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ONE
CAMILLE


“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I mutter, staring down at my phone screen. I scan the text over and over again, hoping I’m reading it wrong. Unfortunately, examining it a few more times only confirms what I already knew—I’m not reading it wrong.

TROY VAUGHN




Meet at the office in twenty. We have an emergency.




I groan, propping my shoulder against the wall of the restaurant. I look across the dimly lit room, my eyes focusing on my date. Even though it’s only our first date, I was actually enjoying my time with Evan—which is really saying something. Dating in Manhattan is brutal. Every man I’ve ever met is far too full of himself, or too concerned about getting in the good graces of my dad in the hopes of being repped by our PR firm.

But not Evan. He’s nice. Normal, kind, and not boring at all.

And I’m going to have to ditch him.

My phone vibrates again in my hand.

I let out a disgruntled sigh, knowing that if Dad’s calling me, something really bad has happened.

“Hello,” I answer, keeping my voice composed despite the frustration coursing through my body.

“Camille. Why aren’t you answering my texts?” Dad’s gruff tone leaves no room for arguments and I feel like a child being scolded all over again—and I always hated getting in trouble.

I still hate it at twenty-four years old.

“I’m sorry. My phone was in my bag and I was on a—” I abruptly stop before continuing the rest of that sentence. Dad doesn’t care that it’s a Saturday night, and he definitely doesn’t care if I’m on a date. All he cares about is that I drop everything and fix whatever he needs me to fix.

And the worst part is, he knows that’s exactly what I’ll do.

“You’re needed at work. Be here in twenty.” He hangs up before I can say anything else.

I slide my phone back into my bag before letting out a groan. I look at Evan from across the room as he studies the menu intensely.

God, I hate that I have to run out on our date.

People always like to call me cold, but they’d be wrong. I have a heart, which is unfortunate for me because I know I don’t have the time to explain to him that something came up with work, but I also don’t have it in me to fully ditch him.

Evan must sense me approaching because he looks up with a smile.

Ugh, why did it have to be on the day I had a normal man as a date?

“Hi,” I begin, shifting uncomfortably on my feet, “I’m so sorry to do this, but an emergency came up at work.”

Evan’s eyebrows rise to his hairline as he slowly shakes his head. “Please, don’t apologize. I get it.”

His words make me feel even worse because he’s a pediatric emergency doctor. He really does have to run out for work sometimes and now my job seems minuscule compared to his.

“Right, well have a good rest of your night.”

I know I should stay and explain myself more, but I’ve already spent too much time coming over to let him know I was leaving. Besides, the odds of me seeing him again are slim. I’m sure with me ditching him like this, he won’t be calling me for another date. Not that I don’t blame him.

If I’m being honest with myself, he’s probably too nice for me anyway. I rush out of the restaurant, already saying a prayer to the taxi gods that I can hail one quickly. With no traffic, it takes twenty minutes to get to the office. But this is New York and on a Saturday night, it’ll take at least forty.

I curse under my breath when I find a line of people waiting for a cab.

“No, no, no,” I whisper, looking down the street to see if I’ll have a better chance if I move away from the group of people.

Knowing I don’t have many other options, I hurry down the street and like the universe might actually be on my side for once, a cab rounds the corner and heads in our direction. I know it’s rude because I’m technically cutting everyone waiting, but I can’t worry about that right now.

I wave down the driver and let out a sigh of relief when they pull to the curb.

“Hey!” a man yells from not too far away.

I glance over my shoulder as I grab the door handle to find a frowning man and a woman next to him aiming dirty looks in my direction.

They were technically the first in line but I don’t bother responding. I open the door and slide into the back before anyone can stop me. New York doesn’t have any rules, and I certainly wouldn’t abide by them anyway. Not tonight. Not when I’m already preparing myself for the disappointed look Dad will give me when I show up late.

“Where to?” the driver asks.

I’m in the middle of rattling off the address and begging the driver to break a few different laws to get there when my phone rings again. I don’t even have to look down to know who it is.

I swipe to answer and press the phone to my ear. “I’m on my way,” I state, sitting back in the seat. This taxi smells like pine and it’s so overwhelming that I can already feel a headache blooming because of it.

Dad lets out a disapproving sigh. It’s so loud I can hear it through the phone. “Get here faster,” he unreasonably demands before hanging up the phone.

Twice in one night. This might be a new record.

I roll my eyes and toss my phone on the empty seat next to me. As an only child, I get all of Dad’s harsh comments and poor attitude. It’s also probably because I was a daughter and not a son. I know it kills him that I wasn’t a boy, but that’s not something he’d ever actually admit.

“Boyfriend troubles?” the driver asks, watching me through the rearview mirror.

I stare back at him for a moment, not really wanting to chat. But since I need him to focus on getting me to the office in record time, I force a polite smile and answer honestly, “Daddy issues.” I nod my head to the road. “I’ll give you an extra twenty if you can get me there in the next fifteen minutes.”

He whistles. “That’s impossible, darling.”

I frown at the pet name from a complete stranger. He isn’t smooth in using it, but the wide grin tells me he thinks the opposite.

“Nothing’s impossible with the right mindset. Guess you don’t want the tip badly enough.” I rip my gaze from the mirror and stare out the window, silently telling him the conversation is over.

He doesn’t say another word for the rest of the car ride. Despite his lack of faith, he manages to get me there in sixteen minutes. I tip him anyway because I feel too guilty not to, despite him being over by one minute. He broke some rules for me. He earned the tip.

Once inside the building, I take the elevator to our floor and prepare myself for the worst.


TWO
RYKER


“I can’t even look at you right now,” Dad spits, his gaze razor-sharp as he stares at me from across the table.

“It’ll be fine,” I tell him, keeping my voice calm. I think he’s overreacting about my current predicament, but for once, I keep my mouth shut—even though it’s hard to do so.

Dad’s laugh tells me he actually finds none of this funny. “Fine? None of this is fine, Ryker.”

I shrug because what does he expect me to say? For the record, I don’t see why he’s so upset. There’s one small video circulating around the internet that someone got of me when I had a little too much to drink last night.

It isn’t that big of a deal.

Unfortunately for me, the people sitting around the table, all of them glaring at me like I’ve majorly fucked up, think otherwise.

“It doesn’t look good right now, but we’ll come up with a plan,” Troy speaks up.

Dad aims an intense look in Troy’s direction. He watches him closely, as if he’s trying to figure out if Troy believes what he’s saying or not. Troy Vaughn runs the most prestigious PR firm you can find. He’s the best that money can buy which means my Dad must think we’re in deep shit if he’s bringing him in.

“Can’t we just start the meeting without Camille?” a guy next to Troy asks.

I vaguely remember Troy introducing him as one of his employees, but I can’t remember his name. He’s got to be barely in his twenties—if he’s even that old.

“No, Brennan, we can’t. She’ll be the one who has to clean this up.”

The guy—Brennan—doesn’t argue any further. I don’t know if I would either with how annoyed Troy is.

I clear my throat and sit up in my chair. I look at my dad, even though I know at this point, it seems like it’s Troy who’s making the decisions right now. “I’ll put out a public apology. Things like this always blow over. They’ll forget about me and jump onto the next new scandal, just like they have in the past.”

Dad grunts. “Ryker, this isn’t blowing over when the entire board is threatening to deny you from taking over my position. You’ve fucked up.”

I open my mouth to respond, but before I can get any words out, the door to the conference room swings open.

“Finally!” Troy barks, his eyes focused on the woman walking into the room.

At first, I can’t really see her face, but when she looks up and tucks a piece of hair behind her ear, my entire body freezes the moment my gaze lands on her face.

Memories come rushing into my mind like a tidal wave.

The hurried frenzy of hands pulling at clothes. The crash of lips. The scrape of teeth. My mouth pressed against her delicate skin. My fingers slipping underneath the fabric of a skirt and….

“Everyone,” Troy begins, turning around in his chair to look at the woman walking in, and effectively cutting me out of what happened last New Year’s Eve. “This is my daughter, Camille. Ignore her tardiness. She’s typically far more professional.”

Camille—or Cami as I remember her—doesn’t notice me right away. She’s too busy looking at her father with an unreadable expression. I’m waiting for her focus to move from her father to me, wondering if she’s as shocked to see me as I am to see her.

“My apologies,” she begins, her eyes moving to my dad. “I wasn’t expecting to be called into work to—” Her words fall short when her eyes finally land on me.

I offer her a smile, trying to be polite as I work through the shock of seeing her again.

Her mouth falls open before immediately turning into a frown.

“Take a seat,” Troy demands in a harsh tone, taking me by surprise. From what he just said, she’s his daughter. Does he always talk to her this way? Is that normal for them?

Cami rips her gaze from mine and takes the chair next to her father, giving me no indication of what she’s thinking. Her poker face is immaculate, and I hate it. Does she not remember me? She has to remember the night we shared. Or is it that she’s just ignoring me? I don’t know which one is worse.

“What are we looking at here?” Camille asks, glancing over at me once before looking back at her father.

My dad huffs out a laugh. “The problem is,” he begins, his hand landing on my shoulder and squeezing—hard. “The heir to a billion-dollar entertainment company was caught on video bragging about acquiring a major TV network six months before it was supposed to be announced.”

I sink back in my chair, trying not to show any reaction to his words. In my defense, I’d been lured into giving out that information. How was I supposed to know the woman feeding me drinks all night was a reporter?

“People were guessing it was going to happen,” I offer, knowing the moment the words leave my mouth that I should’ve stayed quiet.

Dad’s jaw flexes. “You’re too trusting, and…”

“Charming,” I offer with a laugh, trying to ease the tension in the room.

“Immature,” Camille speaks up, taking me by surprise. I don’t seem to be the only one given how her father stares at her with lifted brows for a moment before looking back at me.

“Here’s the thing, Ryker,” Troy begins before letting out a long sigh. “You used to get away with things because you were young and fun. But you’re thirty now. You’re the only heir to Davenport Media which means you can’t get away with things anymore. This whole naive, golden-boy card has been played one too many times. It’s time for you to get your shit together and become the leader everyone expects you to be.”

I swallow as his words sink in. I’ve met Troy in passing before tonight, but this is the first time we’ve ever used them for PR. I don’t like the way he’s talking to me, but I know it’s best to not voice that feeling. He might have a point. Over the last year, I’ve been more reckless than what people are used to from me. The fact my father brought on Vaughn PR tells me that this time, it’s gone too far.

The bleak faces as I look around the room make me realize that this time it’s bad. The public’s perception of me doesn’t matter; it’s the board’s I need to worry about. And if they don’t believe in my ability to take over Davenport Media, I’m fucked. Bringing in Vaughn PR makes sense, no matter how much I don’t want to admit it. I have to find a way to fix this mistake.

If I’d known the woman was a reporter, I would’ve kept my mouth shut. She seemed so sweet and interested in knowing more about me. I fell right into her trap, apparently, and now I have to find a way to prove I won’t make the same mistake again.

“Whatever happened to ‘there’s no such thing as bad publicity’?” I offer, trying again to lessen the tension.

Camille lets out a shrill laugh. “Not to talk out of line here, but as your publicist team, it’s our job to be brutally honest with you. That’s a stupid saying and you’re not a reality TV star begging for crumbs of the public’s attention. You’re supposed to run a multibillion-dollar company. You have to act like it.”

My mouth falls open at her words. She was blunt the first time we met at a party; I just wasn’t prepared to be on the other end of it in a professional setting.

I’m still coming up with some sort of a response when she pulls her attention from me and instead focuses on her father.

“We need to do damage control. I can start coming up with a plan of act⁠—”

“We already have a plan,” Troy speaks up, talking over his daughter.

My teeth grind at the way he talks to her. It isn’t the way a father should talk to his daughter, no matter if she works for him or not.

“Oh,” Camille remarks, plastering on a fake smile but I don’t miss how she straightens her spine at the harsh way he speaks to her. “And what is that plan?”

Troy looks in my dad’s direction and something about the look unsettles me. It’s as if they know that whatever the plan is, it isn’t going to be received well.

Dad nods, as if giving Troy the final approval he needs.

Troy looks back to his daughter.

“You’re going to take on Ryker as a client. It’ll be up to you to restore the board’s faith in him.”

Camille nods. “Okay, and how are we planning to do that??” she asks, but nothing about her expression gives up how she’s feeling and fuck I wish she were easier to read.

I know I should be worried about fixing this situation, but all I can think about is how indifferent she’s acting toward me. She’s met me before. We have history. Why is she pretending we don’t? And why am I worrying about that instead of worrying about my entire future being in jeopardy?

Troy nods. “You’ll be spending the summer at the Davenports’ Hamptons home with Ryker. We think it’s best if we have someone with him at all times, making sure he doesn’t slip and share any other sensitive information.”

Camille lets out a choking sound.

I sit up, my palms hitting the table. “That’s not necessary,” I manage to get out. I don’t need someone to watch me for the summer. What the fuck is this?

Dad’s the one to speak up. “It is. You’re going to spend the summer tucked away in the Hamptons. You’ll schmooze the board members who will be vacationing there for the summer, and you will be on your best behavior. You will prove to them that you’re not a kid anymore and that you’re ready to take over this company.” He coughs, the timing perfect, as if to drive home his next point. “I’m not getting any younger. I need them to have full faith in you so you'll do as Troy says. Got it?”

I sigh, sitting back in my chair and pinching the bridge of my nose. I want to argue and tell them we need to find another solution. It’s embarrassing to be told you need a babysitter. It’s even worse to be told that a woman you had a very heated, passionate night with months ago is the one assigned to do it.


THREE
CAMILLE


“No,” I get out, shaking my head. “There’s got to be a better plan.”

I’m not the one to ever tell my dad “no” in the hope that I’ll stay on his good side, which is pretty much an impossible feat. It’s unfortunate because the thing that powers me the most is the intense need to make him proud of me, even though I don’t know if he ever will be. The only way that could ever happen is if I weren’t interested in going into public relations—or if I’d been a son. He even tried to convince me to take on any other career, but it didn’t work. Instead, I’m having to spend forever trying to make him respect me enough to trust me with Vaughn PR. It hurts to know he would probably rather leave the empire he built to someone who doesn’t even share his last name because he’s so against leaving it to me, his daughter.

“This is the plan, Camille,” Dad barks, his eyes turning into slits. “If you’d like to become a partner at the firm, you’ll do as you’re told.”

My mouth snaps shut as my cheeks heat. I hate that he’s speaking to me like this in front of everyone. But what I hate even more is that I’m letting him.

I glance over at Ryker and quickly look away, wondering how we’ve even ended up in this situation. When I met him at that New Year’s Eve party, it was obvious he came from money. Everything about him screamed wealth. I should’ve recognized him—he’s appeared on many of the same gossip sites that our clients have—but I was too busy being swept up in his charm.

And now, I’m paying the price.

“We’ve never done this before,” I manage to get out. “And we’ve dealt with situations far worse than this.”

Ryker’s dad scoffs. “This is a PR nightmare for reasons far bigger than some celebrity who has knocked up their mistress. These are high stakes. Ryker needs to lie low and impress the Davenport Media board members. Doing it in the Hamptons—under the watchful eye of his publicist—is exactly what needs to be done.”

My dad nods in agreement. I look over at Brennan, wondering why Dad didn’t give the job to his favorite employee.

“I don’t need a babysitter,” Ryker speaks up, his gaze pinned on me.

I narrow my eyes at him, wishing I was being assigned any other person. I’d even take on Grayson Kincaid—our current problem child at the firm—over Ryker.

Dad’s eyes look from Ryker to me and then back again. The hard set of his jaw and the thin line of his pressed lips tell me everything I need to know. “This isn’t up for debate. We called the meeting to let you both know that you have a private plane flying out tomorrow at eight. You’ll both be on it.”

A million questions run through my head. I don’t ask a single one of them.

Ryker looks over at his dad. “I’ll go to the Hamptons house and I’ll be on my best behavior. I’ll do whatever I’m told, so sending someone to watch over me like I’m a child isn’t necessary.”

His dad shakes his head and lifts his hand to stop Ryker from saying anything else. “I’ve already decided. We’re paying Troy a lot of money to fix this, and we’re trusting his judgment. It’s been decided, Ryker. Time to accept it.”

Ryker sits back in his chair with a defeated sigh. I watch him carefully, noticing how he seems to carry the burden of wanting to earn the respect of his father the same way I do.

If only he’d been thinking about his father and what it would do to the empire that is Davenport Media when he was sharing confidential information. Then we wouldn’t be in this mess.

“What’s the full scope of the plan?” I ask, crossing one leg over the other and pulling out my phone to take notes.

Dad lifts a single eyebrow. It’s not much, but it’s a start. Maybe he’s satisfied that I’m not arguing any further.

“We’ll take the time to create a schedule for the summer events that Ryker will need to attend to portray him in a positive light to the people who need to trust him. But for now, you both will fly to the Hamptons tomorrow and lie low for a little while. If you feel like Ryker is on his best behavior, the two of you will start spending your days at Pembroke.” Dad looks at Ryker. He points a finger across the table. “While there, you will act accordingly. Use that charm you have for good this time. Prove to them you have good judgement. That you’re an adult and can handle things. Have adult conversations, and for the love of God, don’t give up any more secrets. The only time I want to see your name on the internet is for things that portray Davenport Media in a perfectly shiny light. You got that?”

Ryker’s eyes go a little wide as he nods. I try not to smile at his reaction to my dad. It’s kind of funny to witness. I can only hope he’ll listen to me the same way.

“So this is it? There are no other options? I have to spend the summer with him?”

“Yes.” Dad unfolds his hands from his lap and places them on top of the wood table. He pushes his chair back, showing that he’s done with this conversation.

Dad stands up and leans across the table to shake Ryker’s father’s hand. “We’ll be in touch. Ryker’s in good hands.”

I straighten my back slightly.

Was that a compliment?

Before I can think too deeply into it, I’m pushing out of my own chair and hurrying after my father. Although he might feel like the conversation with the Davenports is over, I still have questions for him. I should probably tell Ryker and his dad goodbye, but I don’t think about it until I’m already out the door. Plus, I don’t want to miss discussing this plan with my dad further.

“Dad,” I call softly, following him down the hallway.

He takes a sharp right into his office, leaving the door open so I can follow him inside. I shut the door behind me, not wanting anyone else to hear our conversation.

“If you’re coming in here to get me to change my mind, it isn’t going to work, Camille.”

He takes a seat at his desk. I stay standing, folding my arms across my chest as I stare at him. “I just don’t understand how that’s the best option. I get that the video is bad and that they need people to have faith in Ryker, but this seems a little extreme.”

“It isn’t extreme at all. This is different from what we’re used to. The people on the Davenport Media board would rather Ryker had been caught in some scandal with somebody’s wife or announced as the father to some celebrity’s baby. But that’s not what happened. He was dumb enough to let some reporter get the best of him. She got important information out of him, and that makes him look weak. They don’t like weak.”

I nod as I mull over Dad’s words. He’s right. While many of our clients do work under the impression that no publicity is bad publicity, the Davenports are different. They’re in a whole different tier of clientele—and wealth. It makes sense why Ryker needs our help. I just hate that I have to be the one to do damage control.

“I’m trusting you to handle this,” Dad notes, his fingers steepling under his chin as he stares at me.

“If I do it, will you make me partner at the firm?”

He shakes his head, the sound of his laughter echoing off the walls of his large office. “If the Davenport Media board is ready to accept Ryker as head of the company by the end of the summer, then yes, I’ll make you a partner.” His tone is full of humor. It’s as if he doesn’t believe there’s any chance that’ll happen.

I frown, wondering why he seems so pessimistic. Shouldn’t he want Ryker to be accepted by the board? Does he think that’s a lost cause? The questions are at the tip of my tongue, but I keep them to myself.

His doubt only fuels me more. There’s nothing I want more in this world than to become a partner at this firm. I want to prove myself to my dad. I know he wouldn’t make anyone a partner that he didn’t respect. And his respect is what I’ve been trying to earn my entire life.

I stare at my dad for a few more moments, taking the time to collect my thoughts. I want to know why he’s laughing at the thought of Ryker being accepted by the board by the end of the summer. From the brief meeting I had with the Davenports, that’s exactly what it seemed like Ryker’s father wanted. Why does Dad not seem so confident?

“I want your word,” I say, keeping my voice firm and calm. “When, at the end of the summer, the board is ready to accept Ryker with open arms, you’ll immediately make me partner.”

Dad smiles. “If…” He emphasizes the word, dragging it out slowly. “…you manage to get the Davenport Media board to take Ryker seriously by the end of the summer, the partner position is all yours. You have my word.”

I push my shoulders back and give him a confident grin. “I’ll get it done.”

