Loud.

And. Clear.

Asshole.

Chyna passed the sign, ignoring the
woman who commented on how pretty the
model was, and walked down the street
toward Madison Avenue. Tourists flitted
around outside of Barneys. Some were
walking purposefully with their cell phone
plastered to their ear while others were
moseying along, occasionally snapping
photos. Why they were taking a picture of
a department store was beyond her. Didn’t
people have department stores at home?

Granted this was Barney’s, but still.



She pushed past a crowd of people
debating whether or not to go inside and
she walked through the doors toward the
elevator. The elevator deposited her on
the ninth floor, and she strolled into
Fred’s for her afternoon luncheon.

The hostess asked for her name, and
Chyna was thankful that she had a
reservation. The restaurant was packed.
She never came here on Saturday
afternoons, but some exceptions could be
warranted. This was definitely one of
them.

She followed the hostess to her table

and took a seat. The past two weeks had
gone by painfully slow, and she was ready
to get back to modeling. She had gone to
Milan to prove to herself that she could do
something great, and she had done it.

Modeling was something she was great at.



She had never known how much she
would love it though.

She tried to act like she was going to
move on and do some other mindless
activity like she always did. Alexa was
seeing through her act though. She was
thankful that she had a friend who would
give her space and let her deal with her
problems on her own. After Chyna had
landed on her doorstep when she returned
from Milan, Alexa had been giving her the
time she needed. She wanted to help, but
they had known each other long enough to
know that Alexa needed the push, and
Chyna rejected it.

She shrugged the thoughts away,

wanting to concentrate on the present.
What mattered now was moving forward.
She couldn’t change what had happened

with Marco—that she had left him...and



that note.

How could she have left that? No . She
wouldn’t regret it. That note was
perfection. It was something he needed to
hear, and it was something she needed him
to know. She wasn’t going to be tossed
aside. Even though he was playing his
card by pulling down her picture, it was
the only card he had.

She had left him, after all.

Her thoughts vanished as her quarry
walked through the restaurant entrance.
Cassandra Corsa was a slight woman with
more style than anyone Chyna had ever
met. A brown dress tied around her neck,
cinching in her dangerously slim waist,
and pleated slightly into a perfect A-line
just past her knees. She wore white peep-
toe heels and a white signature Corsa

purse. Her hair was parted on the right



and pulled back into a low bun at the nape
of her neck, and she wore accentuating
makeup. Chyna couldn’t have guessed her
age if she had tried.

Cassandra was a woman who knew

the inside and outside of beauty. She could
take something ordinary and create
something beyond what you could have
ever expected. Her family line was made
of designers, and she had been in Corsa
designs since she was an infant. The
Corsa name carried weight and power in
the world that Chyna wanted back into,
and Chyna wanted nothing more than to
use that to her advantage. Plus, she liked
Cassandra.

The hostess smiled at Cassandra and
walked her back to Chyna’s table. Chyna
stood gracefully, leaning forward, as she

kissed both of Cassandra’s cheeks.



“Good to see you, dear,” Cassandra

said with a smile.

“And, you as well. I’'m fortunate that

you are in New York this weekend,”
Chyna said, mirroring her smile.

“Ah, yes. Business calls,” she said,

taking a seat across from her.

A waiter arrived promptly. They both
requested water and salads, the customary
model diet. Cassandra started haggling the
waiter about their variety of wine, and she
ended up ordering a bottle of some vintage
import. Chyna was hoping that the
conversation would be shorter than a
bottle of wine. She hadn’t really been
drinking much the past two weeks and
couldn’t afford a slip up.

“I was surprised to hear from your
mother,” Cassandra mused aloud. “I

wasn’t even aware that you were related



at first.”

Chyna smiled, sitting up straighter in

her chair. “Well, I’m glad she was able to
reach you.”

“Your Marco wouldn’t give you the
number?” she asked, her face giving away
nothing.

Chyna breathed in sharply, not wanting

to have this conversation. She wanted the
modeling job. That was all she was here
for. She wasn’t here for Marco. Forget
about Marco. He put her on the map, and
she damn well was going to keep herself
there.

“It didn’t come up,” she answered
honestly in as vague a manner as she could
muster.

“I saw your spread,” Cassandra noted.

“I think everyone saw it,” Chyna said.

“Isn’t he extraordinary?” She wasn’t sure



why she was using the same phrasing
Cassandra had used at the Glam Ball, but
it seemed fitting. She wanted to stay in
comfortable conversation.

“He’s young,” she said with a shrug.

She had probably seen many talented
young men come and go. Chyna doubted
many of them had Marco’s flare. She
needed to stop thinking about him. She
was obsessed with an imaginary dream,
and she needed to let it go!

“A young visionary. I think many have
started

as

such,”

Chyna

said

as

Cassandra’s wine arrived.

The waiter popped open the bottle and



poured each of them a full glass of red
wine. It was truly incredible—sweet but
not too sweet and as smooth as butter. She
could have drunk the whole bottle herself.
Probably not the best idea under the
circumstances.

Cassandra sipped from her glass and
sighed. “If only it was Italian,” she purred,
her face a mask with a smile that didn’t
seem to fit her.