He shakes his head and dismissively waves his hand in the air. “Now, get out of my office. You need to pack and prepare. Don’t be late to the airport tomorrow.”

Normal families probably hug when saying goodbye—or at least say goodbye—but we’ve never been a normal family. I give Dad one curt nod and slide out of his office, softly shutting the door behind me.

By the time I make it out to the front entryway, the Davenports are gone which is probably for the best.

Ryker Davenport is probably the last person on this Earth I’d want to be forced to live with for an entire summer, but I have no choice. Despite what my father might think, I’m good at what I do. Give me a few months, and everyone will be taking Ryker Davenport seriously. They’ll be practically begging for his father to step down and for him to take over.

I just can’t let the one night we shared get in the way of that.


FOUR
RYKER


When I show up at the airport, I find Camille already there. She stands next to the steps to the private plane, her eyes aimed directly at my car as it pulls in. Even from a distance, her scowl isn’t hard to miss. It’s too early for her to be looking at me like that. She has no reason to. It’s not like I’m late. In fact, I’m five minutes early.

Last night, I hoped to get a chance to talk to her about our situation, but Dad forced me to leave with him to make sure I wouldn’t be late this morning.

I never thought I’d see her again after she ran out on me the morning after our night together and didn’t leave so much as a note with her information. Never in my wildest dreams did I expect to see her again—especially as my publicist.

The car comes to a complete stop, and the driver puts the car in park. Before he can open my door, I’m pushing it open and stepping outside. My feet hit the tarmac as I keep my gaze pinned in Camille’s direction. I can’t see her eyes, thanks to the oversized pair of sunglasses she wears, but I don’t have to make eye contact with her to know she’s probably glaring at me. For some reason, she’s acting like she can’t stand me, which is weird because I thought our night together was great and she seemed to have thought the same.

I stare at Camille for a few more moments, not shying away from her unexpected distaste of having to be in my presence. Even when I look away to grab my bags from the trunk, I can still feel her burning a hole in the back of my head.

I take my time pulling them from the trunk and placing them on the ground just to annoy her.

Once I have everything I need, I give the driver my gratitude before I turn and focus on Camille once again.

“You’re late,” she scolds, her lips turned down in a frown.

No I’m not. “Maybe you’re just early,” I offer, as I allow one of the flight crew members to take my suitcases.

She lets out an annoyed sigh. “Here’s the thing,” she begins, sliding the sunglasses into her hair so her eyes can meet mine. “If we’re going to survive this summer together, I have two rules for you.”

I raise my eyebrows, mimicking her position and crossing my arms across my chest. “And what are those rules?” I ask, keeping a cool tone to my voice.

I spent the better half of my night trying to convince my dad that this whole babysitter thing wasn’t necessary. For most of my life, all I’ve ever done is exactly what he’s told me to do. Sure, sometimes I was a little reckless and careless, but it seemed harmless. I always knew that I’d be taking over Davenport Media. I’d never do anything to hurt the company. And if I had known that the woman I was talking to had been a reporter, I never would have even looked twice at her. I still believe this whole being stuck with Camille thing for the summer is a little bit overkill—not to mention embarrassing.

“Rule number one,” she begins, pausing to jab a finger against my chest. “You will listen to everything that I say and not ask any questions about it.”

I cock my head to the side as I think through her silly rule. “I feel like listening to everything you say and not asking any questions should count as two rules.”

Camille rolls her eyes before taking a deep breath. “And rule number two…” She pauses, emphasizing the two as her eyes stay directly pointed at me, “is you will not bring up what tragically happened between us on New Year’s Eve.”

I chuckle. “Oh, so you do remember me, then.”

She lets out a dramatic sigh, her lips pressing into a thin line. “Yes, Ryker. Unfortunately, I do remember what happened between us and what happened after.” Her eyes rake over my body slowly in a disapproving way.

I put a hand to my chest and scoff. I don’t know why she’s seeming to blame me for what happened after. I didn’t tell her to leave. She left without any explanation. “You can lie to me all you want, but I remember your screams and moans of pleasure. There were a lot of them.”

Camille’s demeanor slips for a moment. Her lips part as she sucks in a large gulp of air. The shock is written all over her face for a moment before she composes herself. It doesn’t take long for her to glare at me once again. “You’re already breaking rule number two,” she points out with an annoyed tone.

I shrug before tucking my hands into my pockets. “To be fair, I never told you I was going to follow the rules.”

She groans before she’s interrupted by the pilot stepping out of the plane. “We’re ready to board whenever you guys are,” he informs us. I don’t miss how his gaze stays on her a little longer than what seems necessary.

I stare at him, wondering why the pilot I’ve known for years is rubbing me the wrong way just by the way he looks at my publicist.

But then again, Camille isn’t just my publicist. She’s a woman I spent one amazing night with, and I was looking forward to getting to know her before she bailed on me.

Now, she’s a woman who obviously doesn’t like me for whatever reason and is also in charge of making sure I don’t fuck up for the summer.

Fun.

Camille takes a step back and looks at me, crossing her arms over her chest once again. “Here’s the thing, Ryker. I know that neither one of us wants to be spending time with the other, but we don’t have any other options. You’re stuck with me, and unfortunately, I’m stuck with you. There’s no reason to dwell on one simple, insignificant night that happened months ago. We’re going to let the past be the past and instead focus on the future. It’s tragic, but our futures are pretty intertwined right now. I need you to get it together so I can prove to my dad that I’m ready to be partner at the firm. And you need to prove to not only your dad but an entire board of people that you have a brain and you’re not some immature, spoiled heir anymore. They need to know that you’re not just using your charms and good looks to carry you through life. We have to prove to them that you’re ready to take on all of Davenport Media, or quite frankly, you’re fucked.”

I give her a wolfish grin. “You think I’m good-looking?”

Her eyes narrow on me as her entire face pinches together. “Oh, stop it, Ryker; you know that you’re good-looking. Please don’t come fishing for compliments.”

“It’s good to know you say please. I was worried you might not have manners,” I toss out, my smile getting even wider.

She lets out an annoyed groan and rubs the heels of her palms against her forehead for a moment, her eyes fluttering shut. “This summer might actually kill me,” she mutters to herself.

I put my hands up defensively. “Well, with that attitude…” I remark.

She shakes her head at me and sighs. “Remember, Ryker, two rules. We’ll help each other out and try to tolerate each other. Sound good?”

I give her a shrug, not really wanting to stand here and argue. Even after the meeting last night, I didn’t think I’d be standing here this morning with her. I was fairly confident I’d be able to convince my dad to let this whole thing go. But at least for right now, he’s determined to make me do it.

Unfortunately for me, I know I at least need to listen to her and pretend that this will work for a couple of days or maybe even weeks before I can try and convince him to drop the babysitter gig. I’ll show him I can take things seriously at Pembroke and be on my best behavior.

In no time, he should be sending Camille back to Manhattan.

At least, I hope so.


FIVE
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“Just wondering, will you be scowling the entire summer, or will I eventually get you to smile?” Ryker asks, his tone deep but playful and, unfortunately for me, still something I’m able to hear, even through my headphones.

I ignore him, choosing to stare at my laptop instead. I’ve never really been a fan of flying, and pairing it with having to fly with him, I’m doing everything possible to survive.

“I know you can hear me by the way your frown deepened,” Ryker points out, humor in his tone.

I let out a long sigh before closing my laptop and looking over at him. “I was hoping that you’d take the hint that I’m not wanting to talk to you right now.”

It’s annoying that no matter what I say, it makes Ryker’s lips turn up in a smirk. It’s like he’s always smirking, something that’s beginning to annoy me more and more. His grin gets wider and wider by the second. It lights up his entire face, which I can notice even from across the aisle.

“If you’re going to be my publicist, shouldn’t we at least talk about what the plan is?” he asks, his smile not faltering in the slightest.

“You know, I thought we did talk about it,” I respond, tapping my nails against my laptop. “The plan is for you not to do anything stupid, for you to act like a grown-up and impress what is hopefully your future board, and for you to listen to me. We’ve talked about it. Nothing more to discuss.”

He lifts an eyebrow. “Oh, so are we adding more rules now?”

I roll my eyes and let out an annoyed sigh. “No, Ryker, I’m just stating the obvious.”

He’s quiet for a moment. All he does is stare at me, his brown eyes watching me closely. Just when I think he’s not going to respond and leave me alone, he opens his mouth to speak.

“So, do you like the Hamptons?”

I mull over his question for a minute, not expecting the sudden change of subject. “Sure, what is there not to like about the Hamptons?” My family has occasionally vacationed in the Hamptons since I was a kid. We never owned a house there—my dad preferred Manhattan or LA—but I still enjoy visiting.

Ryker shrugs, reminding me that I asked him a question. “I don’t know. I’m just trying to figure out what you do like. Your frequent scowl and slight attitude,” he whispers under his breath, “make me wonder if you like anything.”

A surprise gasp falls from my lips. Every headline about him right now paints him as Davenport Media’s golden boy—just someone who’s been too careless as of late. I even saw one of the publications call him a golden retriever. If only they knew that this golden retriever has just a little bit of a bite. But maybe the bite is just when it comes to me. He’s been nothing but overly kind to the flight staff.

“I don’t have an attitude,” I argue, narrowing my eyes at him. “I just don’t see why it’s necessary for us to make small talk.”

I let my gaze travel over his face as I try and figure him out. If he could see what was on my laptop screen, he’d know that I’ve been doing research on all things Ryker Davenport. The first time we met, he told me his first name, but I didn’t get his last name. And after waking up that morning and finding him gone, I didn’t care to ever find out exactly who he was.

But now, I want to know everything about him. Only because it’s necessary for my job.

If I didn’t think he was really stupid to talk to that reporter like that, I might actually feel bad for the situation that he’s in. From what I could find online, he seems like a good guy despite the personal problems that I have with him. I’ve pored over every article I could find, and it seems that over the years, his biggest problem is that he hasn’t grown up. It’s obvious he likes to party and is always having fun. The problem is, now that he’s thirty and preparing to take over the family business, he can’t get away with what he used to.

Ryker clears his throat, reminding me that we’d been having a conversation and that I spaced out. “I figured small talk might be necessary if we’re going to be spending an entire summer together,” he offers, keeping his voice cool and unbothered even after I told him I didn’t want to talk to him.

I sigh, looking down at my nails as I think of a response. “If I have my way, it’s not going to take the entire summer to get your act together.” I look up at him once again, wanting to get a read on his reaction.

He mulls over my words for a moment, and I find myself wishing I could get inside his head. He’s made it obvious he isn’t thrilled about the thought of needing a babysitter for the summer, but I want to know exactly how he feels about it.

I want to know how he feels about me being the one he’s stuck with.

He sighs, his fingertips drumming against his thigh as he continues to gather his thoughts. “I’m thinking it’ll only be a week or two before my dad gives this whole thing up,” he begins, his tone confident. “No matter how much the board wants to complain about it, I’m the only heir to Davenport Media. And sure, I guess if the board really worked at it, they could put someone else in my spot, but they’re not going to do that. A Davenport has to be the one at the helm of the company and I’m going to prove to them that I’m ready to take it on.”

My phone vibrates, giving me an opportunity to pull my gaze from his and look down at the notification. It’s an email from my dad, giving me instructions for the trip as if I actually need them.

“I don’t know your dad well,” I start, letting out a resounding sigh as I read over the email one more time before deciding to ignore it, “but the vibe I got from him last night does not make it seem like he’s going to give in that easily.”

Ryker laughs. It’s deep and throaty, and I remember the first time I heard it.

If I get you to smile, will you let me buy you a drink?

Unwelcome memories from that night hit me and I try my best to forget the feel of his body on top of mine. The vibration of his laugh against my skin.

Ryker runs his hands along the tops of his thighs, leaving his palms pressed against his knees as he lets out a deep, long sigh. “Yeah, Dad’s definitely not as easily convinced as I thought he’d be,” he admits with a shrug. “I spent over an hour last night trying to tell him that none of this was necessary.”

I fold my arms across my chest, pinning my stare on him. “How’d that go for you?”

He gives me that grin I’m beginning to loathe. “Well, I’m here still, aren’t I?”


SIX
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“I can get them,” Camille demands, bumping her hip against mine to edge me away.

“So can I,” I respond, not letting her attempts to move me out of the way work. We just made it to the Hamptons house. Instead of using a driver, I’d opted to have Dad leave a car for me at the private airport. Turns out, having an SUV for both of us was necessary because of the amount of luggage Camille brought.

“This one’s heavy and stuck. Let me help you,” I tell her, pointing to her largest suitcase that we’d wedged on top of the others. I’m attempting to thaw her icy demeanor by grabbing her bags for her, but it seems like trying to help is only making her more upset.

“They’re my bags, not yours,” she hisses, tugging on the handle of the suitcase. It doesn’t move despite how hard she appears to pull.

I shake my head. There was a slight moment on the plane ride here where I thought spending time with her might not be so bad. For a few seconds, I remembered the woman I met at that party. The one who opened up to me and briefly let me in. I thought I saw a glimpse of her on the plane, but I was wrong.

The one glaring at me right now clearly doesn’t like me for reasons I’m not confident about. And because of her obvious dislike of me, I don’t know how much I like her right now.

My hand brushes against hers as I grab the same suitcase handle as her. I’m not even trying to help her at this point. I’m just trying to get this one suitcase out so we can get the rest out as well. “Let me at least get this one,” I get out through a clenched jaw as I pull on it.

“No,” Camille argues, elbowing me in the side.

I let out an annoyed sigh and throw my hands in the air. I don’t know why I’m even trying to help. She’s been pushing my buttons from the moment we landed. She spent the entire car ride here trying to give me directions on where to go, no matter how many times I reminded her that this was my family’s home and I didn’t need any help to find it.

“Just so I can prepare myself, are you always this stubborn?” I ask, watching closely as she plants her feet on the driveway and places a second hand around the suitcase handle.

Camille side-eyes me. “I’m not stubborn. I just don’t need your help.”

I laugh. She’s turning out to be the most stubborn woman I’ve ever met, but I keep that thought to myself, not wanting to ruffle her feathers any more than I already have just by existing. “Okay, fine, you’re not stubborn,” I lie. “Once we spend a little more time together, will you let me help you, or will you still tell me no?”

Camille pulls her gaze from mine and focuses on the suitcase once again. “Oh, so now you want to spend more time together?” she mumbles under her breath. It’s said so quietly and rushed I almost miss it.

I furrow my eyebrows, wondering what she means. Before I can ask her, she’s speaking up. “If you want to help, you can listen to me when I say I don’t need your help.”

I give her a tight smile and take a step back. “Fine.”

“Fine,” she mutters, mimicking me with a shrill voice. She tosses her hair over her shoulder before shifting her weight. I bite my tongue, wanting to tell her that maybe the heels she’s wearing aren’t the best for what she’s trying to do.

Camille pulls on the suitcase a few more times before it happens.

One moment, the suitcase is still firmly wedged between the ones around it.

The next, both the suitcase and Camille are flying back. She keeps her hands wrapped around the handle, even as she crashes toward the ground.

“Oh shit.” I try to close the distance to Camille, but it’s too late.

She tumbles to the ground with a scream and a loud thud as the suitcase lands on top of her.

“Are you okay?” I ask, crouching down to help her.

I try to grab the luggage from on top of her, but she shoves it to the side before I can. “I’m fine,” she grits out, pushing herself into a sitting position.

I roll my eyes, gently grabbing her arm and looking at her elbow. “You’re bleeding,” I announce, my eyes traveling over her injury.

To my surprise, Camille doesn’t recoil from my touch. Her eyes follow the same path as mine as she looks at the scrape on her elbow. “It’s small. I’m fine. But it’s your fault.”

“My fault?” I ask in disbelief, letting go of her arm. If she isn’t going to make a big deal out of the scrape, then I guess I’m not either. “How is you falling on your ass my fault? I offered to help.”

I hold out my hand to try and help her off the ground, but she just pushes it away.

I raise my eyebrows and shake my head as I stand to my full height. She follows suit, straightening her clothes as she gives her body a once-over.

“I’m waiting for you to tell me how it was my fault.” I close the distance to the SUV and pull out the rest of our luggage before she can protest. Surprisingly, she keeps her mouth shut.

When I place the last suitcase in the driveway, she’s standing right behind me with her arms folded across her chest. “It’s your fault because I shouldn’t have to be here in the first place.”

I resist the urge to roll my eyes. I could point out that if she had just let me help her, she wouldn’t have fallen to the ground. But her blaming me for having to be here tells me everything I need to know. Nothing I say is going to matter.

“Would you like me to grab some of these and take them to your room, or do you want to take them yourself?”

Camille gives me a smile, and even though it’s forced and not in the slightest bit genuine, I revel in seeing the slight upturn of her lips. “You’re learning fast. I like it. I’ll get them myself.”

I nod, grabbing my luggage and walking toward the front door. I’m trying to be nice despite how hard she’s making it for me, but I’m not going to go out of my way. If she doesn’t want help, then I won’t give her any. “Have at it, then,” I yell over my shoulder, knowing that the sloped driveway won’t pair well with her stiletto heels. I tried helping. It’s her loss if she doesn’t want to accept it.

She curses under her breath as she deals with the consequences of her stubbornness. I try not to smile as I walk up to the keypad and type in the code to get in.

The smell of fresh flowers hits me immediately. I take a deep breath in, remembering the many memories in this house that all involve the scent of fresh-cut hydrangeas.

Mom always used to make sure the house was filled with the flowers every time we visited. I swallow, the constant ache in my chest over the death of my mother intensifying. It’s almost been a year since we lost her to breast cancer and as I walk into the empty Hamptons house—the one she loved so much—the loss of her cuts deeper.

My eyes rake over the space. The light blue walls, the furniture she picked out herself, everything reminds me of her. I hadn’t realized how hard it would be to be back at this house without her until this very moment.

A loud grunt interrupts me from my thoughts. I turn in the kitchen to find Camille hoisting her final piece of luggage over the threshold of the front door.

“You good?” I ask, noticing her hair sticking to her face from the struggle of getting her suitcases in.

Camille nods. She pushes her shoulders back and plasters an unbothered look on her face. “I don’t know why you’re asking. I’m fine.”

I laugh and shake my head.

Damn, she’s frustrating. Right now, I welcome it. Being annoyed with her is better than being sad about being back at this house without Mom.

“So this is the house,” I begin, holding my arms out and waving them around.

Camille nods, her eyes roaming over the space. I wonder if she likes it. I don’t know her well enough to know her taste. Does she like the coastal vibes of the house, or are her tastes more modern?

I shake my head, wondering why I even care if she likes it. Her opinion of the house doesn’t matter to me…at least, it shouldn’t.

“It’s gorgeous.” Her voice is soft as her eyes continue to take in the space. The staff did an amazing job of getting the house ready for us. I haven’t been to any of the other rooms, but I’m sure they’ve done great at preparing them for us as well.

It’s quiet as Camille looks around the main living space. I take the opportunity to really look at her. I tried on the plane, but she kept catching me and glaring in my direction. But now, she’s too focused on taking in the house that was my mother’s pride and joy to even realize I’m looking at her.

She looks exactly the same as she did on New Year’s Eve. Her hair is still long, and the strands are still so dark they’re only about one shade away from being black. Her eyes are still mesmerizing. Although now that I’ve seen them in the daylight, I’m realizing they’re more of a mix between blue and green instead of being just blue like I originally thought.

Camille runs her hand over the countertop. For a moment, her features soften as she looks around the kitchen. I compare the woman standing here to the one I met at the party. I remember thinking she was the most beautiful woman I’d ever laid eyes on—and that was before I finally earned a smile from her.

I want to ask her why she left that morning. To me, the night we shared was perfect. It was so perfect that I wanted to spend the next day with her and steal as many nights from her as she’d give me. But she didn’t want the same thing.

She left.

And now, when she looks at me, it isn’t the same. She looks at me like I’m the last person on this planet she wants to be stuck with, and I can’t deny that it stings a little to be looked at that way.

“Which room is the farthest from yours?” Camille asks, setting her purse down on the counter and meeting my gaze.

I swallow, wondering why it even matters to me that the woman I haven’t stopped thinking about isn’t the same one standing in front of me.
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“Will this room work okay?” Ryker asks from behind me.

I look over my shoulder, finding him leaning against the doorframe. He has his arms folded across his chest as his brown eyes watch me closely.

“Yes,” I answer, ripping my gaze from his to look around the room. It’s bigger than I was expecting. A large white oak bed sits against the far wall. It’s massive and stunning, looking like it’d been picked straight from an estate sale and placed into the house. A beautiful pale blue comforter sits on the freshly made bed. Whoever was in charge of getting the house ready did a good job. There are even fresh-cut flowers sitting on the large dresser that make the whole room smell incredible.

Ryker’s quiet. He spent the entire morning chatting away. Even when I made it obvious I wasn’t listening to him, he still didn’t stop talking. But since we got here, he’s been quieter than normal.

“You should be happy to know it’s the farthest room from mine,” he remarks, his tone a little flat.

I nod, turning to face him. He stares right back, keeping his mouth shut as he waits for me to say something.

We stare at one another for a moment, both lost in our thoughts as we wait for the other to break the silence.

I sigh, trying not to get lost staring into his mahogany-colored eyes. He watches me closely, his shoulders rising and falling with shallow breaths as if he’s hoping I’ll say something. For the first time today, he looks at me without the glint of humor in his eyes. For some reason, this look from him makes me want to let my guard slip, even if just for a moment. But he’s tricked me once. I won’t let it happen again. Spending time with him is strictly professional, and I can’t let his good looks and puppy dog eyes distract me.

I rub my hands over my thighs before pushing my shoulders back. “How about we get unpacked, and then we can meet in an hour or two to talk about our plan?”

The seriousness of the moment gets swept away. Ryker raises an eyebrow. He adjusts his position against the doorframe as a smile blooms on his lips. “We just got here, and you’re already wanting to go over a plan?”

I purse my lips and narrow my eyes. “Of course. We’re here for business, Ryker. Not for fun. We need to get a plan together as soon as we can.”

“I remember you being more fun,” he tosses out with a smirk.

My eyes go wide at his remark. “You’re breaking rule number two,” I hurriedly get out.

Ryker laughs. “Camille, I never actually agreed to your rules.”

Anger brews deep inside me. I don’t know if it’s because he isn’t listening to me or the fact that my skin heats at the memory of what fun he means.

“You did. Or you will. We’ll meet in an hour.”

“I don’t want to plan in an hour.”

I let out an annoyed groan as I force myself to meet his eyes. “I don’t remember asking what you want.”

His grin gets even wider. “Shouldn’t you care what I want? Make the client happy and all?”

“Your father hired the firm, not you. What you want doesn’t matter to me. The only thing that matters is that we get out of here as soon as we can.”

“Don’t worry, I won’t make my father look bad again. I plan on being on my best behavior.” He takes a step closer to me, effortlessly tucking his hands into his pockets as he keeps his stare on me. The smile on his face doesn’t falter once. “But unlike you, I enjoyed myself that night we had together. Maybe I want to talk about it.”

I roll my eyes, my cheeks flushing in anger. It’s cruel of him to tell me he enjoyed that night when he wasn’t even in bed when I woke up the next morning.

“Ryker,” I begin, his name leaving my mouth accompanied by a long sigh. “That night is something we should forget about. It happened between two people who thought they’d never see each other again. It was nothing. Meant nothing. And talking about it only makes things between us unnecessarily complicated. Rule number two. We don’t talk about it. Got it?”

His smile falls. All humor is wiped from his features as he stares blankly back at me. “Nothing?” he asks, his voice tighter than it was before.

“Nothing,” I confirm, keeping my voice confident. “It was a mistake, but that doesn’t mean we have to let it get in the way of us cleaning up your image for the summer. We’re going to get you that board approval.”

He swallows, his gaze leaving mine. I watch him closely as he runs a hand over his mouth and looks around the room. Slowly, he nods before looking at me once again. “A mistake. Nothing.” He smiles again, but this one seems a little more forced. “You’re right. I was thinking the same thing.”

“Did you just tell me I was right?” I ask, a little in shock. The air between us changes. It seems…stiff. There’s a sudden shift in his demeanor as everything about him seems rigid as well.

He gives one curt nod of his head. “I did. You’re right. At least we can agree on one thing.”

I narrow my eyes on him, wondering why his words come out a little rushed. Before I can ask him, he’s backing out of the room.

“We’ll meet in the kitchen in an hour,” I call, watching him retreat from the room.

All Ryker does is laugh.

I want to call after him and force him to confirm the meeting time, but I bite my tongue. I just have to trust him that no matter his annoyance with me, he’ll still do what’s in his best interest and come up with a plan with me. As much as he gets on my nerves, it’s obvious in the few conversations we’ve had that he doesn’t want to create a bad image for Davenport Media.

But I instantly regret putting any sort of faith in him when I find myself waiting at the kitchen counter for two hours with no sign of Ryker.
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“Davenport!” Jude Kensington yells my name from outside the men’s locker room at Pembroke Hills Country Club.

I give him a smile as I make my way toward him.

Jude is a good friend of mine. He might be a little older than me, but he’s always the life of the party, which means we get along really well. He’s a great guy, and seeing him here this afternoon settles the unease that was creeping in.

The moment I left Camille alone at the house, I felt guilty. I know she’s just trying to help, but her words in that room hurt me. She called me a mistake so effortlessly. As much as I hate to admit it, I think she meant it, which crushed me because I’d never be able to call what happened between us a mistake. It was only one night, but I liked her. For a moment in her room, I had hope that maybe I’d see that version of her again.

And then she obliterated all of my hope by saying we meant nothing.

“Hi,” I say to Jude as I come to a stop in front of him. “It’s been a while. How’ve you been?”

He runs a hand through his wet hair, making me wonder if he’s spent the morning and early afternoon golfing. It wouldn’t surprise me. “Work’s been so fucking busy. I don’t want to have to leave as often this summer, so I’ve just been trying to get everything taken care of in Manhattan. What about you, Davenport? What have you been up to? You’re a little early for the season.”

I scratch the back of my neck, not wanting to tell him the real reason I’m at Pembroke. He doesn’t need to know that my father hired a publicist to spend the summer with me and that somehow that publicist bruised my ego enough to send me over to the club sulking instead of doing what she asked me to.

Jude keeps his eyes on me with his typical easy grin plastered on his lips. He waits patiently for me to answer. I gather my thoughts, wondering how much I want to confess. “Got myself in a bit of trouble with the press,” I admit, knowing he’s probably already seen it, and there’s no reason to hide it. We run in the same circle. The heir to a billion-dollar company accidentally leaking plans months before they’re meant to go public is a big deal. “Came to the Hamptons to lie low. Plus, a lot of the board members spend the summer here. Figured it wouldn’t hurt to get on their good side.”

Jude nods. “Happens to the best of us.” He reaches out and claps an encouraging hand over my shoulder. “I have faith in you. If anyone can charm a board, it’s you. Do you have any plans for this evening? Want to grab an early dinner with me?”

I give him a smile, some of the pent-up tension leaving my body. Jude’s confidence in me is something I didn’t realize I needed. He and I are very similar. Compared to our social circles, we’re the more carefree and fun type. Even if he’s more easygoing than most, the board at his company still respects the hell out of him. That’s exactly what I want.

“I don’t have any plans at all,” I answer, Camille’s face popping into my mind. As if on cue, my phone vibrates in my pocket. I pull it out, finding her name on my screen. She insisted on exchanging numbers on the short plane ride here, and now I’m kind of wishing I’d held off.

I stare at the phone for a moment before shoving it back into my pocket and focusing on Jude.

He lifts an eyebrow. “You sure? Not a lot of people are here yet, so I thought it’d be good to catch up a little, but I get it if you can’t.”

I shake my head and point toward Pembroke Grill. “Yes, let’s eat.”

Jude smiles and gestures in the restaurant’s direction. “Sounds good.”
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“I didn’t know how much you’d be around this summer,” Jude offers before taking a drink of his water.

We’ve been seated for almost an hour now, just catching up and it’s been nice. For the first time since my father shared the news, I don’t completely dread the idea of spending the summer here. I’m reminded how much I like the men I’ve met because of family and business. After my mother passed, I might’ve started spending too much time with guys I went to school with who don’t really have to work a day in their lives. They don’t take anything seriously, so I hadn’t been either. Catching up with Jude reminds me that it’s okay to grow up a little and live up to the expectations of being lucky enough to be born into a family empire.

I sit back in my chair, letting out a long breath as I’m reminded of just how much my mom loved this place. “To be honest, I didn’t know if I’d be back much either. I didn’t realize I was avoiding coming here until I was forced to.”

“Forced?” Jude asks, his head cocking to the side slightly.

My mouth snaps shut for a moment as I figure out a way to spin my slipup that doesn’t involve admitting that my father hired what is essentially a babysitter for the summer and that I had no choice in coming here. I give him a grin and playfully roll my eyes. “Might be dramatic. But forced, as in this place is where my future board will be for the summer. I had to come impress them.”

He gives me a nod before taking another drink. “You’ll impress them. If you need anything, just let me know.”

“Thanks,” I tell him, placing my palms against the table. “So where’s Cal? It seems like I always see the two of you together.”

Jude smiles. Callahan Hastings and Jude Kensington are always together. They’re best friends, and I hadn’t realized how odd it was to see one without the other until right now. “Cal’s coming down next weekend. He’ll be excited to see you. You can talk to him about how to get a board to love you. He can do no wrong in his board’s eyes.”

I laugh. “That’s probably because Cal doesn’t do any wrong. He’s likable but doesn’t fuck around. He gets the job done. It’ll be nice to see everyone this summer, for sure.”

I’m about to ask Jude what his plans are for the rest of the week when movement from the corner of my eye catches my attention.

I look over Jude’s shoulder, my stomach dropping when I see a familiar face stomping in our direction.

Camille glares at me from across the room, her steps confident and purposeful as she heads right to us.

“Oh fuck,” I mutter under my breath, sitting up straighter in my chair as I realize that the angry look on her face might actually scare me a little.

“What’s wrong?” Jude asks, turning around in his chair to follow my line of sight.

Camille closes the distance to the table. She doesn’t even spare a sideways glance toward Jude. All she does is focus her wrath on me.

“You missed our meeting,” she hisses. Her chest rises and falls in angry breaths. She keeps her voice low and composed so as not to disturb the other patrons, but the tone is still harsh.

“I didn’t agree to the meeting,” I respond with a smile.

Jude glances between me and Camille with a curious look on his face.

Camille narrows her eyes. “I don’t care. We’re having our meeting.”

Jude clears his throat, his eyes wide as he takes us in. Finally, she tears her angry glare from me and looks over at him.

“I’m Camille.” She offers her hand out to him, and he quickly takes it, a smile spreading across his face as they shake hands.

“Jude Kensington.” His smile gets even wider. “How have I not seen you here at the club? Are you a new member?”

Camille gives him a tight smile. “My father’s a member. Troy Vaughn. Maybe you’ve heard of him.”

Jude’s eyebrows go to his hairline at the information she gives him. He looks over at me once before looking back at her. “So you’re a Vaughn? From Vaughn PR?”

Camille nods. “I am. And if you don’t mind, I’d like to speak to my client.”

Jude chuckles, his gaze moving to focus on me. “Client, huh? Ryker forgot to mention he was here with a publicist.”

Camille lets out a soft snort. “Yeah, well, he’s doing his best to ditch me. Unluckily for him, I’m not that easy to get rid of.”

I groan. “I’m busy, Camille. Can’t you see I’m having dinner with Jude?”

Jude’s lips part in shock. He probably wasn’t expecting the disgruntled tone I used with her. I can’t help it. She brings it out of me.

“Jude, mind if I join the two of you for dinner?” Camille sets a large binder down on the table, not even waiting for him to answer before she takes a seat.

“How’d you even get in?” I ask, curious to know the answer. Even with her father as a member, not everyone is given the ability to add plus-ones. It depends on your standing with the club and how long you’ve been a member. I know my father added her as a plus-one with me for the summer, but she would have needed my help to get her checked in.

“I asked nicely,” Camille offers, taking one of the empty seats at our table.

I stare at her blankly for a few seconds before crossing my arms over my chest. “You? Asking something nicely? Not a chance.”

“I’m a professional, and I can be nice. They were very enthusiastic about getting me checked in. They kept going on and on about how nice you were. Which is weird because…is that niceness in the room with us? I couldn’t tell right now by how you’re speaking to me.”

“What can I say? You bring out the worst in me.”

Jude whistles. He sits up in his seat, running a hand over his mouth as he watches us closely with the biggest grin on his face. “This is good. I didn’t know I’d be getting so much entertainment before everyone else showed up for the summer.”

“Jude,” Camille begins, plastering on that polite smile once again. I can see right through it. I know it’s fake, but the way Jude looks at her makes it obvious he doesn’t care if her smile is real or not. He waits eagerly for her to continue her thought.

“I’m sorry to ruin your dinner plans, but my client is in dire need of a PR makeover, something his family is paying me a lot of money to do. I’ll make sure he has plenty of time for dinners with friends this summer, but for now, do you mind if I steal him from you? We need to come up with a plan, and while I thought he could be mature for once and do it at the time I asked him to, I was wrong. Now, he’s left with me with no choice but to interrupt his impromptu dinner plans because I have to do my job.”

Jude lifts his hands up. “I don’t want to get in the way of any important plans. I’ll catch you later, Ryker.” He scoots his chair back and stands up.

I watch him with my eyes wide and my mouth hanging open. He’s not even going to question her about ruining our plans? Call her rude? Nothing?

I follow suit and stand up. “You really don’t have to go. Camille and I can plan any other day.”

“No, we can’t.”

I look over my shoulder at her for a moment before looking back at Jude. “Ignore her. Let’s finish dinner.” I point to the chair he was just sitting in.

Jude smiles and shakes his head. “Sorry, Davenport. Vaughn PR is the best of the best. If Camille wants to meet, I have no doubt that your board will be eating out of your palm in no time.”

Why do I feel a little bit betrayed by him?

He winks at Camille, just shoving the knife deeper that he seems to be Team Camille instead of Team Ryker.

Camille gives him a sickeningly sweet smile. Hopefully he can tell how fake it is. “It was so nice to meet you, Jude. Thank you for having some common sense. Care to share some with your friend since he clearly doesn’t want to impress his future board members?”

I scoff. “I never said that. I just don’t think I need your help.”

Jude’s hand clamps down on my shoulder. He squeezes it. “If your family is hiring PR, you probably need the help. Best of luck to you, Davenport.”

I pinch the bridge of my nose between my thumb and pointer finger. “Thanks. I’m going to need it.”

Jude tucks his hands in his pockets and strolls away. He doesn’t seem to care at all that Camille messed up his plans for the night.

Speaking of Camille, when I pull my eyes from Jude and look at her, I find her already watching me. She pulls out a notepad from her large purse and carefully sets it down on top of the binder she’d brought in.

“Sit,” she demands.

I do as she says, knowing at this point, I have no choice but to listen to her.


NINE
CAMILLE


“You know, next time you want to get rid of me, just remember that it’s pointless,” I tell Ryker as he takes a seat in the chair across from mine.

“It was wishful thinking,” he gripes, sitting back in his chair with a resigned sigh.

“You’re making it harder on yourself by arguing. Just accept that it’s my job to know what’s best for you and listen to me.”

Ryker’s brown eyes focus on me. He’s quiet for a moment and I wait for him to respond, watching the muscle along his clenched jaw tick. His fingertips dance along the tablecloth as he thinks through his answer. Then, just when I think he won’t comply, he reaches across the table and taps the edge of the binder I brought.

“So tell me your plan, and I’ll tell you what I think.”

I watch him carefully for a moment. Part of me wants to tell him he doesn’t really have a choice, but I appreciate the fact that he isn’t arguing with me right now. I’ll bite my tongue if it means we can finally get something done.

I move my notepad to the side and scan over the notes I already put into the binder. Last night, I printed off some headlines about him, wanting to highlight the ones I felt were more concerning in terms of how they look to the board at Davenport Media.

“I’ve spent time looking at what’s been said about you. The good news is, I don’t think this is something we can’t fix. Yeah, some of it looks bad, but at the end of the day, I think you can regain the trust and confidence of the board.”

Ryker nods. “I know I can. I’ll make it right.”

The smallest sigh of relief leaves me at his words. His tone with me might still have a bit of a bite, but at least for right now, he seems serious about getting back into the good graces of his board.

I flip to the next page in the binder, looking for the list I created. “Of the nine board members, seven of them are confirmed to be spending the summer here.”

“How do you know that?” he asks, leaning forward slightly. I don’t want to get my hopes up, but he actually seems interested in the conversation.

I lift one of my shoulders. “I did some research. These two”—I point to pictures of two men at the bottom of the page—“I couldn’t figure out if they’ll be in the Hamptons or not. This one’s a member, the other isn’t, but it’s possible he could attend as a guest with someone else. I’ll keep an eye out.”

“I just want to know how you got all of this information. Member records aren’t public, let alone travel plans for the summer.”

I look up from the paper and meet his gaze. His eyes are slightly narrowed on me as he watches me closely, waiting for me to answer his question.

I sigh and adjust my position in my chair to get comfortable. “It’s my job to know things, Ryker. I’m resourceful. Let’s talk about how you can impress the seven members we know will be here.”

Ryker leans back and holds his hands up playfully. “All I need to do is to be myself. That’ll have them.” He gives me a smug smile.

I can’t help but laugh at his words. “You don’t actually think that, do you?”

His smile falters slightly. “Sure I do. I haven’t been on my best behavior recently, but I still grew up with these people. I know them. I know their expectations, and I know how to convince them that I can do what they expect of me.”

“You still need my help. You had the chance to impress them on your own, and you blew it.”

“I’m well aware,” he mutters, his tone tired.

I flip back to the page with some of the worst headlines. My eyes scan over the paper. I already know these articles by heart, but I’m nervous about the next question I want to ask Ryker, so I’m stalling.

“In the last eight months, things have gotten a little more reckless than they used to be. Why?”

Pembroke Grill isn’t busy since the Hamptons season hasn’t even technically started, so because of that, I hear the sharp breath Ryker takes in at my question.

He lets out a long sigh before scrubbing his hands over his face. I give him the time he needs to answer my question, knowing whatever the answer may be might help me do my job.

Ryker’s warm brown eyes settle on me. I know he’s thirty and a grown man, but there’s something vulnerable about the way he stares at me now.

“My mother passed away.”

My mouth falls open as my next breath gets stuck in my chest. I blink a few times. Out of all the things I was expecting him to say, it wasn’t that.

“I’m sorry,” I manage to get out. My mind races through all the articles I looked up about him. Not once did I see anything about his mother passing away.

Ryker nods. “You’re wondering why you didn’t already know that, aren’t you?”

I swallow but nod my head once. Since last night, I’ve done a lot of research on Ryker and Davenport Media. There’s no way I missed an article about the passing of his mother.

He rubs his lips together before looking at the ceiling for a moment. A server comes and refills our waters but scurries away before saying anything. Maybe she can sense the solemn feeling in the air.

“My dad tried having any news of her death scraped from the web. There’s her obituary, of course, and articles highlighting all the incredible philanthropic work she did, but for the most part, only people who knew her personally knew about her passing away. That’s what she wanted. She didn’t want the world to know who she was in death, but wanted the world to remember what she brought to life.”

My mouth feels dry. I don’t know what to say to him. I lost my mom as a teenager, and it was the hardest thing I’ve ever gone through. His loss is still so fresh. The sudden increase in his recklessness makes more sense now.

“Don’t feel sorry for me. I’m handling it.” His voice is rough. I don’t say it out loud, but I am feeling sorry for him. It’s hard not to. Just by his demeanor, it’s obvious the death of his mom hit him hard.

“Okay,” I finally respond, not knowing what else to say. I want to find out more, but it’s clear he doesn’t want to talk about it any longer.

It’s quiet—too quiet. Something I never thought I’d say when it comes to him. My eyes bounce around the restaurant, wondering where our server is. I told her we wanted some time before ordering food, but she’d be a welcome distraction from the uncomfortable tension happening right now.

He clears his throat. “For someone who tracked me down to go over a plan, you’re really lacking in the planning department right now.”

I hurriedly straighten my spine and flip to the page with the board members again. For a moment, I’ll hold off on talking about the headlines. Now that I know the reason that so many of them started popping up eight months ago, I feel bad about bringing them up.

“Right. Back to the board members. We need to be strategic about how we approach the summer with them. You don’t want to make it too obvious that you’re trying to impress them. It needs to feel natural.”

Ryker nods. “Don’t be obvious. Got it. What else?” He smiles, and it makes me shift uncomfortably in my seat. I can’t tell if the smile is real or if he’s having to force it.

“Well…” I clear my throat to buy myself time. “People will wonder why I’m with you all summer, so it’s going to be obvious you have a publicist.”

Ryker lifts a shoulder nonchalantly. “Or I don’t have to have a publicist for the summer. You being here is a little obvious about there being a plan now that you mention it.”

I roll my eyes at him. “You’re not getting rid of me. We can use it to our advantage. We’ll lie and say you’re the one who sought me out. That you’re wanting to make sure you’re media trained in case anything comes up over the summer as you prepare to take over the company.”