“I miss Italian wine,” Chyna agreed.

But , this shit was fantastic.

“I always miss my home when I’'m
away,” she said, swirling the wine around
in her glass before taking another sip.

“I can understand that. I’m back in

New York after all.”

“This is your home?” she asked,

studying her face.

Chyna nodded.



“I would have thought...well, it

doesn’t matter.”

“You would have thought what?”

Chyna prompted.

“Just something...more. I can’t explain
it,” Cassandra said, flourishing her hand
to close the conversation. “Well, let’s get
down to it. I’ve been up to my ears with
meetings since I’ve been here. Why did
you call this one?”

Chyna set her glass of wine down on

the table and looked back up at Cassandra.
She wore the strangest smile on her face.
In a way, Chyna wasn’t even sure if you
could call it a smile. It was just her face.
“I wanted to talk to you about that job
offer. You mentioned that you were
looking to add me to your collection, and I
just needed to contact you. So is that spot

still available?” Chyna asked, finding that



she was rambling more than she had
thought. Why was she so nervous?
Cassandra reached forward across the
table and touched Chyna’s hand. Chyna
looked down at it. She was a little
surprised that Cassandra would touch her.
It seemed out of place.

“What happened?” she asked.

“What are you talking about?” Chyna
responded. She was getting irritated for no
reason. It seemed like Cassandra was
trying to sympathize with her...or pity her.
Not only did she have no idea why
Cassandra would do that, but it also
wasn’t the appropriate response when
asking about a job offer.

“With Marco. You were at the height.

You were the center.”

“You offered me a job, and he didn’t.

Plain and simple,” she said. Nothing about



it was plain and simple, but it was the
truth. She hadn’t given Marco the
opportunity to get that far.

“But, why? What happened? He should
have offered you that job. I saw the
spread,” Cassandra reminded her.

Why was she reminding her though?
Why was she digging? Everyone had seen
the spread! Every fashion designer in the
world knew what her picture looked like
at this point. What did that have to do with
anything?

“I don’t know,” she spoke flatly. “He

just didn’t.”

“Huh,” Cassandra said, releasing her
hand and leaning back in her chair. “You
don’t know?”

“No,” Chyna lied. She knew damn

well what had happened. She had walked

out on him. She had ruined it. “But, Marco



doesn’t have anything to do with this
meeting. I just came to talk to you about
the job you offered me.”

“I know, but unfortunately, Marco
Moretti has a whole hell of a lot to do
with this meeting,” Cassandra said,
tipping her glass back and finishing off her
first glass of wine.

Oh, no! Oh, no, no, no! This could not

be happening. What did Marco have to do
with this? What had he done? She could
feel the vibrations on the train tracks, but
she couldn’t move. The train was coming
whether she wanted it to or not, and she
couldn’t stop it or slow it down.

“Why?” was the only thing she

managed to get out. She was pretty sure
that she looked shocked.

“You really don’t know,” Cassandra

muttered softly. “Interesting.”



“Care to enlighten me?” she asked

dryly.

“You’ve been blacklisted across all
design markets. You’re unhirable.”
Chyna’s head swam, and she rested

her hand on the table to keep herself from
spinning.

Blacklisted.

All

markets.

Unhirable. Her throat ceased. She didn’t
understand those words, especially not all
together in relation to her. She...she
couldn’t be. She just couldn’t be.

He wouldn’t do that. She had been on
top. She had been everything. Then, one
fuck up—leaving him—and that was the
end? That couldn’t be the end!

This was what she wanted! He

couldn’t steal the one thing that she



wanted. It’s not like she had taken
anything from him except the break up.
She would gladly go back to Italy and let
him end it if it meant that he would change
this.

She didn’t even know that he could do
this. How could he blacklist her? What
did he have on her that would justify
murdering her career before it had even
officially begun?

And, Cassandra was somehow going
along with it. After offering her the
position at the Glam Ball, Cassandra was
now...retracting her offer. Was a blacklist
so disruptive that even someone who had
already made her an offer could recant the
statement?

“So...he didn’t tell you,” Cassandra

said.

That was pretty fucking clear!



“Did you come to this meeting just to

find out if he had?” Chyna asked her
desperately, surprised she still could form
words.

“To be perfectly honest, I assumed that
you would try to talk me out of it. I thought
it might be worth a shot to hear you try. I
didn’t expect to be the one to break the
news to you,” she said plainly.

She was a plain woman. So plain.

Why was she fortunate enough to not be on
a blacklist? How did one even get on
there?

Chyna was pissed. She had given up

so much to go, wanting to find her piece of
greatness. And, she still managed to lose

it. She lost everything that ever mattered

to her.

“Did he say...why?” she asked,

clenching her teeth to keep herself



together. She was ping-ponging between
uncontrollable, fierce anger—the rip-
your-throat-out kind—to hyperventilating,
soul-crushing depression—with big, fat
ugly tears.

“You don’t want to do this,” she told

her warningly. “If it were me, I’d let it go
and find a new profession. No one in this
town or the next is going to hire you.”
“So, he said why,” she muttered,
wondering how far he had dragged her
name through the dirt to make her
unhirable. What did it take?

“He did,” Cassandra confirmed. “But,

it might be best if you—"

“What were his reasons?” she

snapped, cutting Cassandra off. She could
never work for the woman. Who cared
what manners looked like when she

needed nothing from her? What was she



going to do...keep her from a job? Oh,
wait...

“Breaking-and-entering

and

theft

mainly, but also, you apparently quit the
modeling contract two weeks early
without a word, causing him to have to
rework his entire layout and lose money,”
Cassandra told her flatly. “I don’t know
what to think about the first two, but losing
money in our business, in any business,
will be a good enough reason for most
designers. You must have done a real
number on him.”

“He’s totally fucked-up!” she told him.
Of course! It all made sense now. Theft—
she had a one-of-a-kind million-dollar
dress tucked away in her closet as they

spoke right now. Not to mention, she had



confiscated the sex tape and modeling
pictures from his apartment before
departing. And, she had ended her contract
early. The breaking-and-entering was just
icing on the cake, but everything else he
had said was true. He was trying to make
her out to be the worst kind of scum.
What was worse...was that it was
working.

“So, you’re not going to hire me?”
Chyna asked, just wanting to clarify.
“I’m afraid not.”

“Seriously? Because of one man?”
Chyna scrunched her eyebrows together.
“It’s more than that. You don’t
understand how the blacklist works.”
“But, I certainly know that you’re
following a wolf in sheep’s clothing,”
Chyna spat at her, furious with Marco for

what he had done. “And, you’ll regret it.”



“Why would I regret it?” Cassandra
asked plainly.

“Because I’m the best.”

“Every model thinks that.”

Chyna scoffed. “Go back and look at
that spread. The only reason he put me on
that list is because he can’t have me,”
Chyna said, pushing her chair back, “and
he doesn’t want anyone else to either.”
“That may be,” Cassandra conceded.
“But, in your position, I would just be
glad that he’s not pressing charges,” she
said softly. She actually looked a bit sad.
“And, isn’t that strange? I mean, all
things

considered,”

Chyna

snapped,

knowing it was a better defense than

denying the charges.



“It is,” Cassandra admitted.

“Right,” she said, popping the t at the
end of the word, as she rose from her
chair. “I would think about what I said.
You’re the one letting him win.”
Cassandra slowly stood, too. She
extended her hand toward Chyna who
reluctantly shook it. Chyna was surprised
she was even receiving this much
hospitality. It wasn’t quite the warm
welcome she had received at the Glam
Ball.

“I’m sorry about Marco,” Cassandra
finally said.

“Don’t be,” Chyna said viciously,

trying to pull her hand back.

“I think he was madly in love with

you,” she whispered, staring intently into
Chyna’s green eyes.

Chyna’s mouth popped open in



surprise. She was not expecting that.
“Then, you don’t know the first thing about
love.”

Cassandra sighed and shook her head,
releasing her hand. “I wish you did.”

She wrenched her hand back from
Cassandra. How dare she! What a nosy
little bitch! She had no right to presume
anything about her or Marco. She certainly
had no right to dash her dreams and then
shove the stupid L-word down her throat.
How would she even know if Marco

loved her? He was a player, and she
wanted to be played. When she didn’t
want to be played any longer, she left.
There was no added complication and no
secret devotion between them. They were
just two people who wanted to be fucked
as they tried to get ahead.

Chyna grabbed her purse off the



ground, took one last fleeting glance at
Cassandra Corsa, and then left the
restaurant with her last shred of dignity.
She was barely keeping it together.

By the time she made it out of Barneys,
Chyna thought she was going to combust.
Her hands were balled into fists and
shaking. Her jaw was set, and she thought
she might scream any second. Short angry
bursts escaped her mouth, and people
passing by glanced at her nervously. She
let out a string of expletives, cursing
everything under the sun for her existence
today. More people stared, but she didn’t
care. She was seeing red.

She took a seat on an empty bench and
pulled out her phone. Alexa would make it
better. She would understand...except
Chyna hadn’t told her everything that had

happened. They had breezed over the



details when she had landed at her door.
Of course, she knew about the cover
spread, but that was what she had been in
Milan for in the first place. Not that she
was trying to hide it from Alexa. She had
told her about Marco, but Alexa had
assumed, as most people would, that it
was a just a fling. Nothing more. She just
hadn’t gone into the details.

Plus, Alexa was leaving for Atlanta
today. Another harebrained idea to deal
with her men. Why couldn’t either of them
manage relationships?

Chyna figured that at least she had one
person left whom she could always vent
to. Pressing Frederick’s number, she
waited for him to answer.

“Sugar, it’s been a while since I’ve

heard your sweet voice,” Frederick

crooned into the phone.



“Hey,” she said, her voice lacking her
normal pep. “Can you talk?”

“I’m at work but sure,” he said, kind of
taken aback by her somber tone.

She usually took her lows to Alexa,

but she couldn’t right now. Maybe she just
wanted him to call her a bitch and be done
with it.

“I can’t sugarcoat it,” she said,
swallowing. She had cried once before,
and the crumbling of her dreams should
have warranted the same emotional
breakdown. But she would not cry over
this. At least this time, she found her
anger. “I really fucked up.”