“It was worth a shot.” He points to the first picture on the list of board members. “Let’s talk about the members, then. Tell me about Marty Schuler.”


TEN
CAMILLE


I let out a long sigh as I stare down at my vibrating phone. It’s my dad. After traveling this morning and dealing with Ryker for the rest of the day, he’s the last person I want to talk to, but I swipe to answer anyway.

“Hello,” I say, sitting back in bed. It’s ten in the evening, but work never stops for Dad, so I’m not shocked by the late-night call.

“Camille,” he begins, no hint of warmth in his voice. He addresses me the same way he addresses his clients or employees. I guess, technically, I am one of his employees. That doesn’t mean it doesn’t sting a little. “How did the first day go?” he asks.

I press my lips into a line as I think about his question. He doesn’t need to know that the first day here didn’t go as planned. I should’ve known Ryker wouldn’t be as thrilled to plan with me, but it all worked out in the end. Even though I had to track him down at the club, I’m feeling good about our next steps.

“The first day went well,” I answer. It’s not really a lie. It definitely could’ve gone worse. Ryker didn’t completely embarrass himself or spill any secrets again, so a win is a win.

“I think this entire thing will be a lost cause,” he mutters. He throws it out so casually it takes me by surprise.

“What?” I ask, sitting up straighter.

“This boy is immature. No one will ever take him seriously. Just do your best this summer at keeping him from being a total shitshow, and we’ll cash in on what they’re paying us.”

My jaw hangs open as I try to process his words. I’ve suspected that he might not have a ton of faith in Ryker, but this is more than that. He thinks Ryker is a lost cause but still wants the payout.

“I think he’s fully capable of impressing his board. It’ll take time, but I know we can do⁠—”

“It’s me you’re talking to, Camille. You don’t have to bullshit. Not even his own father believes in his capability to take over the company. You’re setting yourself up for failure if you believe anything different.”

My mouth snaps shut at his words. I’ve never heard my dad talk like this. We’ve taken on clients with far bigger scandals than Ryker. We’ve found a way to get them out of trouble, to turn their career around. We’ve made people with reputations that were splattered with mud squeaky-clean. I don’t understand why he doesn’t have any faith in Ryker.

I’m quiet as I try to think of what to even say to my dad. From the meeting with Ryker and his father, his dad seemed like he did believe in his son. Yes, you could tell he was frustrated and at his wit’s end with Ryker, but it hadn’t seemed like he’d given up on him.

“Camille,” he barks when I don’t answer him.

Never did I think I’d want to defend Ryker Davenport to my own father, but right now, I feel the urge to. I saw the defeated look in Ryker’s eyes when he explained why things had gotten worse recently. He lost his mom, and I can’t help but feel bad for him because of that.

“I’ll do my best,” I tell him, not knowing what else to say. Ryker is annoying as hell, and he doesn’t exactly have the best personal track record with me either, but I think he’s a good guy. He’s been through a lot and has made some bad decisions. That doesn’t mean he should be counted out on inheriting his family’s company and running it.

“We’ll talk again soon.” Dad hangs up the phone without saying anything else. I don’t know how long I stare at the black screen of my phone. It could be one minute, it could be ten. The longer I let my mind analyze the phone call I just had with him, the more I realize he might not intend to make me partner at the firm. At least not yet.

He gave me what he thinks is an impossible task. Pride had bloomed in my chest when he told me he’d make me a partner at the firm if I could turn the Davenport Media board in Ryker’s favor. For the first time, I felt like my dad believed in me…that I was worth something.

It turns out he only said yes because he wanted the easy payout. We get paid whether or not Ryker gets accepted at the end of the summer.

I close my eyes and let my entire body become eerily still. I remember all the techniques I’ve learned to calm my body. I focus on using my diaphragm, pulling air in through my nose. I hold it in for a moment, letting the air expand my lungs before letting the breath out slowly through my mouth.

I repeat the steps a few times, trying my best to stay calm as it feels like the walls begin to close around me.

I had hope.

Hope that my father believed in me.

That for the first time in my life, I might actually impress him.

I was so close to proving myself to him. At least, I thought I was.

I allow myself a moment to let the realization set in. I continue to take deep breaths in and out as I come to terms with the fact that my dad doesn’t think I can do this. He doesn’t want me to be a partner. If I became one, he’d have to treat me as an equal, and I’m realizing that isn’t something he ever intends to do.

If he doesn’t believe Ryker can get the board’s approval, he’s about to find out how wrong he is.

Ryker will get the approval of the Davenport Media board if it’s the last thing I do. I’m going to become a partner at the firm, and there’s nothing my dad will be able to do to stop it.

I’m going to prove myself to him.

I slide off my bed and grab my laptop and binder of plans from the top of the dresser. I felt fairly confident after the dinner meeting with Ryker, but there’s still more work that can be done.

The moon is high in the sky by the time I finally call it a night and let myself crawl into bed to try and get some sleep.

Tomorrow, the real work begins on getting Ryker that board approval that we both desperately need him to get. I’ve got a plan, and I feel good about what we can accomplish this summer.

My only issue is that so much of this depends on Ryker Davenport. He’s the one man I can’t stand, but he’s also the only person standing in the way of proving to my dad once and for all that I’m worthy of being his equal.


ELEVEN
RYKER


“And where do you think you’re going?” Camille calls from the kitchen, her voice void of any humor.

I freeze in the doorway. I was so close to sneaking out of the house without her noticing. She must have supersonic hearing because my attempt to leave has me at the side door of the house, something she shouldn’t be able to hear or see from her room.

“Fuck,” I mutter under my breath, pressing my forehead against the door. It’s been a little over a week since we got to the Hamptons, and I’m bored out of my mind.

The familiar sound of heels clicking against hardwood floors tells me Camille is heading in my direction.

“Hi,” she says, her voice coming from behind me.

“Hi,” I mutter, pressing my face against the door because I can’t take another day stuck in this house with her. I’ve done enough planning to last a lifetime. I’ve also done enough arguing to last me forever. I’m not typically one who argues with others. I’m a pretty agreeable guy. But fuck, there’s something about Camille that just makes me want to argue with her every step of the way.

“Going somewhere?” she asks. I don’t even have to look back at her to know the position she’s likely standing in, with her arms crossed against her chest—something she’s always doing when it comes to me—and wearing that scowl that seems to be saved just for me as well.

I turn around, pressing my back against the door as I find her in the exact position I expected. “I’m bored. I need out of this house.”

She frowns, two creases forming on her forehead that are annoyingly adorable. Maybe I’m only thinking that because I’ve been stuck with her for a week. “We got out of the house yesterday. The dinner, remember?”

I roll my eyes. “And that was boring, Camille. I even saw you yawn a few times. All we did was listen to a bunch of rich dudes talk about all the money they had.”

“Well, we’re trying to impress those rich dudes right now. The dinner was necessary.”

I nod. As much as I hated going to the dinner last night, I understand why I had to be there. Now that summer is in full swing, everyone is here in the Hamptons. The hallways that were empty at Pembroke last week are now full. We attended a dinner party last night at the club to celebrate the start of the season. And while I completely understand why the dinner was necessary, it doesn’t mean I wasn’t bored out of my mind.

“I did what you told me to last night. I talked business with some board members, and I was on my best behavior.” I let out a little groan and push myself off the door. I take a few steps until I come to a stop right in front of her. “Let me have fun today.”

“Your fun is what gets you in trouble.” She shifts on her feet. The movement of her body catches my eye. I pull my gaze from hers and take a quick look at what she’s wearing. I swallow, not expecting to be attracted to what I see.

She wears black from head to toe. Her shirt clings to her skin, and I have to close my eyes for a moment as I try to push from my mind the mental picture of what exactly she’s hiding underneath the fabric.

I need out of this damn house. I need to see other people who aren’t Camille Vaughn. Maybe then I won’t be thinking about what she looks like underneath her clothes.

“You know it’s summer and you’re in the Hamptons. Is all the black necessary?”

“I’m sorry. I don’t exactly remember asking for your opinion on my outfit.”

My lips twitch with the hint of a blooming smirk. “I bet you always want my opinion.”

Her entire face pinches together as she lets out the loudest scoff. “You’re the last person on Earth who I want an opinion from.”

My grin gets even wider. I know it isn’t nice to like to push her buttons, but I can’t help it when it comes to her. Her being my publicist and forced to babysit me all summer, paired with her insisting that what happened between us was nothing to remember, has upset me. Pushing her buttons is a fairly innocent way to get back at her. Plus, maybe if I annoy her enough, she’ll just leave me alone for the summer.

I cock my head to the side as an idea forms in my mind. If I want to get rid of her and impress the board without her help, maybe I can. I’ll be on my best behavior in public but annoy the shit out of her in private until she goes running back to Manhattan.

“Why are you smiling like that? Shouldn’t you be offended?” Camille asks, her dark eyebrows pulling in.

“It doesn’t matter,” I say, reaching my arms above my head and stretching for a moment. I try to keep my tone as casual as possible, not wanting her to know that I’m thinking of all the ways I can annoy her to finally get her to leave me alone.

I don’t miss how her eyes dart to my biceps for a moment. Her gaze trails along my body until she checks out my other arm as well.

I can’t help but smirk, loving that despite her obvious dislike for me, the spark of attraction we both felt on New Year’s Eve wasn’t all in my head.

“I’m leaving,” I announce, breaking the silence. “My friends are all showing up, and I want to see them. I’m going to Pembroke, and you’re not stopping me.”

“How does this help our plan?” she asks, her heels clacking against the floor as she gets closer to me and the door. My clubs and a change of clothes are already at the club, so I don’t have to grab anything other than my favorite hat I left here a few days ago after Camille let me out for a round of golf with one of the board members. I was so focused on sneaking out, I almost forgot it.

“This helps our plan because…” I pause, opening the door and stepping outside. I keep my hand on the door just long enough for her to follow me before letting it close.

“Because why?” she annoyingly asks from behind me.

“Because I need to get out, Camille. Believe it or not, being locked in a house alone with you is driving me fucking nuts. All we do is talking about plans, executing plans…it’s always fucking plans.”

The sound of her heels clicking against the driveway stops.

I sigh, knowing I should keep walking and use this as a chance to ditch her. I don’t. Instead, I turn around to find her standing in front of the house with a pinched expression aimed in my direction.

“Plans are good. I love plans.”

I laugh. “Oh, I’m well aware. Tell me, do you plan every single second of your day? Or do you just get off on planning mine?”

“I don’t get off on anything that has to do with you, thank you very much.”

I smirk as I cock my head to the side. “Really? I remember you loving the thing I did with my tongue.”

Camille’s eyes go wide, and her cheeks turn a shade of pink I’ve never seen before.

Fuck.

This is going to be fun.

“Ryker,” she scolds, her voice a little breathy. “You’re breaking rule number two.”

“What else did you expect?” I ask, turning around and heading to my car for the summer. I don’t need to stare at her another second. The shade her cheeks are turning is a little too perfect and a little too distracting for me to look at her any longer.

“I expect you to tell me what your plan is for today. Are you golfing with a board member? I could talk with Ian at the golf pro shop. He loves me and would tell me if any of your members have a tee time today.”

I try not to frown at her comment about Ian. Now that she mentions it, Ian was very interested in her the two times we’ve been in there together in the last week. “No, Camille, I don’t want you to talk to Ian.” I don’t miss the way I practically spit his name. “I want to see my friends today. Men who aren’t on my board but I respect the hell out of.”

Camille follows behind me as I open the door to my SUV and slide into the driver’s seat. She steps inside the door, blocking me from being able to shut it. “What are your friends going to do for you?”

I laugh, placing my hands on the steering wheel as I shake my head at her in disbelief. “I don’t know, be my friends? You know, people you enjoy spending time with that you care about and make you better. Those are called friends. Ever heard of them, or with that perfect sparkly personality of yours, have you never had one?”

Her plump lips press into a thin line. “Of course I have friends,” she hisses. The words are said hastily and defensively, making me wonder how true her words are. Surely she has friends, right?

I make a shooing motion with my hand. “Perfect. Go call them and catch up and leave me alone.”

I reach around her body and grab the handle of the door, but when I pull on it, she doesn’t budge.

An annoying growl comes from deep inside my chest. “Move.”

Camille shakes her head, making my pulse spike. God, this woman is defiant and stubborn as hell. “If you’re going to the club, then I’m coming with you.”

I throw my head back in frustration. It bounces against the headrest as I let out a loud groan. “You don’t have to spend every second with me. I promise to be on my best behavior. You don’t have to come.”

“I’m coming,” she announces, leaving no room for discussion. “Now, I’ve got to run inside and get my bag. If you leave without me, just know I’m going to make your life hell today at the club.”

I watch her as she takes a step away from the door. Part of me wonders what would happen if I gunned it out of here while she ran inside. Unfortunately, I don’t know if the consequences will be worth it.

“Go,” I get out, not bothering to hide my annoyance with her. “You have one minute. If you’re not back by then, I’m leaving.”

She impresses me by not arguing. Or maybe I’m impressed by how fast she’s running in a pair of heels as she heads inside. I have to rip my gaze from the curve of her ass and the way her black skirt hugs it perfectly. Instead, I keep my eyes pinned on the time on the dash of the SUV. I meant what I said. She only has one minute.

Right as the clock goes up by a minute, I’m turning on the car. At that exact time, the sound of the side door slamming has me looking up and finding Camille running in my direction. She rips open the passenger door and slides into the seat. Carefully, she places her purse in her lap and looks over at me.

“You can go now.” Her tone makes it seem as if I’ve been the holdup, not her, which isn’t the case at all.

I roll my eyes. Instead of responding with a snide remark, I keep my mouth shut…at least for a little bit.

We’re a minute into the car ride when I can’t keep my lips pressed together for another second. I toss a look in her direction before focusing back on the road. “Just for the record, you’re already making my life hell.”

I pull my gaze from the road just long enough to see the sickeningly sweet smile she gives me. It doesn’t reach her eyes at all.

“The feeling is very mutual.”


TWELVE
CAMILLE


“Are you having fun?” Jude Kensington’s voice pulls me from the article I was reading on my phone.

I look up, finding him sliding into the empty golf cart seat next to me. He wears a massive grin, his eyebrows lifted as he waits for me to answer.

I lift a shoulder, letting the hand holding my phone drop into my lap. “I wouldn’t say golf is my definition of fun.”

“Why don’t you give it a try?”

I frown, my gaze moving to where Ryker stands on the green, having a conversation with two of his friends. “Give golf a try?” I ask, looking back at Jude.

He smiles and nods. “Yeah. If you’re going to be stuck babysitting Ryker for the summer, I bet a lot of your time is going to be spent on the course. You could learn to golf and show all of us up.”

I can’t help but laugh at his words. “I’ve golfed here and there. I’m not terrible, but I don’t enjoy it. And I’m not naive enough to think that I’d beat any of you in a round of golf. I’d put money that at least one of you was on the golf team at boarding school. And even if none of you were, you grew up on courses. I won’t win, and I don’t like playing games I have no chance of winning.”

Jude gives me a wolfish grin. “Competitive. I like it.”

I roll my eyes. He’s a flirt, but it doesn’t bother me as much as it typically would. I have zero interest in the guy, but something about him is likable. If I’m going to be stuck with these men for the foreseeable future, it’d be nice to have an ally in him.

“Yes. But not interested in competing with anyone in the group today. I’m a sore loser.”

“Did you know Preston Rhodes, right there, used to be the quarterback for the Manhattan Mambas?”

“I’m well aware,” I respond, eyes following the direction he’s pointing. “I’m a publicist, remember? I know Preston Rhodes. He’s had quite the last couple of years.”

Jude nods, the smile never leaving his lips. Preston is now retired, but in his final year, he won the Super Bowl and then took his relationship public with an influencer named Emma Turner. There was a period of time when you couldn’t open up any of the typical media sites without seeing their pictures plastered all over them.

“Well, Preston was also on the golf team at boarding school. So was Archer Moore. Preston quit to focus on football, but he does win most of the time.”

I look at the small group of men out on the course. Ryker is busy lining up a shot, while behind him, Preston talks to Archer Moore—another member at the club who has more money than I could ever imagine. I’ve met Archer and his wife, Winnie, a few different times, and they’re both incredibly kind, but I don’t know a lot about them. They prefer to stay out of the media as much as possible.

“And what about you?” I ask, focusing back on Jude. “Are you any good at golf?”

His entire face lights up with the question. “I’m not too bad. Need me to teach you?”

I roll my eyes and focus back on my phone. “I’m good.” I nod toward my left. “It’s your turn, isn’t it?”

He laughs. “So you are paying attention.”

“Just because I don’t want to play doesn’t mean I’m not paying attention.” I point to where Ryker stands, talking to Archer. I can’t fully tell because he wears a pair of Wayfarer sunglasses, but I’m pretty sure he stares right at me and Jude. “It’s my job to keep a close eye on him, remember?”

Jude snickers before sliding back out of the seat. “Oh, I remember. And even if I didn’t, his complaining about you wouldn’t let me forget.”

Before I can respond, Jude saunters away. As he lines up his shot, he looks at me over his shoulder, his grin only growing. “Watch how it’s done, Camille.”

I’m so focused on shaking my head at Jude that I don’t even notice Ryker has closed the distance between us. He steps in my line of sight, blocking my view of Jude.

“What were you and Jude talking about?” he asks.

I look up at him and cock my head to the side. I stare right back at my reflection in the lens of his sunglasses. “Excuse me?”

He hooks a thumb over his shoulder. “Jude was just over here. What were you talking about?”

“Why does it matter?”

He clears his throat and scrapes a hand over his mouth. “It doesn’t. I’m just making sure you aren’t telling him anything you shouldn’t.”

I can’t help but laugh. He can’t be serious. “He asked if I wanted to golf. I told him no.” I make a shooing motion with my hand. “Now, leave me alone and get back to golfing. You were insistent on seeing your friends. Go see them.”

“Next time, I’m golfing alone. You’re annoying me.” He grabs onto the top of the golf cart and leans in, waiting for me to answer.

“No, you’re not. Don’t even try. Bye now.”

Ryker smiles before sliding into the seat of the golf cart. He gives no warning before pressing on the gas, sending my body jolting backward.

I can’t help but yelp as my shoulders hit the seat.

“Ryker,” I scold, my fingers tightening around my phone before it can go flying out of the cart.

“What? We have to get to the next hole.”

I glare at the side of his face, even though he stares at the path ahead. I want to wipe the smug grin right off his face. “You could’ve given me a warning.”

“And miss you screaming like that? No, thanks.”

I clutch the handle next to my hip for dear life. He’s driving awfully fast, considering the course is packed this morning. My hair whips around in the wind, some pieces getting stuck in the lip gloss I applied while waiting for them to finish the last hole.

Finally, Ryker slows down as he nears the starting point for the next hole. I relax a little, removing my hand from the handle and pulling the stuck pieces of hair from my mouth.

Just as I let my guard down, Ryker yanks the cart to the right, catapulting my body against his.

“What the hell!” I yell, my cheek pressing against his shoulder as he steers the golf cart straight again.

He chuckles, no hint of remorse in his demeanor. “Lost control for a moment,” he explains, tossing a look over his shoulder at me.

“Right,” I mutter, pushing myself off his body and sliding as far away from him as the seat will allow.

My phone vibrates as he guides the golf cart to the edge of the path and puts it in park. We both sit there, quiet for a moment, as we wait for the others to catch up.

TROY VAUGHN


Any updates?




CAMILLE


Things are going according to plan.




“Is your dad’s contact in your phone really his full name?” Ryker asks, his voice far closer than I was expecting.

I look up from my phone and narrow my eyes on him. “Don’t look over my shoulder. It’s rude.”

Ryker doesn’t move. He keeps his face way too close to mine, and a satisfied smirk graces his lips. “You’re talking about me. I should be able to know what you’re saying.”

I scoff and bring my phone close to my chest. There’s no way in hell I’m going to allow him to peek at my confidential conversations.

“That’s not how it works. Why are you being even more annoying right now?” I look over my shoulder to find the other men’s golf carts parked behind us. I bring my attention back to Ryker. “And you’re going to miss your turn.”

“What are you saying about me to your dad? Were you telling him how charming I am? Incredibly handsome? Oh…” His entire face lights up as his tongue darts out to wet his lips before he keeps going. “Did you tell him that the board will eat out the palm of my hand in no time?”

I frown, respecting his confidence but knowing we’re nowhere near the board eating out of the palm of his hand. I overheard two of Ryker’s board members talking about him this morning as I waited for him outside the men’s locker room.

I only heard bits and pieces of it, but they were discussing Ryker’s dad and wondering if he even believed in Ryker’s ability to take over the company. It’s not looking great at the moment, but that doesn’t mean we won’t be able to turn it around.