“What else is new? Tell me?” he said.

She could hear him adjusting the

phone, likely holding it up against his
shoulder while he reupholstered a couch

or sewed a pillow or wherever his



interior decorating skills took him.
“Where to start?” she grumbled. “I
fucked Marco Moretti.”

“Shut up!” he cried.

“He likes it kinky.”

“Shut up!”

“I let him chain me to the bed naked,
photograph me, and make a sex tape.”
“Shut the fuck up, you dirty little slut!
Can I have your life, please?!”

“Please take it,” she told him, trying
hard to keep breathing properly.

“What could possibly make you want

to give that shit up?” he demanded.
“That’s the thing...I did give it up. I
stole a million-dollar dress, the pictures,
the sex tape, left him, and came back to
New York,” she whispered the whole

explanation. It sounded less and less

believable every time. How had she



actually gone through with that?
“You...what?”

he

asked,

nearly

dropping the phone.

“He’s ruined it all. He’s blacklisted

me across the entire design market. I’ve
been termed unhirable. I had a job offer
for modeling in the fall, and they retracted
it! They actually retracted the fucking

'”

offer!” she cried, unable to believe what
she was saying. How could he be so
cruel?

“I hate to say this,” Frederick said,
suddenly serious, “but...he didn’t ruin it
all. You did, baby girl.”

“What?” she asked, standing straight

up off of the park bench in astonishment.

“You walked out on him after all of



that? Sweetheart, I’d do way worse!” he
told her honestly. “If he’s going through
the effort to fuck you over so thoroughly,
he had it for you, and he had it bad. I'd go
through hell and high water to make sure
you were miserable without me.”

“Fuck!” she cried angrily. “Can’t you

just fucking sympathize with me? Why do
you have to be so logical?”

“Look, bitch, if you can’t take the heat,
get out of the fucking kitchen!”

“Fine! I will!” she yelled through the
phone.

“Whatever. You’ll come crawling

back for more. I’'m the only man you ever
keep coming back to.”

She felt that like a slap to the face. She
needed to remind herself never to fight
with Frederick again. He fought dirty, and

she was too sensitive right now. What he



was saying hurt! And all she wanted to do
was stop feeling.

“Just wait until you see what I do to

my apartment,” she growled into the
phone.

“Find another designer to clean up

your mess!” he snapped, the double
meaning clear in his words. He hung up
before she could get the last word in.

Of all the things she had been

expecting from Frederick, anger and
judgment were not among them.

Without him, whom else could she talk
to about this? How could she make them
understand that she had lost something
special to her...something that had really
mattered to her? People didn’t think
anything mattered to her besides drinking
and random hook-ups. How could she

prove them wrong now? The industry



wouldn’t let her stick with modeling, and
it would all look like just another thing
that Chyna quickly got tired of.

She sat back on the bench, her anger
seeping out of her like sand through a
sieve. There was one person. One person
who would understand what she had given
up to get to where she was in modeling.
One person who would understand what
she was losing by giving it up.

Her hands were trembling as suspense
stole her stomach. This shouldn’t be so
difficult. She used to talk to him every
day.

She waited for the line to click over to
voicemail. He wasn’t going to answer.
Just another disappointment . She heard
him clearing his voice before anything
else. It was so familiar that she nearly

smiled.



“Hey,” he muttered into the phone.
“Now really isn’t a good time. Can I call
you back?”

She sighed. “Can we talk?”

“I...uh, do you...think that’s a good
idea? We kind of...” he trailed off.
“Please,” she begged. “I’m not asking
for much, just some of your time.”

He paused, releasing a sigh that said

he was going to give in. “When you didn’t
call after you got back, I thought it was
over,” he said softly.

“Isn’t that what you want?” she asked,
her desperation palpable.

“How could you think I wanted that?”
“You ended it.”

“You were leaving.”

She sighed, thinking about everything
that had happened since she left New

York. A lot of it was pretty fucked-up, but



a lot of it wasn’t. She loved modeling.
Wasn’t it better to have loved and lost
than to never have loved at all ? Even if it
hurt like hell?

“I’m glad I did,” she finally responded
softly, “but not that I lost you in the
process.”

There . She had admitted it.

CHAPTER 12

PRESENT

Chyna watched Alexa walk away from
her town car toward the airport. After her
conversation with Adam earlier, she had
felt a lot better about what had happened
to her. She had wanted to tell Alexa about
what

had

happened

with

Marco,



Cassandra, Frederick—with all of them—
but she had so much else to deal with right
now.

Going to this wedding was a terrible

idea, and as much as Chyna had tried to
talk her out of it, she couldn’t reason with
Alexa. If Chyna had unloaded all of her
problems on Alexa today, that would have
been really bad for her friend. Chyna
wanted to tell her, but timing was key. It
could wait until she got back. It was just
one week.

Plus, Alexa was hiding things from her
anyway. She wouldn’t tell her whom she
had been secretly seeing. She thought she
was so clever, but Chyna saw it all over
her that she was into someone new.
Eventually, she would get it out of her, but
perhaps, that was a conversation for later

as well. After that godforsaken wedding.



Adam would be off work soon, and he

had promised to come over to talk. She
was picking up Chinese food, his favorite
take-out. It felt really normal, and she kind
of liked it. She needed some normal in her
life after the whirlwind that had taken
over.

Carl drove her back to her place, and a
weight seemed to settle on her shoulders
as she took the elevator to the top floor.
She’d had to keep it together for Alexa,
but she couldn’t keep the act up. What had
happened was eating away at her slowly
but surely.

She had officially hit rock bottom.

Before this, she had never really

known what it felt like. She had lost Adam
of her own volition. Hope still sprung up
between them, but she didn’t know what

would happen once they started talking.



Would the old feelings blossom again?
Or, would he realize what she had known
all along—that she wasn’t good enough
for him? It seemed fitting, considering
everything else.

She had lost Marco. She had lost the
Corsa contract. She had lost modeling all
together. Frederick was mad at her, not
that she thought that would last.

Chyna hated sounding like the poor,

little rich girl, but she had never put
herself out there before long enough to let
everything fall apart. It was an eye-
opening experience to...fail.

She heaved in a deep breath and

entered her apartment. She stopped in her
tracks at the living room. How had she
forgotten that she was tearing the place
apart? She and Frederick had gotten into a

lover’s spat last week, and the place was



still only halfway back to normal. She had
threatened to take it back to its earlier
form of distaste, but now, it felt dramatic.
Staring at her messy apartment only made
all the fresh memories wash over her.
What had she been thinking?

She had a lot of work to do.

As she waited for Adam, she placed

the take-out in the refrigerator and did
something she should have done a long
time ago. She walked through her living
room and back into her massive closet.
Hanging in the back, hidden behind
hundreds of other garments, was the
million-dollar dress.

She removed it from the hanger and
carried it back into the living room. She
grabbed an empty box from her latest
purchase that was discarded on her floor

and placed it on her black leather sofa.



She smiled forlornly at the dress as she
fingered the precious material. That part
of her life was over, and it was time to let
go of the past. She sighed heavily, letting
it all out.

Carefully folding the dress, she placed

it into the box, sealed it, and wrote
Marco’s address on the shipping label.
Once she mailed it tomorrow, that would
be the end of it.

Satisfied with her decision, she went
about actually cleaning her apartment
before Adam’s arrival. It wasn’t dirty.

She still had housekeepers after all, but
she was tired of the clutter in her life. She
took the bamboo blinds and a few other
random environmental pieces she had
acquired on a whim and hid them in a side
closet. She would get rid of them properly

later. She grabbed a stack of old framed



black-and-white photographs from the
same closet, happy to place them back on
the wall where they belonged.

The collage she had built over years

from collecting pictures of obscure locals
finally came back into shape. She hung up
the next one, adjusting it to make sure it
was straight, and then grabbed one of the
last pictures. As she stood up and glanced
at the picture, her breath caught, and she
nearly dropped the picture.

She had completely forgotten that she
had brought back framed photographs
from Milan. When she had returned to
New York, she had been furious for even
using all that space in her suitcase for
them, so she had hidden them in that
closet. She was a collector, and even then,
leaving the pictures had seemed like a

waste.



But, staring at the pictures now was a
reminder of what she had given up by
leaving. She sighed, tracing the outline of
the frame. Maybe she needed them now to
remember how far she had come.

The first one that she was holding in

her hand was of the Naviglio Grande
canal. All she saw when she looked at it
was a blue Bugatti. She placed it on a nail
in the wall, wanting to cling on to the
remaining happy memories of Milan. The
second one was from the coast in Genoa.
She didn’t remember which day Marco
had taken this one. She just remembered
the happiness of spending time with
people whose company she enjoyed. That
one followed suit, and on the wall, it
went. The final one she picked up was a
photo shoot she would forever remember.

It was taken from the window of Marco’s



bedroom with the city skyline captured
perfectly. He had hated it because it
blurred around the edges, but she loved it
because it illuminated the stars.

She swallowed hard, deciding she
couldn’t hang that picture. It wouldn’t be
right. She had left her star in Italy, and
now, she looked at a new night sky. Marco
had made that as blatantly clear as her
letter, and she was returning the dress.
Her last link to him.

The picture was replaced back into its
hiding place in the closet where it
belonged, and she finished up the rest of
the cleaning. When the doorbell rang an
hour later, the place wasn’t a hundred
percent back to normal, but it was as close
as it was going to get by herself. She had
threatened to tear it apart to upset

Frederick, but all she had done was put it



back together herself. She needed to do
that to the rest of her life now.

Chyna

opened

the

door

and

immediately burst out laughing. It felt
good. “Is that Chinese?” she demanded.
Adam

shrugged,

clearly

not

understanding her laughter. “I thought you
might be hungry,” he said with a weak
smile.

She rolled her eyes with a smile on her
face. “I am. Come on,” she said, walking
through the foyer and into the kitchen.

Adam followed behind her and placed



the food on the island just as she pulled
Chinese take-out from the refrigerator.
Seeing that they had ordered the same
thing, Adam burst out laughing as well.
“Guess we both wanted the same thing.”
“Well, yours is still warm,” she said,
snatching a box of rice and some chicken
concoction out of his hands. “So, I’'m
calling dibs.”