“Camille.” Ryker’s voice pulls me from my thoughts.

I sit up straight and focus on him. “What?”

“What’d you say to your dad about me? And why is his contact so professional?”

I decide to completely ignore the second part of his question. The way my dad is labeled in my phone is truly none of his business. For a moment, I weigh my options. I could lie to Ryker, or I could just tell him the truth. Maybe if I’m honest, it’ll give him the kick in the ass he needs to take this summer seriously. Deep down, I believe he wants to. Just everything with his mom has clouded his judgment recently.

“My dad thinks you’re a lost cause. That working with your family will just be a way for us to make money. He doesn’t believe in you, and he doesn’t believe in me.”

Ryker’s face falls. Normally, there’s a whisper of a smirk on his lips and a glint in his eye that makes it seem like he finds the world amusing. Neither are there right now. “What?” he asks, his voice quieter than normal.

He swallows, distracting me from answering him for a moment. I watch as his plump Adam’s apple moves up and down his throat.

“You heard me,” I finally get out, meeting his eyes once again. I don’t know how I feel about this version of Ryker—the vulnerable one. I think I prefer the annoying one. At least then, I know what to expect. “My dad doesn’t think you have a chance of getting the board’s approval. Therefore, we’re going to prove him wrong.”

He leans back, his eyes focusing straight ahead. I follow his line of sight, taking in the scenic view of the golf course. The green leads right to the beach and the ocean. It’s stunning, and I can’t complain about the view I have while he golfs with his friends.

“Maybe I am hopeless,” Ryker mutters, his eyes still staring ahead.

I don’t even think. I react. I reach up and softly hit him on the back of the head. “No,” I scold. “Don’t think like that. You aren’t hopeless. We’re going to get it done, Ryker.”

He rubs the back of his head, his eyes wide as they connect with mine. “Did you just hit me?”

I roll my eyes. “Please. It was barely a tap. You’ll be fine. Now, you have an enormous ego and an annoying amount of confidence. Bring back that Ryker, and let’s prove my father wrong. I know you have it in you to impress your board. And you’ve already told me you think you can. Let’s do it.”

Ryker smirks. “Is this you saying you believe in me?”

I purse my lips. “Don’t fish for compliments. You still annoy the hell out of me, and I wish I was stuck with anyone else this summer.”

Ryker’s smile gets wider. “But?”

“How do you know there’s a but?”

He lifts a shoulder coolly, not seeming to care that one of his friends is calling his name. “Because I know there is. What else were you going to say?”

I let out an exasperated sigh. “But I think you can impress your board. And as much as I hate to admit it, I need you. Without their approval, I’ll never become partner. I’m ready to prove my dad wrong. So get your shit together and start listening to me so we can prove everyone wrong.”

Ryker stares at me for a few seconds without saying a word. His grin doesn’t falter, and just as quickly as it came, the self-doubt that had crept into his features is gone. “Fine. But you’re still not in charge. We plan together. And I’m counting down the seconds until I can ditch you.”

I laugh and focus back on my phone. “You and me both.”


THIRTEEN
RYKER


An intense banging sound wakes me up from my dream. One moment, I’m fast asleep, deep into a dream about soft lips and hushed moans, and the next, the clank of something hitting against metal is pulling me from my slumber.

“What the fuck,” I mutter, my mind trying to wake up fully and make sense of what the horrible noise is.

“Get up,” a familiar voice demands from the end of my bed.

I rub the heels of my palms against my eyes before opening them. Once open, I find Camille standing at the foot of the bed with a pot and a wooden spoon, her gaze smugly pointed at me. It’s been almost two weeks since we first got to the Hamptons, and never once has she barged into my room like this.

“What the fuck are you doing in here?” I spit, sitting up in bed.

“You kept snoozing your alarm, and you’re supposed to be at Pembroke in an hour. I had to find a way to wake you up.” She shrugs innocently, letting her hand holding the wooden spoon fall to her side.

Nothing about her is innocent. She knew exactly what she was doing by waking me up in the loudest, most abrupt way possible.

“I was going to wake up soon,” I argue, clearing my throat to rid my voice of sleepiness.

Camille ignores me. Instead, she chooses to walk over to the large bedroom windows and pull the curtains open. In one quick movement, the blackout shades are moved to the side, and the early morning sun washes the entire room in bright light.

I hiss, covering my eyes and falling into my pillow. “Camille!” I yell. “Give me a second to finish waking up before blinding me.”

“Blinding you? Really? That’s a little dramatic, don’t you think?”

I let out a disapproving grunt. “You shouldn’t be allowed in my room.”

She sets the pot and spoon down on the dresser before propping against it. I watch her through a small crack in my fingers, not ready to fully embrace the bright room quite yet. “If you didn’t want me in here, then you should’ve locked your door.”

I let out a displeased laugh and shake my head. “Seriously? Just because I didn’t lock my door doesn’t mean you have the right to come barging in before the sun’s even up.”

“The sun is up. And I wouldn’t have to come in here if you would just wake up the first time your alarm goes off. I mean, seriously, Ryker, are you a teenager? What thirty-year-old man sleeps through seven alarms?”

I finally pull my hands from my face and really look at her. She stands in the same spot as before, her hip pressed into the corner of the dresser as it supports some of her weight. She wears a light blue sundress today, and I can’t help but let my eyes wander for a fraction of a second, traveling over the spot on her thigh where the hem of the dress dances against her tan skin.

“It wasn’t seven alarms,” I grumble, pulling my body into a sitting position. I press my back against the bed’s headboard, adjusting myself until I’m comfortable.

“It was seven alarms. I counted.”

I clench my jaw. Of course she counted.

“Well, I’m awake. You can leave me alone now.”

Camille clicks her tongue. “Can I? I trusted you to wake up to your alarms, but here we are…”

“I was going to get up. I still have plenty of time to get ready. But I can’t start unless you leave.”

“Why?” Camille asks immediately, her face pinching together in confusion.

I can’t help but smirk, my gaze moving to my lap. “I don’t like to sleep in clothes. I thought you’d remember that.”

Camille’s eyes go wide, and I love that despite how much I’m sure she hates it, her cheeks begin to turn pink.

“Ryker.” The way she says my name lets me know I’m in trouble. She basically spits it out, her eyes immediately going to the ceiling to avoid looking at my body.

“What? You’re the one in my room. If I knew you were going to barge in, I would’ve put on clothes.”

“Oh my God,” she mutters, her hands rising to slap against her eyes. “You broke rule number two, by the way!”

“I could argue that you’re breaking a rule by letting yourself into my room without an invitation. It’s an invasion of privacy.”

She attempts to take a step toward the door, but she’s still too close to the dresser. Her hip ends up clipping the corner, and the noise that leaves her mouth sounds a little too close to the moans I was just dreaming about.

My entire body tightens as I try to ignore the sound she just made. It’s the morning, and my body’s reaction to things could give her the wrong idea.

“I’m leaving,” she speaks up, risking taking a peek through her fingers to ensure she doesn’t run into the dresser again.

I smile as I make sure the sheet stays around my waist. I slept in my boxer briefs, but she doesn’t need to know that. It’s kind of fun watching her squirm as I’m confident the memories of our night together are probably flooding her mind like they are mine.

“Took you long enough,” I quip. I can’t help but laugh when her hands drop from her face for a fraction of a second for her to shoot a dirty look in my direction.

She stops in the doorway, her back to me as she keeps her gaze pinned safely in front of her. “You have twenty minutes, Ryker. Meet me in the kitchen then.”

“Twenty minutes? We don’t have to be at Pembroke for an hour.”

She lets out a groan of disapproval. “We’ve been over this. We have to be early. That shows them that you’re taking things seriously.”

I stifle an eye roll. Camille is early to everything. Even if it’s something casual with my friends, she’s insistent that we’re early.

“Camille, they know I’m taking this seriously. All I’ve done recently is be serious. Rounds of golf with only one drink. Late nights in the cigar lounge centered around boring-as-fuck discussions.”

She’s quiet for a moment, but after over a week of spending way too much time with her, I know there’s something she wants to say.

“What?” I ask with a sigh.

“Nothing,” she responds immediately. The word comes out too quickly. Now I know for a fact she’s holding back.

I rub my temples, already looking forward to the cup of coffee I desperately need, thanks to Camille’s wake-up call. “Since when do you keep your thoughts to yourself? Spit it out.”

Camille spins on her heel, her body now facing mine as she glares at me. To her credit, she keeps her angry stare aimed right at my face and doesn’t let it move any lower. “Trust me, Ryker. I keep most thoughts I have of you to myself. I’m not trying to hurt your delicate feelings.”

My jaw pops open. Delicate feelings? What the fuck?

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I counter, crossing my arms over my chest.

Her lips press into a thin line. “You’re a little sensitive, and you don’t like constructive criticism.”

“I take criticism just fine,” I argue.

Her head tilts to the side. “Do you?”

I can’t help but frown. The slightly higher pitch to her voice at the end of her question tells me she has other ideas. “Of course I do.”

Camille picks at an invisible piece of lint from the skirt of her dress. “Mmm. Remember dinner last night?”

I scoff and throw my head back in frustration. “That doesn’t count.”

One of her dark eyebrows lifts. “Sure it does.”

I shake my head. “You were telling me I wasn’t doing a good job at making small talk, and no offense, but you’re not exactly the poster child for being chatty. It’s not that I couldn’t take criticism. I just don’t think I need a lecture from you, of all people, on how to have a casual conversation.”

“Me, of all people? What’s that supposed to mean?”

I laugh. “C’mon, Camille. You know you’re not the friendliest person. Making small talk isn’t really your thing.”

She huffs, her hands finding her hips. “The clock is ticking, Ryker.” I can’t help but smile at her avoidance of the topic. Her personality is a bit…prickly. I know it’s something she’s got to be aware of. I don’t think she wants to be known as friendly. If I had to guess, she wants people to leave her alone.

“Goodbye, Camille,” I respond, waving my hand in the air to dismiss her.

The moment she closes the door behind her, I pull the comforter over my head and allow myself five more minutes in bed before having to get up. There’s no reason I need to be fully ready in twenty minutes. There’s a formal brunch at Pembroke that happens every year. It’s another celebration to mark the start of the summer season. Almost everyone attends. It’s the perfect opportunity to talk with the Davenport Media members casually. If you asked me, I thought the last week had been going well in winning them over, but Camille seems to think otherwise.

I make a mental note to ask her about that. I got lost in talking about her lack of small-talk skills and her belief that I can’t take criticism.

With a sigh, I close my eyes and pull the cover farther over my head. With my eyes shut, the memories of my dream come crashing back.

I’d been dreaming about Camille—about our night together. It’s been the same dream every night since we arrived in the Hamptons.

I hate that she’s here and keeps invading my thoughts. She annoys me and gets under my skin—something few people can do.

And yet, I can’t stop dreaming about her. It’s a major problem. One that I don’t know how to solve because as much as I’d like to, I don’t think I’ll be getting rid of her anytime soon.

Something else I don’t think I’ll be ditching anytime soon?

The dirty dreams I’m having about my publicist.


FOURTEEN
CAMILLE


“Pleasure to see you this morning,” Jude croons, coming to a stop in front of me.

“Did you expect not to see me?” I ask, taking a sip of my mimosa. Whoever was in charge of making them this morning had a heavy hand with the champagne. It’s strong. Strong enough that I’ll probably stick to only one. I want to keep a clear head as I watch over Ryker.

“No, I definitely expected to see you. Where Ryker goes, his babysitter goes.” Jude looks at Ryker with a shit-eating grin on his face.

Ryker’s face turns red as he narrows his eyes on his friend. “She’s not my babysitter. She’s my publicist. And if she keeps frowning and looking around the room like she’d rather be anywhere else, then none of the Davenport Media board members will want to talk to me.”

Jude snickers, his sandy-brown eyebrows rising as he looks between Ryker and me.

I look to my side and glare at Ryker. “I don’t have to be approachable. I’m not trying to talk to anyone.”

“You can talk to me,” Jude interrupts, tucking his hands into his pockets with a smile.

“Stop flirting with my publicist,” Ryker pipes up before taking a drink of his own mimosa.

Jude throws his hands up defensively. “I’m not flirting. I’m doing the right thing and telling her she can talk to me. I wouldn’t want Camille to be lonely while you go out there and schmooze your board.”

Ryker grunts before tossing back the rest of his mimosa. “Sure. Where’s Cal?”

Jude shrugs, his eyes scanning over the crowd. “He’s grumpier than normal this week. I don’t know why. He won’t stop looking at his phone and is grouchy as hell. I think he’s coming this morning, but I can’t be sure.”

“Oh.” I reach out and poke Ryker in the side, making sure I have his attention. “There’s Harrison O’Neill.”

“I know who he is,” Ryker counters, tucking his hands into his blue dress pants.

I hate to admit it, but he looks good this morning. Despite him sleeping through all of his alarms and needing me to intervene to make sure he got out of bed, he cleaned up nicely. His brown hair is slicked back, making his light brown eyes stand out even more against the white of his button-up shirt.

“Then go talk to him. He’s got the ear of almost everyone on your board. He’s a tough nut to crack, but if he likes you, I know most of the other members will follow.”

Ryker and Jude share a conspiratorial smile. They shake their heads at each other before looking back at me.

“What?” I ask, straightening my spine defensively. Whatever they’re laughing at, I know it’s at my expense.

“A tough nut to crack…really?” Ryker laughs. It’s deep and throaty, and I hate that my body reacts to it. I think it’s the fact that I know the laugh is genuine. I’ve seen him talk with enough people in the last week to know when he actually finds something amusing and when he’s just laughing for show. This laugh was real, and for some reason, my body loves the sound of it.

“It’s a saying,” I explain, my eyes bouncing to Jude for help. He’s the joking type—actually, so is Ryker—so I don’t understand why both of them are acting like the saying is weird.

“I know. I just didn’t know people still said it.” Ryker laughs again and continues to shake his head. “A tough nut to crack,” he repeats. His smile is so wide that deep lines frame his mouth on both sides.

“Stop laughing at me and go talk to him,” I demand, giving both of them a dirty look. I haven’t had enough caffeine—or mimosas—to allow the two of them to laugh at whatever sayings I choose to use.

“Yeah, go crack that nut,” Jude offers.

Ryker laughs so hard that he has to cover up the sound of it with a cough after some members give us a dirty look. My cheeks feel hot with the focus being on us.

“I’m going to kill you both,” I mutter, wishing people would go back to their own conversations and stop looking in our direction.

“No time for murder right now,” Ryker quips. He doesn’t seem bothered in the slightest that people are staring at us. “I’ve got to go crack a nut.”

Jude chuckles, his entire face lit up with amusement as he watches Ryker walk away. “I didn’t realize this morning would be so fun,” he notes, shaking his head with amusement.

“We have very different definitions of fun,” I spit, wishing I hadn’t worn my hair in a ponytail. With all of my hair pulled from my face, I can’t hide the pink tinge to my cheeks behind the long, dark strands.

Ryker, surprisingly, does exactly what I want him to. He strolls over to Harrison and immediately strikes up a conversation with him. I watch the two of them closely, inspecting their body language to try and figure out how the talk is going.

“Ryker might be right,” Jude offers, catching my attention.

I turn my attention to him. “Right about what?”

“You might scare people away.”

I roll my eyes at him. “I don’t care if people come up and talk to me. Better yet, I hope they don’t talk to me. He’s the one who has to do the impressing, not me.”

Jude nods in understanding. “Yeah, but you intensely staring at whoever he’s talking to probably doesn’t help things. You’re going to scare them away. Davenport’s got this.” He reaches out and grabs me by the elbow. “C’mon, let’s go mingle.”

I feel my entire face pinch together. “Mingle? No, thanks.”

Jude doesn’t let go. His grip is light enough that if I wanted to break free from it, I easily could. But something about the gentle look in his eyes and his friendly smile makes me want to listen to him. “I see Beck over there with his wife, Margo. Let’s go talk to them. I think you’d love her. Preston’s girlfriend is there too, and Emma’s hilarious.”

With a sigh, I let Jude lead me over to the group of people. He might have a point; if I stare too long at Ryker and Harrison, I might make things weird. I’ve gone over the plan and what to say—and what not to say—with Ryker so many times that maybe it is time I stop hovering and trust him.


FIFTEEN
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“So, how did it go?” Camille asks as the brunch ends and people begin to file out of the dining room.

“Did you have a fun morning with Jude?” I ask, completely ignoring her question.

I spent about three hours talking to different members of the Davenport Media board, and I can’t tell you what half the conversations were about because I was too focused on shooting looks in my publicist’s direction. For some reason, I hated that she spent the entire morning with Jude. I tried to push the irritation from my mind and focus on having genuine conversations with the men I was trying to impress, but it was easier said than done.

At one point, I thought about ditching Harrison O’Neill and Glen Gentry when I caught the sound of Camille laughing with Jude and Preston’s girlfriend, Emma. She hasn’t laughed like that for me at all since we got here, and for some reason, red-hot jealousy burned through me at the realization.

Camille’s hand pressing against my arm breaks me from my thoughts. “Ryker?” Her tone is cautious as her big turquoise eyes stare up at me. “How did it go?”

I shrug out of her grip. I don’t want her touching me. Quite frankly, right now, I don’t want her anywhere near me. I’m annoyed that the entire time I was supposed to be focusing on the very people who are in charge of my future, I was focused on her instead. I was jealous of her talking to Jude Kensington, and it’s a pill I’m not quite ready to swallow. It doesn’t make sense. Camille Vaughn annoys the shit out of me. I’m trying to actively find a way to get rid of her. Yet, the moment she finally gave me space and opted to spend time with someone else, I hated every second of it.

“Looked like you had more fun than I did,” I throw out. I was going to go home and relax, but now I’m wondering if it’d be better for me to hit up the gentlemen’s lounge of the club. At least there, I won’t have to watch Camille’s icy demeanor thaw for my friend. There, I can avoid her because it’s the one place at this club where she can’t follow.

“Did I do something?” Camille asks. There’s a slight change in her tone. When she first found me, there was actually a hint of softness in her line of questioning. Now, her questions are getting more and more defensive, and I know it’s because I’m being a bit of an asshole. I can’t help it. Something about her brings out this side of me.

I can’t fight looking at her any longer. I rip my eyes from the group of people in front of us and instead focus on her. “Nope. I think I’m going to go hit up the lounge. I could use a cigar.” And a drink. Something stronger than a damn mimosa.

“Okay,” she says slowly, her head tilting in confusion. She bites her lip for a moment. I can practically see the wheels turning in her mind as she tries to figure out my sour mood. “Does that mean things went poorly? From what I could tell, things seemed to go well.”

I let out a bitter laugh. “Please. You weren’t paying attention at all. You were too busy making googly eyes at Jude.”

Camille’s mouth falls open as her eyes widen. “Is that why you’re being a total dick right now? Because I spent time with Jude?” She practically spits his name, disbelief written all over her face.

All I can do is grunt as a response.

She lets out a shrill laugh. “Wow, Ryker. Seriously? You’ve tried to get rid of me every day for a week now, and the first time I actually stop hovering and trust you, you get upset?”

“I’m not upset,” I lie. Or maybe it isn’t a lie. I don’t fucking know.

“You’re something,” Camille responds, her words breaking me from my thoughts.

“I’m going to the gentlemen’s lounge,” I announce, needing space from her.

“No, you’re not.”

I laugh and lift an eyebrow. “For fuck’s sake, Cami, I just spent the morning doing what you wanted of me. Let me do something I want to do.”

Her body goes still. “It’s Camille,” she corrects me, her voice slow and controlled.

I scrub a hand over my mouth; I hadn’t even realized I called her by the name she gave me when we first met and not the one she actually goes by. “I knew that,” I respond, my words coming out harsher than I was expecting them to.

Before she can respond, I turn my back to her and take large steps toward the gentlemen’s lounge. I don’t like how I’m lashing out at her, but I also don’t know how not to. I’ve spent all my time with her for almost two weeks, and it’s getting to my head.

“Ryker!” she yells, the sound muffled by the thick wood door. “Ryker, get back here!” she continues, her voice getting angrier.

I shake my head, even if she can’t see it.

Space. I need space from her—desperately.

I don’t get jealous, and I sure as hell don’t get jealous when it comes to her. She set a boundary right away about our past. Her calling that night a mistake was enough for me to never want it to happen again. And yet, my dreams are still of her. I see her talk to Jude, and it makes me lose all sense of focus.

I was doing great at making idle conversation with my father’s board until I noticed Camille was smiling at Jude. If she hadn’t been there, I wouldn’t have been distracted. I want to prove her father—and anyone else who thinks I can’t get the board’s approval—wrong. But I want to do it without her.

The smell of cigar smoke hits me. I scan the dimly lit room, searching for anyone I might know. There’s a table with three of my board members, but I keep looking. I talked to them enough this morning. It might be too obvious what I’m trying to do if I seek them out now. I keep looking around, relief hitting me when I spot a group of my friends seated in the back.

I weave through the tables and armchairs of the lounge. It’s pretty busy in here for being early in the afternoon, but my guess is most of the men wandered in here after brunch. The gentlemen’s lounge is attached to the men’s locker room and is a place where the male club members can relax. There’s a bar and staff that take care of the room, making it a perfect place to hide from my annoying publicist.

“Ryker!” Jude calls out, a huge grin on his face as he waves me over.

Despite my frustration from earlier, I return his smile. It’s not his fault I’m suddenly jealous. The last thing I want to do is be an asshole to him.

“What’s up?” I ask the group.

“We were just talking about the annual charity golf event coming up. Are you going to participate?” Jude asks. His lips wrap around the end of the cigar as he takes a puff, smoke billowing out of his mouth as he blows it out.

I scan the group of men at the table. Cal sits on one side of Jude, a scowl on his face as he pulls his phone out of his pocket. On Jude’s other side is Thomas, who sits next to Beck Sinclair. Next to Beck is Archer. I take the empty seat between Archer and Cal.

“I might be. Are you guys?”

Jude laughs. “Maybe. Have to find a partner first.”

“Emma is insistent that we do,” Preston says. A smile tugs at his lips as he brings a crystal glass to his lips. “And whatever she wants, she gets.”

“Well…” Beck leans forward, running his hands over his thighs as he focuses on his friend. “Because Emma wants to do it, she’s convinced Margo that we need to do it as well.”

“She’s gotten to Winnie too,” Archer chimes in.

“Damn, so almost everyone here has a partner but me?” Jude asks, disappointment in his voice as he looks around the table. “I’m going to need to find one fast.”

“I still need to find one, but Jude, I doubt you’ll have a problem,” Cal offers, setting his phone down on the table. I don’t miss how he sets it face up, his eyes still glancing at the screen.

“So, are you?” Jude asks, his focus on me.

I sit back in my chair with a sigh. “I’m supposed to. Camille wants me to.”

He nods in understanding. “So you’ll be doing it. Got it.” He looks over to say something to Cal, but I’m distracted by the Pembroke staff member who’s walking straight to me.

He looks a little uncomfortable, his eyes casting downward before looking up at me. I don’t know what it is, but something about the way he keeps looking at me—and only me—tells me that I’m the one he’s coming over here for.

“Mr. Davenport?” the kid asks. He can’t be much older than eighteen. His voice is tight as he twists his hands in front of him.

“Everything okay?” I ask, sitting up in my chair.

The kid nods. “There’s just a very angry woman who sent me to get you. She told me that she needs you outside…now.”

Jude’s head falls back with a laugh.

Mine falls forward as I pinch the bridge of my nose.

“Do you need to go out there?” Beck asks from across the table. There’s a hint of humor in his voice.

“Tell her no,” I bark, staring into my lap as my cheeks heat at the laughter going around the table.

“But…” the kid begins, his voice full of panic. What did Camille say to him to make him this scared of her?

“But nothing,” I rush to get out, looking up and taking a deep breath so I don’t take out my frustration with Camille on this poor staff member. “Tell her I’m busy and to go away.”

“You sure that’s a good idea?” Jude pipes up, his eyebrows lifted to his hairline.

All I do is grunt as I fall back in my chair. I cover my face with my hands as I try not to be embarrassed about Camille sending someone in to come and get me.

I’ve got to figure out a way to get her gone. And soon.


SIXTEEN
CAMILLE


I’ve never contemplated murder before, but I guess there’s a first time for everything and I might just kill Ryker Davenport.

I’m a publicist. My job is to cover up people’s mistakes. Could I get away with murder?

My phone vibrating on the counter pulls me from thoughts of committing a felony. I let out a loud groan when I see the caller ID. I want to ignore the call, but I know if I do, my dad will just call back. I have no option but to answer.

“Hello?” I answer, pressing the phone to my ear. My heart races. Does my dad somehow know that I haven’t seen Ryker since yesterday afternoon? Surely not.

“Camille,” he begins, his voice calm and composed and not giving anything away. “How are things going there?”

I bite my lip as I shift anxiously in the chair. I can’t quite tell my dad that somehow I lost Ryker and haven’t seen him in almost a day. The one time I let him out of my sight, he goes and disappears.

Rage flows through my veins all over again as I consider plotting his murder once again.

“Things are going according to plan,” I lie. The plan was definitely not to lose my client, but I know I’ll find him. I’ve been scouring the internet for any traces of him getting into trouble yesterday or today, but whatever he’s doing, he at least hasn’t left a digital footprint of it. Yet. All I can really do until I find him is hope that he isn’t dumb enough to ruin the progress we’ve made with his board.

“I talked to Ryker’s father this morning. He actually seems mildly impressed with his son. Whatever you’re doing, keep it up. We’re getting paid, and he’s happy for now.”

My shoulders sag with a sigh of relief. “Ryker’s been doing great. I’m happy with our progress.” Until the fiasco yesterday, that is. I know Ryker isn’t his normal happy-go-lucky personality for me the way he is with everyone else. He hates that he’s forced to be with me for the summer, and I understand it. But yesterday was different. He was angry. Upset. Two things I didn’t expect to see from him.

And now he’s disappeared. Whatever’s going on with him, I need to figure out. We’re making progress. Even my dad thinks so. I don’t want to backtrack.

“I’m actually about to meet with Ryker to talk about plans for the next few days, so I have to go. Let me know if you need anything from me,” I tell my dad, attempting to keep my voice cool as I try to get him off the phone. I have to find Ryker, and sitting here talking to my dad doesn’t help me do that.

“Bye,” he responds, hanging up the phone without asking any more questions.

I set my phone back on the counter, allowing myself a moment to take a deep breath. When I first saw my dad’s name on my phone, I wondered if he somehow knew I lost Ryker. I didn’t expect him to be calling me with good news…well, as good as news can be when it comes to my father.

I set my elbows on the counter and let my head fall into my hands as I try to think of what to do next. I’ve planned for a lot of different scenarios this summer, and none of them included Ryker disappearing.

I don’t even know how I lost him. I waited outside the men’s locker room for almost three hours. Many people walked by and gave me an odd look, but I didn’t move from my spot in an upholstered green chair that wasn’t the least bit comfortable.

Finally, I gave up and sent him a text to meet me back at the house. I was up past midnight, just waiting for him to walk through the door. He didn’t. And the number of texts I sent him might beat a world record.

When I woke up this morning, I thought he’d be fast asleep in his bed. I threw open his bedroom door, ready for a fight, only to find his bed still neatly made.

And now it’s almost one in the afternoon, and there’s still no trace of him.

I weigh my options. I could keep waiting for him here, but something in my gut tells me he has zero intention of coming back to this house.

Which means…I have to find him.

With an angry sigh, I push myself off the counter and head to my room. It doesn’t take me long to gather my things and toss them into my purse. If I had to guess, Ryker’s back at the club, which means it’s time for me to head to Pembroke for the day.
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My eyes land on Ryker immediately. He stands outside the golf pro shop wearing a wide grin as he talks to two women I don’t recognize. They both laugh at something he says. He wears a different outfit than what he had on yesterday, making me wonder where he slept last night and where he got the clothes.

I stomp down the backstairs of the club and head right for him. He’s too deep in conversation with the women to even notice me coming. Luckily for me, he doesn’t see me until it’s too late for him to escape.

His eyes connect with mine, and the wide smile he was giving the girls slips at the sight of me. Something like fear might even flash through his eyes. Good. I hope he’s scared. I’ve spent the last day wondering where the hell he is. Apparently, he’s got enough time on his hands to flirt but not to send me a simple text back letting me know that he’s alive.

“We need to talk,” I say, my voice void of any emotion. I’m actually shocked by how composed I keep it despite the way my blood boils with rage at seeing his face.

“I’m busy,” he immediately responds. He gestures to the two girls, as if I care at all that I’m interrupting his conversation.

I look at one of them, a blonde with a bob who looks about my age. I’ll give it to her. She gives me a warm smile despite what I’m sure is not the nicest look she’s getting from me.

“Ryker can’t talk right now,” I explain. “He’s in trouble, and I need to talk to him.”

Ryker scoffs. “I’m not a child. I’m not in trouble. You can’t just barge over here. I’m busy.”

I roll my eyes. “Flirting isn’t busy. We need to talk. Now.”

“Is this your girlfriend?” the blonde asks, her voice hesitant as she looks from me to Ryker.

I laugh.

Ryker coughs.

“Oh God, no,” I hurriedly get out. “Can you imagine? What an absolute nightmare that would be.”

Ryker stares at me for a moment. His lips turn down in a frown as he watches me with an unreadable expression for a moment. Just when I’m about to try and decode the look in his eyes, he blinks and shakes his head, completely wiping away the solemn look I swear he was wearing.

“She works for me,” he answers, his voice completely monotone.

“Okay, well, we were going to the beach anyway. See you around, Ryker.” The blonde grabs her friend’s wrist and leads her to the private beach.

I watch them walk away for a moment, making sure they’re out of earshot before I turn my gaze to him.

“What the fuck, Ryker?” I seethe. “Where have you been, and why haven’t you been answering me?”

“Why do you care?” he responds. The charming, smiling golden boy that was on display for the two girls he was talking to is all but gone. On his face, there’s only coldness and detachment as he stares back at me.

My mouth opens and closes for a moment as I try to think of a response. “Why do I care? Because we’re supposed to be working together this summer.”

He’s a grown man, but I swear he rolls his eyes at me. “I hung out at the club and then spent the night at Jude’s. I was on my best behavior, and you don’t need to worry about anything.” He sidesteps me and heads toward the club. “Now, leave me alone,” he tosses over his shoulder.

I close my eyes for a moment, trying to take a calming breath. I want to fight with him and tell him he’s being childish, but I know it won’t go anywhere. I need him to work with me, so lashing out probably isn’t the best idea.

“Wait,” I call after him.

His steps pause for just a moment. It’s long enough for me to have hope he’ll maybe listen to me.

He doesn’t. He continues to walk back up to the club, forcing me to chase after him.

Luckily, I wore a comfortable pair of heels. His strides are long and hurried, but with a jog, I’m able to catch up with him.

“Look,” I say, a little out of breath as I come to a stop in front of him. Back home, I often worked out. I had a strict regimen. Here, I haven’t been able to go for a run or do any kind of strength workouts, but I’m hoping to find time soon. My hands land on my hips as I take a deep breath in. My all-black outfit makes it feel like I’m cooking in the sun as I stand in front of him. “You’re stuck with me. I will keep showing up and annoying you until we have the approval of your board. Get used to it.”

Ryker’s eyes flick down to me. I hate that he looks totally disinterested. This doesn’t seem like him, and I can’t help but wonder what I can do to change things. I know he wants me to leave him alone, but I can’t. I need him to prove to my father that I’m worthy. I need to make partner. And to do that, I need Ryker to stop looking at me like I’m his least favorite person on the planet.

“I’ll be inside. I told Beck I would meet him for lunch.” He steps around me once again, and this time, I let him go inside without me trailing behind.

I’ll let him have his lunch. Maybe then he’ll feel like he’s won. And after that, when we get home and I can keep better tabs on him, we’ll have an extremely lengthy talk about him never disappearing on my watch again.


SEVENTEEN
RYKER


Camille leaves me alone longer than I thought she would.

I sit across from Beck as he talks about a time not too long ago when his board didn’t have full faith in him. Apparently, some article had been published about him being too much of a playboy, which resulted in the board of the company he created not trusting him anymore. He explained that they were on the verge of losing investors before he got his act together and married his wife, Margo.

The longer he explains his situation, the better I feel about my current situation. I have confidence that if he can pull it off, I can too.

I’m alone with Beck for twenty minutes before Camille makes her way into the room. Her eyes find mine immediately. Even from across the room, her glare is reserved for me and me alone. She doesn’t spare anyone else a second glance as she heads in our direction.

“Fuck me,” I whisper under my breath, my body slipping down in the chair as Camille closes the distance to us.

“Hi, Beck,” Camille greets him politely. She gives him a soft smile. It isn’t much, but it does seem genuine. I can’t help but wonder how well they know each other.

“Camille,” he responds, a corner of his mouth lifting with a half smile. “Care to join us?”

“She’s not joining us,” I pipe up, my voice gruffer than I intended it to be. My eyes find Camille as she ignores me and pulls out a chair.

My jaw hangs open as she takes a seat, making it obvious that my words went in one ear and out the other.

I shake my head, my focus on her as she sets her purse on the empty chair next to her and gets comfortable. “Beck is busy telling me about how he fostered a relationship with his board over the last couple of years,” I explain, hoping this will deter her from crashing our lunch.

I was hoping the explanation would get her off my back. I’m getting valuable information from him, but she doesn’t seem to care. The smile she gives Beck tells me she doesn’t have any intention of leaving for the moment. “I’d love to hear more about how you changed the board’s mind. If I remember right, you were at risk of losing your company, weren’t you?”

Beck lifts a shoulder as he thinks about her question. It takes him some time before he responds. That’s the thing about Beck. He seems to always think through his words carefully before saying anything. I’m the opposite. Words tumble out of my mouth before I even process what I’m saying.

“It wasn’t quite that bad,” he begins, “but their faith in me was low. No one wanted to invest in a company where the CEO was a mess. They wanted me to sell it and walk away with the money, but there wasn’t a chance I’d do that.”

“You don’t have to tell her all of this,” I offer, sitting up straighter. “She crashed the lunch, and you weren’t expecting to give her all the details of your past.” I aim a dirty look in Camille’s direction. “She doesn’t have to have lunch with us.”

“Oh, I don’t mind,” Beck responds.

Camille gives me a triumphant smile. “See, Ryker, he doesn’t mind,” Camille gloats, her shoulders proudly pushed back as she turns her focus to Beck. “Sorry about Ryker. He’s trying his best to get rid of me.”

I rub my temples. “And yet, you still won’t go.”

Beck laughs. His gaze drifts from Camille to me and back as he wears an amused expression. “I’m sensing some tension.”

Camille’s plump lips part. Her eyes look from Beck to me. “Tension? Really? I have no idea why,” she adds sarcastically.

Beck arches a blond eyebrow, his gaze still moving between the two of us. It’s clear he’s trying to figure out the reason behind said tension.

“Do you have any suggestions for Ryker?” Camille asks, referring to me like I’m a child.

I clench my jaw as I narrow my eyes on her. “I can ask him myself.”

Camille shoots me a dirty look. “Then why haven’t you? He’s a prime example that boards can be won over. We should be asking Beck more questions.”

“Maybe Beck wants to enjoy his lunch and not be interrogated,” I respond defensively. I was planning to ask him more questions, but I didn’t want to bombard him from the beginning. I was easing him into it before Camille rudely interrupted our lunch plans.

Beck chuckles. He swipes a hand over the tablecloth to smooth out the slightest wrinkle before sitting back in his chair. “You can ask me anything you want. I’m an open book.”

Camille gives me a triumphant smile. She tosses her hair over her shoulder as she straightens her spine. Clearly, she’s proud of herself after his answer. Beck looking her in the eye while telling her she can ask whatever questions she wants doesn’t help my case for getting her to leave.

“I think I like it better when you just glare at me from afar,” I mutter under my breath.

I woke up this morning in a far better mood, and I know it’s because I had space from Camille.

She lets out a small, quiet huff as she looks at me through narrowed eyes. “Well, I know I like it better when you listen to me.”

I give her a smile. As much as she annoys me, it is kind of fun to push her buttons. I remind myself I need to be doing more of it. I want to push and push until she gets so sick of it she leaves this place and leaves me be.

Maybe then I’ll stop dreaming about her. I’ll stop replaying the way she called the night we spent together a mistake, like it meant absolutely nothing to her. I close my eyes for a minute, trying not to remember the way she laughed when Taylor had asked if she was my girlfriend.

Air hisses through my teeth as I let out a long sigh. “You know, the more you tell me to listen to you, the more I don’t want to listen to you.”

Beck whistles, reminding me he was even here in the first place. “Damn, Ryker, where’s this bite coming from? I didn’t know you had it in you.”

It’s my turn to glare at him. “What can I say? Camille brings out the worst in me.”

“What an honor,” Camille fires back, her face pinching together.

“This publicist-client relationship seems to be going great,” Beck observes, a smile spreading across his face.

“It’d be going great if Ryker would just let me do my job instead of fighting me at every turn,” Camille mutters.

“I’m only fighting you because I don’t need your help,” I spit out. It isn’t lost on me that if anyone else were my publicist, I don’t think I’d be acting like this.

Camille’s angry glare stays pinned on me. “Why are you making this harder? We were making progress, and then you just went and disappeared on me for a day. And now, when I’m just wanting to join you in a conversation with Beck about how to make your board happy, you’re trying to get rid of me.”

“Because I do want to get rid of you,” I immediately answer. I give her a smile, hoping she can see the truth in my words. I don’t like having to live by her stupid plans and have her silly debriefs every single night. I don’t like being bossed around by her, and I certainly don’t like the fact that, for some reason I can’t comprehend, I get jealous at the mere sight of her laughing with Jude, someone I’ve known—and called a friend—for years.

Camille stares at me for a few seconds. She doesn’t say a word. All she does is slide her gaze over my face. She presses her lips into a thin line, not bothering to hide her displeasure. Finally, her shoulders rise and fall as she takes a deep breath. “I need a minute,” she whispers, pushing her chair away from the table.

I open my mouth to speak, but no words come out. I don’t know what to say to her. She’s doing exactly what I want her to do. She’s leaving me alone. But for some reason, the look on her face doesn’t sit right with me.

I watch her storm out of the restaurant. It looks like she might go into the employee women’s locker room, but I can’t exactly tell from where I sit. I sigh, staring at the spot where she just vanished.

Guilt washes over me as I wonder if I might regret telling her I want to get rid of her. The words are true; I do want to get rid of her. But I didn’t tell her that the biggest reason I need to get away from her is because she’s infiltrating my dreams and my mind, and I hate it.

My skin prickles as I feel Beck’s gaze on my cheek. I stare straight ahead, not ready to meet his eyes yet. I know he probably has questions, and I don’t want to answer any of them. I can’t because I don’t even know the answers myself.

I pinch the bridge of my nose and sigh. I close my eyes for a moment as I gather myself before looking at Beck.

He smirks. “I have to know more about what’s going on.”

My entire body tenses at his words. “Nothing’s going on. She’s just the bane of my existence, and I want to get rid of her.”

He slowly nods for a minute. “Is she really that bad? She seems to just want to do her job.”

“She can go do her job with someone else. I don’t need her help.”

Beck grabs his drink from the table and takes a sip. His eyes stay on me the entire time.

I sit quietly, waiting to hear whatever he’ll say next.

“Okay,” he finally responds, lifting his shoulder.

“Okay?” I repeat, wondering if I’m hearing him right. I was expecting him to give some kind of wisdom on why I need to listen to my publicist.

“I’m not here to tell you what to do. If you don’t think you need her help, then don’t use her.” His eyes flick over to the entrance where, moments ago, Camille fled. “But I know she’s good at her job. Everyone talks about her in the city. If you’re open to it, I think listening to her might benefit you.”

My lips press into a thin line as I think about his words. He says them so matter-of-factly. It’s obvious he isn’t here to lecture me on what to do, and I appreciate that.

I let out a long breath of air as my shoulders sag in defeat. “Fuck. Am I stuck with her?”

Beck chuckles before taking another drink. “That’s up to you to decide. Either way, you should probably go check on her.”

I scowl. I don’t know if Camille has ever been someone who needs to be checked on. She strikes me as the type who probably hates that sort of thing, but I don’t know that for sure. With a sigh, I push my chair away from the table and stand up to go find her.


EIGHTEEN
CAMILLE


I rush into the first room I can find. It’s technically the staff women’s locker room, and I know that I probably shouldn’t be in here, but I need two minutes to regain my composure in private before facing Ryker once again.

I take a deep breath as I press my body against the door. It only takes a few seconds for me to realize I’m not alone.

Two women stare back at me, curiosity in both of their gazes.

I sigh, trying not to feel embarrassed by bursting in on the two of them. “Don’t mind me,” I tell them, trying to keep my voice calm.

One of them—a brunette with caring eyes—steps forward. “Are you okay?”

I smile, trying not to freak either of them out. I’m in restricted territory, and I hope they don’t tell anyone else about me being in here. “I’m fine,” I begin with a resigned sigh. “Just babysitting and at the end of my rope.”

The brunette looks over at her friend. The blonde is the one to speak next. “I love kids.” Her voice is bubbly and full of excitement. “But they can be a handful sometimes.”