“I assumed so,” he said, taking a seat

on a bar stool and popping open his own
take-out boxes.

Chyna ripped open the chopsticks
provided and dug into her meal. She was
surprisingly

hungry

after

such

an

exhausting day. Oh yeah, she hadn’t



actually eaten her salad during her meeting
with Cassandra. No wonder. Had she had
anything today?

They ate in silence for the most part.

He chatted briefly about work, and she
told him about Alexa’s plan in Atlanta.
They both laughed at that one, knowing
how her plans normally went. It was nice.
Normal. Comfortable.

She swallowed as much as she could

eat, happy to be eating real food again.
Her diet had been delicious but small,
very small, and specific in Italy. Plus, they
didn’t have Chinese take-out like this.
Neither of them seemed ready to move

on with the conversation. Even after they
were both stuffed and Chyna had put the
leftovers back into her refrigerator, they
seemed hesitant as to where the

conversation should go...where it should



even begin.

“So0...” he said, trailing off.

“Yeah. Soo...” she copied.

“How was Italy?” he finally asked.

Chyna chewed on her bottom lip and
fiddled with her chopsticks. “A dream
come true,” she told him.

“Hey, it’s just me,” he said, reaching

out and extracting the chopsticks from her
grasp. “You can talk to me.”

“No, really,” she said, dropping her

hands onto the island. “It was a dream
come true. Everything I wanted and more.
I was actually great at something...beyond
great at something.”

“Then, why do you seem so down?

How could it be everything you wanted?”
he asked softly.

She looked down and away from his

probing eyes. She didn’t want to tell him,



but isn’t that why she had asked to talk to
him? She had been thinking about him
before she even left Marco. And she had
been an emotional wreck after they had
broken up. At the time she couldn’t even
figure out why. She still didn’t know
why...not really. Nothing had ever hit her
so hard. Except this. Maybe worse than
this.

“Because I messed it all up... like I
always do,” she whispered the last part
glancing up nervously into his hazel eyes.
“Why do you always say that? You

don’t mess everything up,” he told her
placing his hand on hers reassuringly.
“Well, I messed this up. I can’t model
anymore,” she told him. The words felt
tragic coming out of her mouth. And every
time she thought about it, she felt like

someone had punched her in the gut



knocking the breath out of her.

“Why not? I thought you said you were
great at it. Won’t people notice that? I sure
noticed your picture all over the city,” he
said with a fake cough to break eye
contact.

“Because I...I, God!” she cried

dropping her face into her hands. “That
picture is the whole problem!”

Adam sighed, reaching across the

island and raising her chin with his hand.
“I wanted you to be happy when you left.
You thought it was the right thing, and I
wanted to believe you. I thought when that
picture was up all over the city that it had
all happened for a reason. Now, you’re
telling me that it didn’t?” he asked, trying
to put the pieces together.

Her bottom lip quivered as she stared

up at him. How could she make him



understand what had happened? “It did
until T left.”

“Why did you leave?”

She closed her eyes. She didn’t want
to admit the truth. “Because I was scared.”
His

resolve

crumbled

at

her

admission.

“What

could

scare you?

You’re fearless. You charge into every
situation head on ready to conquer the
world.”

“You think so?” she asked feeling very
small in that moment.

“T know so. You scare me sometimes



with how you react to situations,” he told
her. “And sometimes—I want to be more
like you.”

“You do?” she asked her brows
furrowing.

“Yes, Chyna. So what were you afraid
of?”

She swallowed trying to absorb
everything he had just told her. He thought
she was fearless. He thought she
conquered situations. She had always
thought the opposite. It was easier not to
get attached, not to have anything she
obsessed over, not to feel anything really.
That way, at least, she never felt this.

She turned her head away from him

and looked out in her living room. Taking
a deep breath, she finally answered him,
“Failing.”

“Everyone fails.”



“Not me,” she told him.

“Never?”

“No. Never,” she said. “I’ve never put
myself out there to fail. So I left, because I
didn’t want to face the alternative. Then
when I got here and saw the ads, I started
seeing how much I messed up by not
giving it a chance. Now I can’t model
anymore. He blacklisted me,” she
whispered the last part.

“He?” Adam prompted.

“Marco,” she said, meeting his

probing gaze.

“Ah, the fashion designer,” he said as

if he knew where this was going.

She took a deep breath and plunged
forward. “We were together in Italy.”

He nodded, pursing his lips. “I

figured.”

She cringed slightly at his reaction.



She knew it would be there. “And, I left
him without a good-bye.”

“But, you think you made the right
choice?” he asked.

She bit her lip, thinking about the
question. Leaving Marco, in the end, was
the right thing, but the consequences...that
was a different story. “I know I did.”
“And, it’s over?” he asked the loaded
question but the easier one for her.

“Yes,” she told him without hesitation.

It was very over. “But, now I can’t model.
All because I left.”

Adam sighed, standing and coming
around the island to wrap his arms around
her. She turned to face him, burying her
face into his shoulder. He stroked her hair
back as she nuzzled into him, and he gave
her the moment she needed to just feel.