I can’t help but laugh. I now realize that I’m giving them the impression that I’m babysitting a child. I haven’t been around a ton of kids in my life to know if I’m good with them or not, but right now, I think I’d rather babysit ten actual kids instead of having to be in charge of Ryker.

“Oh, I wish my problem was a child. Unfortunately, I’m tasked with babysitting a grown man who’s currently making me contemplate committing murder.” My eyes go a little wide as I realize that I just admitted to two strangers that I’ve thought about killing Ryker. Hopefully, they know I wouldn’t actually kill him. I don’t think I’d survive prison.

The blonde nods as if she knows exactly what I’m talking about. “Men will do that.”

I feel my body loosen a little as I give her a smile. Both girls look like they could be my age, and there’s something about them that I instantly like. “Yes, they will,” I agree. Ryker’s face flashes through my mind. “Especially this one.”

The blonde tosses her hair over her shoulder and leans forward. “Ditch his ass.”

The brunette’s eyes go a little wide as she shakes her head. There’s a smile still on her lips as she looks at her friend. “You can’t say that to people you don’t know.”

I wave a hand through the air dismissively. “It’s fine.” I sigh, trying to make sure I don’t come off wrong to either one of them. If they’re employees here, I might be seeing them around a lot this summer, and it’d be nice to maybe make some friends, or at least something close to it. “I’m Camille. Trust me, I wish I could ditch him. I dream about it every night, but tragically, my job depends on babysitting a self-absorbed asshole who wants to make my life miserable any chance he gets.”

I wince a little at my words, realizing they’re a little harsh. Most people seem to love Ryker; he apparently saves being a pain in the ass just for me.

“That sounds awful,” the brunette notes. She chews on her lip as her eyes rake over my face.

“Is he hot, at least?” the blonde asks. A few seconds later, she’s wincing and letting out a yelp as her friend playfully hits her.

I can’t help but laugh at her question. My job might be easier if Ryker weren’t hot. I tuck a piece of hair behind my ear and let out a sarcastic laugh. “Unfortunately, yes. And he knows it.”

The blonde whistles. “The worst combination.”

I try to look at their uniforms to see if I can find a name tag for either, but I don’t see anything. “You’re telling me,” I respond before pushing my body away from the door. When I first met Ryker at the New Year’s Eve party, I found his confidence appealing. I loved how he knew he was attractive, but he didn’t flaunt it. Now, the fact that he’s so good-looking, and he knows it, is driving me crazy. “I’ve got to get going. I snuck away for a moment while my client talked business with Beckham Sinclair, but I’ve got to get back to the table before he runs away and I get fired.”

I leave out the part where he’s already run away from me once before. Technically, this time, I ran away from him, but that’s only because I was confident that he wouldn’t abruptly leave his lunch with Beck. As nice as it’s been to vent about Ryker to these two strangers, I’ve got to get back to doing my job.

“Good luck,” the blonde begins with a reassuring smile. “If all else fails, give him a nice kick in the balls to keep him in line!”

I try not to laugh at her words. She says it so innocently, a strand of hair wrapped around her finger as she talks about kicking a man where it’ll hurt the most.

“Nice meeting you, Camille,” the brunette interrupts. Her lips twitch with the hint of a smile as she tries to keep a straight face after her friend’s comment.

Running into both of them was a surprise, but something about them makes me want to be their friend. I’ve always been too busy for friends, but I realize that’s maybe something I should change. Being twenty-four without any real friends probably isn’t healthy. Hopefully, I’ll see them around more so I can try to get to know them.

I open the door and give them what I hope is a friendly smile. If I’m going to survive this summer with Ryker, making some friends might not be a terrible idea. “I’ll be dreaming about giving him a good kick in the balls.”

I try not to jump when a familiar voice comes from in front of me. “Are you in there gossiping about my balls?”

The door slams shut behind me as I come face-to-face with Ryker.

My hand flies to my chest as I try to gather myself after the shock of seeing him waiting on the other side of the door. “Ryker,” I manage to get out, my heart racing.

“Why were you in the employee locker room, and why were you talking about kicking me in the balls?” he asks, his eyebrows slightly furrowed as he watches me closely.

“That’s none of your business,” I respond, stepping to the side so I can walk past him. “Don’t eavesdrop on my conversations.”

He chuckles from behind me as he follows. “You were talking loudly. It’s not my fault I could hear it.”

I stop and turn around before we walk back into Pembroke Grill. “Why were you there to begin with?” I ask, folding my arms across my chest as I wait for him to answer.

His eyes go wide for a moment and I swear his cheeks turn a little pink. “I was just…” He scratches the back of his neck as he looks over my shoulder for a minute.

Is he… embarrassed?

I narrow my eyes, wondering what he was about to say. “You were what?” I prod.

“I was checking on you,” he rushes to get out. He casts his gaze down at his feet, and I can’t help but smile because Ryker Davenport is acting shy.

“You were checking on me,” I repeat, but my words come out as more of a sentence than a question. Why would he feel the need to check on me?

Ryker scrapes a hand over his mouth as he keeps his eyes still pinned to the ground. “Beck told me I probably should.”

I nod, my eyes scanning his downcast face as I try to figure him out. He doesn’t like me. He’s made that much very clear. Not that I blame him. I don’t take well to others telling me what to do either.

“You don’t need to check on me,” I respond, my tone getting defensive. “I’m fine. I just needed a moment to compose myself before I acted unprofessionally.”

Ryker smirks as he tilts his head to the side. “And do what exactly?”

My eyes go wide for a moment. I wasn’t expecting him to ask more questions. I can’t tell him I was contemplating homicide, so I go for something safer. “As you just heard, I was contemplating kicking you in the balls.”

His head falls back, and the sound of his booming laugh echoes off the walls. “That sounds about right.” The smile stays on his lips for a few more seconds before it fades. He nods toward the table. “You can join us for the rest of the lunch. Just don’t ask too many questions or make it weird.”

I place a hand on my chest, a little offended by what he’s insinuating. “I don’t make anything weird.”

Ryker’s lips twitch with the hint of a smile.

I straighten my spine as I keep my eyes locked on him. “What?”

He lifts his hands defensively in front of him. He hasn’t even answered me yet, and he’s acting as if he knows I’m not going to like whatever he’s about to say.

I roll my eyes, making a hurried motion with my hand in front of me. “Oh, just spit it out, Ryker.”

“You just ask a lot of questions, and sometimes you can get intense. I don’t want it to feel more like an interrogation instead of a conversation. Don’t scare Beck away.”

My jaw pops open as I stare at him. I blink a few times as I gather my thoughts. “I never scare people away.”

I probably do. He isn’t necessarily wrong. I can be intense. But that doesn’t mean I want him to be the one to point it out.

Ryker lifts an eyebrow. “Whatever you say, princess,” he responds with a sigh.

My head rears back at the nickname. “Never call me that again.” He didn’t say it with affection. In fact, it was said sarcastically. That doesn’t mean I ever want him calling me that name again.

I don’t know if he just doesn’t hear me or if it’s that he doesn’t care, but either way, he walks back to the table where Beck waits, not bothering to spare me another word.


NINETEEN
RYKER


“Are you sure you’re okay?” I ask, my gaze raking over a pale Camille.

Camille glares at me before her focus turns back to the boat we’re supposed to be boarding. One of my board members, Mitchell Bailey, invited us on his yacht, so we’re spending the afternoon on the water. We’ve been here in the Hamptons for a little over two weeks, and I feel good about the progress we’re making. It’s slow progress, but I’ll take it.

“Are you going to just stare at the boat, or are we going to get on it?”

This earns me another glare from Camille. To be fair, I think glaring is her default. She always has a fierce stare aimed right in my direction. “By all means, get on,” she responds, her voice tight as she yanks her gaze from me and looks at Mitchell’s boat.

I tuck my hands into the pockets of my linen pants, my eyes narrowing on her slightly. Camille is a lot of things. She’s annoying, always grumpy, stubborn, and a thorn in my side that I can’t seem to get rid of, but I’ve never seen her like this. She looks…scared. Worried might be a better word for it. Either way, she doesn’t seem thrilled about stepping onto Mitchell’s yacht.

“I plan on getting on the boat. The question is, do you plan on it?” I ask, a slight tease to my tone. Before we left the house earlier, she didn’t seem nervous at all about an afternoon spent on a yacht. It wasn’t until she came face-to-face with the boat that her skin turned a little white and she first gave any warning signs of being nervous.

“Of course I’m going to,” Camille spits. She scratches her chest, her eyes bouncing from the front of the boat to the back.

I nod, not knowing what to do in this situation. Maybe she has a thing against boats? Surely, if she did, she would’ve passed on this entire afternoon excursion.

Or maybe she wouldn’t. She’s stubborn. It wouldn’t shock me at all if she insisted on monitoring me today despite being someone who fears boats. Or at least doesn’t like them.

“Well,” I begin, watching Harrison O’Neill and his wife walk down the boat ramp to the yacht. “Should we go, then?”

“It’s just…when he mentioned he was taking his yacht out for the day, I imagined something bigger. Yacht means massive, right? Can his boat, I don’t know, blow over if it gets too windy?”

I can’t help but laugh. Her question catches me so off guard that for a few moments, I forget that I’ve been begging my father to get rid of her every time we talk on the phone. “Sorry this yacht isn’t big enough for you, princess.” I laugh again and shake my head. “What kind of yachts are you used to?”

The Vaughns have a lot of connections. They’ve worked with—and are friends with—a lot of high-profile people. It wouldn’t shock me if Camille’s been on bigger yachts, but that doesn’t mean that Mitchell’s is small by any means.

“I’m more of a staying-on-land kind of girl,” Camille mutters. The words are said so low I’m wondering if she actually intended for me to hear them.

I nervously look at the boat before looking back at her. A glance down at my watch tells me we’re two minutes away from being late. For a moment, the thought occurs to me that I could rub her obvious fear of boats in her face. She’s gotten on my nerves enough that it might even feel good to get in a little quip about it. But for some reason, I can’t bring myself to make a snide comment. Which is ironic because snide comments are her favorite ones to make.

“How about I spend the afternoon on the boat, and you go to the club? I think there are a few members who aren’t coming today. You can eavesdrop and fill me in on how I’m doing.”

Camille watches me closely for a moment. I swear I see the slightest drop in her shoulders, as if she’s letting out the smallest hint of a sigh of relief.

“I promise to be on my best behavior,” I add, my lips twitching with the start of a grin. It actually hasn’t been that hard to do. I’ll admit, things got a little out of hand back in Manhattan. I let myself get in a deep, dark place after my mother passed. I was trying to fill the void with drinking and parties, hoping that if I pretended to be happy, one day, I actually would be.

But being here in the Hamptons has made me feel different. I still miss her with a deep ache in my bones, but being in the home she loved so much has opened my eyes some. She wouldn’t be proud of the man I was turning into after her death, and that’s not something I can live with.

Camille takes a few quick breaths as her eyes dart over the yacht. I know it’s not the right time, but I want to ask more about this fear of boats. “I’m fine. I was just worried about the wind.”

I smile, looking around at the boats docked at Pembroke Hills’ marina. The wind today is almost nonexistent. There’s no way she’s actually worried about the wind. “I think the water will be calm. The boat just travels along the shoreline and into some coves. There’s not much to worry about.”

Camille lets out a high-pitched laugh before running a hand through the ends of her curled hair. “Not much to worry about.” She snorts. “Just being on a floating object in the middle of the water. It’s totally fine. Absolutely nothing to worry about.” The sarcasm in her voice is clear as day.

I nod in understanding. So she is scared of boats…or maybe it’s a fear of open water. Either way, she’s let it slip that getting on this boat is not something she wants to do.

“So, how about you go to the club and see if you can find out any new information, and I’ll do this afternoon with Mitchell and the rest of the members in attendance? We can do one of those debriefings you love so much this evening when we’re both back.”

I don’t know why, but my entire body feels tight as I wait for Camille to answer me. We’ve found somewhat of a common ground recently as we continued our mission of impressing my board. I do what she asks and listen to her insight, but I also don’t miss any opportunity to be a pain in her ass.

“Are you going to answer, or are you just going to scowl at me?”

Camille’s frown deepens. “I don’t scowl. That causes wrinkles.”

I laugh, the sound coming from deep in my chest. “You’re joking, right? You’re always scowling.”

Her lips part. “No, I’m not,” she responds, her tone defensive. In fact, her entire posture is defensive, with her straight spine, lifted chin, and arms folded across her chest.

I shake my head. Judging by the look in her eyes, I don’t think she actually realizes that her face is set in an almost permanent frown. “Whatever you say.” I could argue with her on it, but we do plenty of that already. Right now, I’m more worried about getting her to agree to skip the boat. I don’t know how productive I’ll be at bonding with the board members if she decides to attend. I don’t want to admit it to myself, but I don’t know how much I can focus on conversations while knowing she’s afraid of being on the water.

We stare at each other for a moment. There’s still a defiant glint in her eyes as she stares back at me, but there’s something else too. “You go to Pembroke, and I’ll do this. I’ll meet you at the club after, and we can compare notes.”

Camille’s eyes soften ever so slightly, and for a moment, I really believe she’s going to agree to it. Relief floods my chest as I realize just how much I needed her to say yes. Despite how much she annoys me and how much I’d love to get rid of her, it’d feel good to have her trust because it’d mean I’m on the right track to impressing my future board. If Camille trusts me enough to do it on my own, it means, at least for today, she’s not seeing me as some spoiled, rich heir who hasn’t earned what’s being passed down to him. And I’m just now admitting to myself that confidence is something I really want from her.

A smile forms on my lips. “I’ll catch you later.” I start to back up and head to the dock. We should be leaving soon, and it’d look bad if I were late. I meet Camille’s gaze for a moment, wondering what’s going through her head.

“I promise to be on my best behavior,” I assure her again, tucking my hands into my pockets and grinning.

I don’t wait for her to say anything else. I turn toward the dock and close the distance to the yacht. I don’t look back. I don’t want her to see the wide grin I wear. I can’t give her the satisfaction of knowing the pride I feel at her handing the reins over to me for the afternoon.

I can’t wipe the satisfied grin from my face, even as I step onto the main deck. My eyes scan the partygoers until I find Mitchell. Before closing the distance to him and thanking him for the invite, I toss one more look over my shoulder.

I expect to see Camille walking up the path that leads to the Pembroke clubhouse.

The smile on my lips falters as I watch her take the hand of one of the yacht crew members. He helps her onto the boat, her face pinched together in an unsure expression.

All the pride and satisfaction of her trusting me leaves my body as her eyes scan the crowd. They immediately find mine. She nods, her eyes flashing with something as they land on me.

I swallow as she closes the distance, anger with myself settling deep in my bones. I should’ve known even her obvious fear of boats wouldn’t be enough to stop her from coming along.

She doesn’t trust me to do anything on my own. Not like this. And I should’ve known better.

I let out a long sigh as she closes the distance between us. Possibilities of what I want to say to her flash through my mind. My jaw clenches. I can’t believe I was stupid enough to think she’d let me do this alone.

“You can’t get rid of me that easily,” she states, her voice calm.

I’ve got to give her credit. The fear in her eyes that was there just minutes ago is all but gone. At least for now.

I stare at her for a moment. My jaw aches from how hard I clench it. I want to ask her why it’s so hard for her to trust me to do something on my own. I bite my tongue, desperate to know if it’s just her being a control freak or if she truly thinks I can’t handle an afternoon on a yacht without messing up our progress.

“What?” Camille asks, tilting her chin up as she stares up at me defiantly.

God, why does she have to be so frustrating?

I swallow and shake my head. “Nothing. I was just thinking about how it’s starting to get a little windy. Hopefully, the boat doesn’t rock.”

Her eyes go wide. She opens her mouth to respond, but I turn around and leave her standing alone before she can say anything else.


TWENTY
CAMILLE


“Drink this.”

I stifle a groan as a familiar voice pulls me back from my pity party. I knew I shouldn’t have stepped foot onto this damn yacht, but I was too stubborn not to. I didn’t want Ryker to know I had a massive fear of boats.

That worked out great for me. Now he’s getting a front-row seat to how terrified I am.

I direct my gaze to Ryker, hating the smirk on his perfectly full lips and the fact that he’s seeing me like this.

“I’m working. I don’t need a drink right now,” I argue, my eyes bouncing to the martini in his hand.

His eyes narrow on me. “A drink is exactly what you need right now. It’ll loosen you up.” He shakes his hand a little, careful not to spill the drink as he attempts to push it in my direction once again.

I look down at the martini. I don’t want to admit it, but a drink might actually help. It definitely shouldn’t hurt anything, at least. We haven’t even been on the yacht for an hour, and I’m already counting down the seconds until my feet are firmly planted on land.

“Did you poison it?” I ask, my fingers wrapping around the stem of the martini glass.

I hate that the laugh he lets out sends goosebumps down my spine. “Try it and find out,” he encourages, one corner of his mouth lifting up in a smirk.

From the moment I stepped onto Mitchell’s yacht and announced I was coming, Ryker’s mood shifted. He hasn’t been my biggest fan our entire time in the Hamptons, but there was something different about his mood earlier. I tried catching his eye as he mingled with the board members, but anytime his eyes met mine, all he did was glare. His attempt at getting rid of me for the day didn’t work, and he hasn’t bothered hiding his feelings on that matter.

I don’t want to admit it, but from what I’ve seen, he’s done great on his own today. Not that I’d tell him that. Not when he continues to glare at me just like he is right now.

“I’ll pass.”

Ryker shakes his head. “As many times as I’ve fantasized about getting rid of you, you have my word that the drink isn’t poisoned.”

I watch him carefully. I know he wouldn’t actually poison the drink. But I wouldn’t put it past him to maybe spit in it.

“Drink it, Camille,” Ryker demands, his voice tight.

“Why do you care if I drink it?” I ask, looking down at the glass. I just now realize that the martini actually looks perfect. It has two skewers of olives instead of just one, just the way I like it.

Ryker looks away for a moment. The tiny muscles on his chiseled cheekbones flutter as he clenches his jaw. “Because for some reason, I can’t focus on talking with anyone on my future board right now.”

I cock my head to the side. “I don’t understand. What does your inability to focus have anything to do with me?”

He laughs. This one is darker than his normal one. There’s a huskiness to it. One that makes my skin erupt with goosebumps again. “Trust me, I wish I understood, princess. All I can say is that it’s hard to focus on small talk when you’re over here acting like you’re fighting for your life.”

I shake my head. “I’m fine.”

He scoffs. “You haven’t moved from this spot since the moment you got on the boat.” He gestures to the railing next to me. “And you’ve been clutching that for dear life. I’m actually shocked you let go of it to take the drink.”

I frown. Why was he noticing these things? And more importantly, why does he care?

I don’t know how to respond, so instead, I take a drink. My eyes go wide. It’s made perfectly.

“Good?” Ryker prods, his face wiped of any emotion as he watches me carefully. I don’t miss how when he speaks with everyone else, there’s a glint in his eyes and a smirk that never leaves his lips. With me, it’s different. Yes, he smirks. But he also does what he’s doing right now, where he shutters his expression and I can’t tell what he’s thinking.

I take another drink of the martini, trying not to think too hard about the soft rocking of the boat. “It’s okay,” I lie. It’s perfect. I just don’t want to admit that to him.

“Martini, extra dirty, just a splash of vermouth, and six olives instead of three. That’s your order, is it not?”

My fingers tighten around the stem of the glass. That’s exactly my order. I just don’t know how he knows that. I must’ve ordered it at the club at some point.

Except I don’t think I have. I love an extra-dirty martini, but I don’t typically order them at work events. Because once I have one martini, I always think it’s a good idea to have a second.

“I’m just not an olive person,” I lie again. I don’t know why I feel the need to lie to him. I love olives. And the dirtier the martini, the better. I’m just annoyed that he knows my order.

Ryker sighs and takes a step closer to me. I don’t know why he does it. We’re already close enough. I can hear him just fine. I had escaped to a less busy area of the yacht in an attempt to not put my displeasure of being on this boat on full display. Plus, from the upper deck, I could look down and watch Ryker as he milled about, having conversations with board members on the main deck.

“Why do you feel the need to lie?” Ryker asks, his eyes watching me carefully, as if he’s actually interested in my answer.

I press my lips into a thin line at his unexpected question. “What do you mean?”

“I know you’re lying because I know your order.”

“How?”

He stares at me for a moment. I swear I see his face fall for a fraction of a second before he smooths it back into indifference. “As much as you’d like to forget about it, we shared a night together. You told me all about your love of olives and how you sometimes have to sweet-talk bartenders into giving you an extra spear of them.”