“Now,” he said, keeping his arms



around her but pulling back so that he
could see her face, “you are not a failure.
Even if you were, it would be okay
because you’re resilient. You bounce
back. You are a beautiful, confident,
accomplished young woman, and this one
pitfall—because that’s all it is—will not
break you. I promise.”

A smile slowly returned to her face.
“You think I’'m beautiful?”

“Was that ever a concern?” he asked,
poking her in the sides playfully.
“Maybe.”

He gave her the look, and she giggled.
“Fine. No.”

“Are you feeling any better?” he

asked.

“Yes,” she admitted. She was actually
feeling much better with him around. He

alleviated so much of the weight that had



been on her shoulders. “I’m glad you’re
here.”

“I’m glad you want me to be here...
especially after the way I ended things,”
he said sheepishly.

“I thought you said it was...mutual,”

she said. She hated that word.

“You and I both know it wasn’t,” he
admitted, dropping his arms from around
her

He walked out toward the living room.

She followed him, surprised at how easily
he had admitted that. She had been beating
herself up about the break-up since it had
happened. She had felt backed into a
corner,

having

agreed

with

him



accidentally. Yet, she couldn’t have
imagined being in Milan with Marco
while dating Adam. Things would have
been very different, and maybe she needed
her time away to see how she felt about
him.

The silence lingered between them.
Chyna stood back and observed him
before the photographs she had put up.
Her heart ached as she watched him. Why
had it taken her so long to see what was
standing directly in front of her all this
time?

“New

additions,”

Adam

mused,

staring at the collection on her wall. “I’'m
guessing you got these in Italy.”

She nodded. “Yeah, I did.” She was



prepared to tell him about them if he
asked. She was ready to move on.

“They seem to fit the wall,” he said,
staring at them with his head cocked to the
side. “The lines in Italian architecture are
just stunning.”

She chuckled softly. Of course, he

would

always

bring

it

back

to

architecture. It was his job and his life.
When he looked at the pictures, he saw
only well-constructed buildings, a beauty
that few others could really appreciate.
Where he saw the beauty of a well-crafted
building, she saw only memories—

memories of a past that she had left behind



after boarding the plane to New York.
Such a sharp, determined decision had
changed everything.

“Hey, you,” he said, turning to face

her. “Come here.”

She walked up to him, not hesitating

for a second. “Yes?”

“I really am glad you’re back,” he

said, his arms circling her waist as he
pulled her into a hug.

“Me, too,” she whispered against his
chest.

She loved the feel of his arms around
her. It felt like home. It felt like the only
home she had ever known...the only one
she had ever chosen. It was comfortable
and relaxing, and she could have laid her
head against his shoulder, breathing in his
familiar scent, all day.

Just when she was getting comfortable,



he pulled back and stared down into her
face, memorizing every inch of it like a
blueprint. “So, why those two pictures?”
he asked softly, bringing her out of her
reverie.

She knew she had to answer him, and

she figured she had a response. Taking a
deep breath, she answered him, “Because
they are the memories I want to remember
from my time in Italy.”

He nodded, not needing to ask anything
further. She figured he could guess that
they had something to do with Marco. He
would forever be intrinsically linked with
Milan to her. The memories were not
something Adam would ever want to
know about, and she was glad that he
didn’t push it.

“You know,” he began, staring back up

at the picture like he was trying to find the



answers hidden within the still frames. “I
found out how you got those tickets.”
“What?” she asked, surprised by the
change in direction. He must be talking
about the tickets to Marco’s grand
opening. She had never discovered their
origin. “How did you find out? They were
dropped off at my front door.”

“I know. I didn’t really believe you at

the time, but I found out that you were
right,” he said, looking a bit sheepish.

“Of course, I was right. I wouldn’t lie

to you about something like that,” she told
him. Oh, those tickets were the key to her
ending up in Italy!

“Sorry. It didn’t seem very plausible at
the time,” he admitted.

“Well, who sent them, and how did

you find out?” she demanded, curiosity

getting the better of her.



“John,” he said, glancing into her

green eyes for the shock that immediately
registered there.

Her stomach felt a bit queasy. She
couldn’t believe what he had just said.
How? Why? What the...

“Apparently, the big deal that he had
negotiated with Global was for Marco’s
clothing line to come to New York, and
the designer gave him two complimentary
tickets as a thank you of sorts.”

That son of a bitch! She wasn’t sure if

she could form coherent sentences
because she was so furious. Of all the
fucking people to gain her access to
Marco Moretti, it had to be the one person
that she despised for his very existence in
her life. Stupid, fucking hot, tattooed man!
Why the hell did he send her tickets?

Hadn’t he done enough damage?



“He told me that he would have given
them to you in person, but you were out,
and he had a flight to catch. He wanted to
apologize, and I guess this was the only
way he knew how. Not sure how he knew
you wanted to be at that opening.”
Because she had told him...or at least
told him about how she wanted to model.
She couldn’t believe this. She just
couldn’t.

She knew that she should be happy

with John. He had given her the means to
model in Italy all through his supposed
apology, but she just couldn’t be happy
with him. Not only had he ruined her
relationship once by kissing her at the
Hookah Lounge, he had then sent her the
very tickets, introducing her to Marco, that
forced the untimely destruction of her

relationship a second time. Unforgivable!



She didn’t care what his supposed
intentions were. All she cared was what
had happened because of his interference.
“Pretty nice thing for John to do to
apologize. He didn’t have to give those
tickets to you and look at the direction it
took your life. You got a job modeling in
Italy,” Adam said, trying to sound more
excited than he had two months ago when
she had suggested the opportunity.

Stop it! She didn’t want to hear about
how nice he was! He was disgusting, a
pig, the scum of the universe! What kind of
guy hits on his brother’s girlfriend?
Terrible kinds!

She wanted to hate him! She didn’t

want to think that...perhaps he was
actually a nice guy who had made a
mistake. She didn’t want to think about

him apologizing. Then, that would just be



one more thing that she had gotten wrong
and one more thing that she would have to
change her perspective on.

No, she was determined that he was a

bad guy. He saw what he wanted and took
it. Plain and simple. None of this
apologizing. Nothing more than a set up.
“At the time, he said to me, ‘Every

saint has a past, and every sinner has a
future.’ It’s an Oscar Wilde quote. Kind of
stuck with me.”

Chyna shook her head. She didn’t want

to think about him or his Oscar Wilde
quotes. She didn’t care that they made
sense.

“I don’t want to talk about him,” she

said, knowing she was being short with
Adam.

“Alright. I just thought you would want

to know.”



She didn’t, but she didn’t say that. She
didn’t have to. It was written all over her
face.

“Forget I said anything then,” he said,
drawing her close to him again.

She wanted to forget, but she knew she
wouldn’t, not now.

“I’m just happy to be here. Whatever
that means,” he said, finding her hand and
circling his thumb against her palm.
“What does that mean?” she asked,
looking up at him.

“Whatever you want. What do you
want?”

So many things—a modeling career,

for one . But, she couldn’t have that now,
and she realized the only other thing she
had ever wanted that much was standing
directly in front of her. She knew the

answer to his question then.



“You. I just want you,” she breathed,
wrapping her arms up around his neck.
His smile was contagious, and she

found herself mirroring his goofy grin.
“That’s convenient.”

“Why?” she asked, unable to drop her
smile even if she had tried.

“Because I want you, too.”

Her heart skipped a beat as everything
came into focus. She had gone through a
lot to get to this moment, and it was
incredibly perfect just the way it was. She
knew that there would be things that
would linger with her—John, Marco,
modeling—that she couldn’t control. The
only thing she could control was where
she would go from here.

“I told you before you left that I would
miss you, and I meant every word. It

wasn’t the same without you in my life.



I’'m sorry I pushed you out of it,” he told
her, staring down into her face.

“I’m sorry I let you,” she whispered.
Adam bent forward, brushing his nose
against hers before letting his lips fall on
hers. His kiss was sweet and full of
apologies for their time apart. She wanted
to tell him that it was okay...that
everything was okay now. She was back.
She wished they could just pick up where
they had left off, but maybe it was better
that they couldn’t. Leaving Italy had
changed her, and she liked herself better
for having done it. For having gone and
done something great, and came back to
find him still there.

Chyna’s heart hadn’t known what it
wanted. It wasn’t even been able to
process what she was feeling.

She just kept finding herself repeating



the same mistakes over and over again.
But, it was going to stop. She couldn’t
keep avoiding intimacy with the one
person she truly wanted it with. All the
other guys had been temporary flings,
forgettable. Even the ones who had stayed
with her long after were only shadows of
this feeling right now. She had pursued
them out of a thought that they were the
kind of guy she wanted or even needed,
he r type, but she had been wrong. They
couldn’t hold a flame to this.

Yet, what was she feeling? What had

she felt that day that she and Adam had
mutually broken up? Her world had been
shattered, and she had been devastated. It
felt like her like her life was imploding,
and there was nothing she could do to fix
it. It was like she was being held

underwater, struggling to break free. She



could think of a thousand different
agonizing scenarios, and none of them
were as bad as when her heart had broken.
And, none were as good as him sewing

it back together.

“Adam,” she said, curling her finger
around the hairs at the nape of his neck.
“Yeah,” he murmured, resting his
forehead against hers.

Her heart hammered in her chest. She
knew. She knew then.

“I love you,” she told him.

It was the first time she had ever said

it to anyone, and she meant every word.
That was what she had been feeling all
along, and she just had never stopped long
enough to realize it. She had never felt it
before, and when it had taken up foreign
residence in her heart, she had been

scared of the new emotions it elicited out



of her. But, being with him now...she just
knew.

“I knew that all along,” he said with a
smile. “I love you, too.”

Their lips met, washing away the

aches and pain of their past. They knew
the road ahead would hold many more
trials of their love. But today, they were
content with their reunion—with the
knowledge of reciprocated love.

Chyna knew then that although they had
gone through much to reach their
destination, the journey had only brought
them closer. And, in the end, she had
found him.

He was the one she had to go through

all the jerks to find.

He was her end game.

The End
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