I freeze. I hadn’t even thought about that. It was months ago. A small thing like my drink order is not something I was expecting him to remember. “Ryker.” His name escapes my lips. I can’t really think of anything else to say. I don’t know how I feel about him remembering that small detail.

He gestures to the drink. “Drink it and stop panicking. We’re going to be fine.”

I nod, and for what might be the first time, I listen to him. I take a large drink of the martini, my eyes fluttering shut for a moment as I savor how perfectly the drink is made. Despite the fear of this boat suddenly sinking, coupled with conflicting feelings about the fact he remembers the small things about the night we shared—even though he left me alone in bed the morning after—my body relaxes ever so slightly.

“Aw, look, she listens,” Ryker drawls. The smirk he gives me is lethal. It reminds me of the one he gave me the first night we met. The one that had me begging for us to leave the party and go back to his place. “Good girl,” he adds, his voice low.

My cheeks get hot. In fact, everything gets hot. I blame the sun for the way my entire body flushes. Memories flash through my mind. This isn’t the first time I’ve heard him call me a good girl. He used it often that New Year’s Eve night, and it’d driven me crazy.

I take another gulp of the martini, already sucking half of it down. I know it’s probably going to go straight to my head since I’ve been too nervous to eat anything despite the large array of food Mitchell Bailey’s staff had put out.

“Easy there, princess. You don’t want to get sloppy. It was just supposed to take the edge off.”

I let out a small groan of annoyance. I hate the nickname, and I hate that he thinks I’d ever be sloppy. “I know how to handle my alcohol, thank you very much.” I put the drink down on the ledge and grab the railing once more when the boat rocks more than it has been. Both hands wrap tightly around the metal as I try to reassure myself that Ryker’s right. Nothing’s going to happen with this boat. We’re going to be fine.

“Why don’t you go mingle?” I offer, needing him to get away from me. He still stands close, and his mandarin and bergamot scent is completely intoxicating.

I hate it.

Ryker laughs. “Fine. But just try to look a little less…scared. I need to focus, and I can’t do it if I’m worried you’re going to jump overboard and swim for the shore.”

I can’t help but laugh at his comment. I look away from his gaze and over to the shore. We really aren’t that far out from land, something that gives me a little reprieve from my fear. “I promise you I won’t be jumping.”

He stares at me for a moment, his lids narrowed. “Why? Can’t swim?” He says it as a joke, but the teasing tilt of his lips falls when I don’t answer right away.

He nods in understanding.

My cheeks heat, and this time, it’s with embarrassment. “I never had the desire as a kid. And the older I got, the less I wanted to swim. It scares me, and I have no interest in doing it. Go ahead and get it over with and laugh at me.”

His brown eyes soften. Actually soften. I try not to think too hard about it. The martini has definitely gone to my head, and now I’m looking at Ryker the way I looked at him the first night we met, and not looking at him like he’s my pain-in-the-ass, entitled client.

He clears his throat. His hand reaches toward me before it drops to his side. I stare at it for a moment, wondering what he was about to do.

Was he going to touch me? Surely not.

Fuck. What is happening on this boat? I need off it. I don’t know what I’m thinking. Of course Ryker wasn’t about to touch me.

“I’m not going to laugh. If the drink doesn’t work and you get too overwhelmed, let me know.” His gaze stays pinned on mine. I can’t move. Not with the way he’s looking at me right now. His eyes search mine, and I can’t help but wonder what he’s looking for.

All I can do is nod. He watches me closely for a few more seconds before he tucks his hands into his pockets and walks away.

The drink does end up taking the edge off. For the rest of the afternoon, I’m not as scared of being on the water as I was when I first stepped onto the yacht.

A different fear overtakes me. It’s the fear of the way my body heats every time I feel Ryker’s gaze on mine. It’s like I can feel him looking at me before my eyes ever meet his. For the rest of the afternoon, it almost feels like he never looks away from me. Not for long, at least. He carries on conversations, but it’s clear that he’s only half present for them.

The realization should annoy me. I shouldn’t want him to focus on me. I should want him to focus on spending the afternoon with Davenport Media board members and impressing them.

But his cautious gaze on mine doesn’t annoy me at all. It seems thoughtful that he wants to keep checking in on me.

And that realization is terrifying. Because once the wall drops and I’m no longer annoyed by Ryker Davenport, I’m scared that I’ll be right back where I started when it comes to him. I’m terrified I’ll be attracted to him all over again.

And there are plenty of reasons why that can’t happen.


TWENTY-ONE
RYKER


“Oh my God. I’ve never been so happy to be on land,” Camille calls out, her heels clicking against the pavement.

I almost expect her to get on her knees and kiss the ground with how excited she is to be off the yacht.

“Is this a bad time to tell you that Mitchell asked me to go back out with them sometime soon?”

Camille’s steps still, and her eyes go wide as she looks at me.

I can’t help but think how adorable she looks right now. She ended up having two martinis, and it’s obvious she’s a little tipsy. This version of her is one I wasn’t expecting to see today, but I can’t deny that I’m enjoying it. Her tongue isn’t as sharp, and her guard isn’t up. I like seeing this side of her…the side that doesn’t pretend to hate me.

“I’m joking,” I speak up, trying not to smile at how cute she looks. Her plump lips are parted, and her aquamarine eyes are aimed right at me. Her cheeks are pink from the alcohol, and she keeps swaying ever so slightly on her heels.

Her shoulders sag in relief. “I’m not getting on a boat again while we’re here. If there are more yacht outings, count me out.”

I whistle, quickly grabbing onto her elbow when she leans a little too far to the left. “Are you saying you’d allow me to do something on my own?” I ask in shock.

I try to ignore the warmth of her skin underneath mine, but I don’t let go, and she uses the opportunity to pop one heel off, then the other, until her bare feet are on the pavement and her heels are in her hand.

As I wait for her answer, I reach my free hand out, my fingers wiggling as a silent demand.

She looks down at my awaiting hand for a moment, a tiny frown appearing on her lips.

“Let me hold them for you,” I request, pushing my hand a little closer to her.

She shrugs and hands them over. It turns out that a tipsy Camille is a little more willing to listen than a sober one.

“Fine. But you have to give them back before we go inside to the club.”

I laugh. “We aren’t going inside.”

She frowns, and fuck…I swear it makes my stomach flip.

“We have more work to do,” she begins, her words coming out hurriedly.

I slide my arm through hers and begin to walk, wanting to make sure I help support her as we go to the car. Without the heels, she’s a little more steady on her feet, but I don’t want to risk her falling, so I keep our arms intertwined.

“We did plenty today. You will hate me even more if I let you go into Pembroke and talk to people after you chugged two martinis.”

She lets out a little gasp. “I didn’t chug them.”

I shake my head and laugh. I’ll never forget being mid-conversation with Mitchell Bailey and looking over to Camille tossing back a martini like it was a shot. “Whatever you say,” I tell her, knowing there’s no use in arguing. “Just not trying to get any more on your bad side than I already am.”

“Who said you’re on my bad side?” she asks.

Her question takes me by surprise. I stop, forcing her to stop, too, since our arms are still interlocked. I look over at her, positive she’s got to see the shock written all over my face.

“You’re joking, right?” I ask, my eyes searching hers. “You act like I’m the bane of your existence and that I’m the last person on this Earth you’d want to be spending the summer with.”

Camille smiles. It’s a real smile. And damn…my stomach does that flip again.

“You act that way,” she points out, avoiding my question completely.

My jaw clenches as I think about how much I want to tell her that I don’t want to act that way. When she walked into her father’s office, I was excited to see her. It was only when she equated the night we shared to meaning nothing and acted like I was the last person she wanted to work with that my walls came up.

It’s at the tip of my tongue to ask how she really feels about me. I want to ask her why she left that morning. I want to know how she can act like the night wasn’t special. She made me feel things I’ve never felt for anyone else before. Being with her just felt right. They felt easy. And it hurt for me to walk into my room and find my bed empty the next morning. What hurt worse was having the bit of hope of seeing her again, thinking that maybe it was a misunderstanding and she’d be excited to see me, be obliterated with one word. She wasn’t excited to see me. She called me a mistake. And here we are.

“What are you thinking about?” Camille asks.

I might be making it up, and it might be all in my head, but I swear her gaze moves to my lips for a fraction of a second.

I can’t help it. An intense urge—no, a need—to kiss her overtakes me. I fight it with all I have. She’s tipsy, and it’s just the memories of our New Year’s Eve together that are getting to my head.

I can’t kiss her, and I don’t know if I want to know the answers to my questions. It’s obvious that my attempts at getting rid of her won’t work. I have to accept that we’ll be spending the summer together. It’s probably best for me to not know why she left that morning. At least then, maybe we can tolerate each other enough to get the job done this summer.

With a sigh, I pull my gaze from her and lead us to Pembroke’s parking lot. “Don’t worry about it,” I finally answer.

I half expect Camille to push me with more questions, but she doesn’t. She lets me lead her to the parking lot and doesn’t protest once. She doesn’t say a word until I’m trying to help her into the passenger seat of the SUV.

“I’ve got it,” she grumbles, swatting my hand away as I try to help her into the seat.

“You’re just a little unsteady right now,” I point out. We managed to make it to the parking lot with no one spotting us, which is a good thing because I know Camille would be mortified if we ran into anyone she knew after drinking two martinis and spending the afternoon in the sun.

“I’m fine. I don’t even feel like I had a drink.” She leans forward, her face getting all too close to mine. “Maybe it’s you who’s unsteady.”

I smile at her slightly slurred words. I try not to look at her lips, but it’s incredibly hard not to with her leaning in so close. “I had one drink in the very beginning. I’m fine, princess.”

“Why do you keep calling me princess?” she immediately asks.

I know I should close the door and get in the driver’s seat and put space between us, but I can’t bring myself to do it. Not right now. Not yet.

“Because you act like one,” I answer.

Her bottom lip juts out. “I don’t think I act like a princess.”

I reach for the seat belt, being careful as I tug it over her body. On accident, my knuckles just barely brush over her breasts as I reach for the buckle. Her chest hitches at the small amount of contact between us.

Fuck.

I hurriedly straighten and slam the passenger door before I can do something stupid. What’s wrong with me today? I can’t think straight, and I can’t even blame it on drinking too much. Maybe it was too much time spent in the sun.

It’s quiet as I open the driver’s side door and slip into the seat. Neither one of us says anything, something I’m thankful for. My head is too jumbled with thoughts of her to hold a conversation.

I’m spending too much time with her. That’s got to be the reason I’m still having thoughts of kissing her after she’s made her thoughts about me well-known.

We’re almost to the house when I feel Camille’s gaze against my cheek. I risk a glance over at her, shocked to find her smiling.

I lift an eyebrow, my own smile blooming on my lips because I’m just not used to seeing her smile so freely.

“Hey, Ryker?” Her voice has a softness to it that I’m not used to.

“Yes?”

“I know we’re almost home, but…” She pauses for a moment, and she does something that takes me by surprise.

Camille giggles.

An actual fucking giggle.

And the feeling is no longer a flip of my stomach. It’s a punch to the gut. A hand squeezing my heart. I feel that fucking giggle throughout my entire body.

My throat feels dry, and the beat of my heart increases. My body and my emotions are at war with each other. I love the sound of her giggle. God, I love it so much I want to hear it again. But I hate that something so simple as hearing her laugh can have such an effect on me.

“But?” I prod, wondering if she’ll give me the luxury of hearing her laugh like that again. Even though I’m not sure if it's something I want to experience again or not.

I pull up to the front gate of the house and put the SUV in park. I look over at her, waiting to type the code into the keypad until she finishes her thought.

“I’m starving,” she admits with a smile.

“Want me to make you something inside?”

Her mouth falls open. “You cook?” She doesn’t even bother to hide her shock.

I give her a nonchalant shrug. “I’m not the best, but I can make something decent. Lizzie might’ve also left some extra food for us. We can check.”

Lizzie is my family’s private chef. My mom hired her years ago, and her meals are incredible. This summer, her schedule is more open than it typically is because it’s only me and Camille here, and we opt to go to the club most days, but she still comes by often and keeps the fridge stocked with prepped meals and snacks.

Camille bites her lip. I watch her do it, for a moment wishing it was my teeth pulling that plump bottom lip into my own mouth.

“As much as I want to see you cook, I have something else in mind. I want to go back out and get food. A burger.” She gasps before sitting up in her seat. “Or maybe a taco.” A little groan escapes her lips as she sits back. Her eyes find mine. “I can’t decide. But can we go back out and get something?”

I’d do anything she asked of me right now. I don’t tell her that. All I do is put the SUV in reverse and back out of the driveway. Who knows how she’ll act in the morning. She might go back to hating me. Or maybe she won’t. Maybe things will be different between us in the morning. Either way, I’m going to soak in this version of Camille while I have her.

“Sure,” I finally answer her. “Whatever you want, princess.”


TWENTY-TWO
CAMILLE


I stare at the water in front of me, swishing my feet around in the pool, enjoying the feel of the cool water on my skin. I’ve never been one who enjoys being in pools, but sitting safely on the ledge and dipping my toes in the one at the Davenports’ house has become one of my favorite nightly rituals.

I always leave my phone inside and give myself just a few minutes of peace. The rolling waves of the ocean and the faint rustling of the leaves moving in the breeze are the only sounds to be heard tonight.

It’s peaceful. And peaceful is just what I need after getting off the phone with my father. Talking to him is exhausting. I wanted to tell him all about the progress Ryker is making. That he’s doing great at not only forming relationships with the board members but impressing them as well. We’re three weeks into the summer, and I have a good feeling that by the end of it, the board will have full confidence in Ryker taking over Davenport Media.

Instead, when my dad asked how things were going, I lied. I told him it was just okay. I don’t know why I felt the need to lie about it, but something in my gut told me that telling him how great things were going wasn’t the best idea. He’s so confident Ryker won’t be able to pull it off that I don’t know if I want to change his opinion. At least not yet.

“There you are.” Ryker’s voice breaks me from my thoughts.

I turn around, finding him walking toward me. He still wears his suit from the evening. I try not to think about how good he looks in it.

“How’d it go?” I ask, making sure to keep my voice controlled. Tonight was an event for the male members of the club. It was some kind of tasting and auction, gearing up for Pembroke’s annual charity golf tournament in two days.

“It went well.” Ryker tugs at his tie. He effortlessly loosens the knot, letting the tie drape around his neck.

I surprise myself by not objecting when he takes a seat next to me. He angles his body toward mine so the tips of his dress shoes almost touch my thigh.

I hadn’t expected Ryker to be home so early, and now I’m questioning the decision to come outside in only a cotton nightie. I’d thrown a light sweater over it, but it definitely is fewer clothes than I’m used to wearing around him.

“That’s good to hear,” I respond, not knowing what else to say.

Ever since the afternoon on the boat, the bickering has died down, at least a little bit. I don’t know how to feel about it. I’m not used to it yet.

“You’re not going to ask me any more questions about the night?” Ryker prods. He sits up so his forearms rest on top of his knees. The way he’s sitting seems so casual for the nice suit he’s wearing.

My lips twitch as I try to fight the smile. “I want to ask you more questions, but I don’t want you to think I don’t trust you.”

Ryker lets out a dramatic gasp. “I’m sorry. Did you just say you trusted me? Can I have you say that again so I know I’m hearing you correctly?”

I roll my eyes. “You already know I trust you. If I didn’t, I would’ve shown up tonight.”

“It was for the men of the club.”

“Yeah, well, the fact that women weren’t invited is stupid.”

He laughs. “There’s an event for the female members tomorrow. The auctions are different. I wonder if Pembroke does two separate ones so people spend more money.”

“Probably.”

We both settle into a comfortable silence.

Ryker is the one to eventually break it. “My mom always used to sit out here at night,” he offers, his voice soft.

My feet continue to make circles in the water, but my eyes focus on him. I haven’t pushed him on talking about his mom, no matter how badly I’ve wanted to know more about her. Her death is the reason he went from being the media’s golden boy to someone they tear apart online. I’d love to know more about her. I feel like it’d help me understand Ryker more. I try to convince myself that the only reason I want to understand Ryker more is because of my job. It’s a lie. The reason I want to understand him better is completely selfish and has nothing to do with me being his publicist.

“It’s beautiful out here.” My gaze travels over the large backyard. It’s truly picked straight out of a magazine. Even with only the light of the moon to illuminate the space, it’s breathtaking. The pool is massive, and there are stone pavers and landscaping all around it, creating an oasis. Both sides of the yard have tall trees and bushes, making the backyard feel closed off from any neighbors.

Their property is also a beachfront one. The backyard leads right to the beach and then the water. One of these nights, I want to be brave enough to go dip my toes in the ocean, but I haven’t made it that far yet. For now, it’s stunning to look at.

“Yeah,” Ryker agrees, his voice hushed. I’d been so swept up in taking in the views in front of me that I forgot I even said anything. “This place truly was my mother’s favorite place in the world.” He looks over at me with a sad smile. “I wish you could’ve met her. She would’ve loved you.”

I don’t know why, but his words hit me right in the chest. It’s obvious how much he loved her, and for some reason, him telling me she would’ve loved me is something I really wanted to hear.

I yank my gaze from his and look at my feet in the water. I hate how my cheeks warm at his words. “She probably actually wouldn’t have. I don’t always make a good first impression on moms…or anyone, really. People don’t exactly think I’m the friendliest. Especially when they first meet me.”

“She would’ve loved you,” he repeats, his words confident and full of conviction.

I want to look at him so badly, but I can’t. I can’t quite figure out why something about tonight has felt different. Maybe it’s not just tonight. Maybe it really has been since that afternoon on the boat. We both came back a little less mean to one another. Maybe it’s because we’ve both accepted that we work well together. Or maybe it’s something else. Either way, I hate to admit how good it feels for him to tell me his mom would’ve liked me. I just don’t know if I believe him. “I’m not so sure about that,” I respond, letting out a long sigh.

“Why do you do that?” Ryker asks, clearly blurting out the question without taking the time to think it through.

I can’t fight the urge to look at him any longer. I bring my gaze to his, my head feeling fuzzy because of the intense way he looks right back at me. The darkness of the night makes his brown eyes seem even darker. The color might not be as light as it normally is, but there’s still nothing but warmth in the gaze staring back at me.

“Do what?” I whisper.

“Refuse to accept a compliment.” He leans forward, resting his chin on his forearm as he focuses on me.

I shouldn’t be here. He shouldn’t be here. One of us needs to go.

He’s my client, and I’m too tired to put up the wall I normally have with him. Lying to my dad drained me. And now that I’ve sat out here feeling guilty about it, I’m too tired to pretend to hate Ryker.

I also have to remind myself that the man staring back at me hurt me. It’s not something I like admitting to myself, but there was something about the night we met that felt special to me. He seemed like a good guy. He seemed like he liked me. I let my guard down with him and was quickly reminded why I always have a guard up in the first place when I woke up alone the next morning.

Ryker’s gaze rakes over my face. I’ve never really cared to know what people think about me. It’s better to not know. But right now, I want to know everything that’s running through his head.

“Don’t avoid my question,” he demands, his voice husky and doing things to my body it absolutely shouldn’t.

Did I drink tonight?

I know I didn’t, but my head feels fuzzy enough to question that fact. I haven’t had a sip of alcohol. Meaning the buzz I’m feeling is because of him and him alone.

“I’m not avoiding it,” I answer. I sigh, pulling my legs out of the water and turning my body to face his. I pull my legs into my chest as well. We’re mirroring each other, sitting on the ledge of the pool, our feet side by side. We don’t touch at all, but something about the position seems intimate.

I wonder if I should scoot back.

I can’t.

I’m locked in his stare.

“Then tell me why you’re always defensive.”

His question feels like a slap to the face. I wasn’t expecting it. “That wasn’t what you said,” I point out, my words barely above a whisper. “You asked why I refused to take a compliment and didn’t mention anything about me being defensive.”

I try not to focus on the twitch of his lips as they turn into a cocky smirk.

God, I’ve wanted to wipe a smirk from his mouth so many times in the weeks since we’ve been here. Now, the only way I want to get rid of that smirk is by pressing my lips to it.

I close my eyes for a moment.

What is happening to me?

I need to get inside.

This is Ryker Davenport.

My client.

The bane of my existence.

The reason I think I found my very first gray hair the other day at the ripe age of twenty-four.

I shouldn’t want to kiss him.

But I absolutely want to kiss him.

It’s the only thing I can think about right now.

I open my eyes to find his gaze locked on my lips.

It seems I’m the only one thinking about kissing the other and I don’t know if that realization is thrilling or terrifying.

“I think you not being able to take a compliment comes from you being defensive. They go hand in hand. So tell me, why are you always so defensive?”

I swallow, my entire body feeling tight from the question. Even though our walls seem to be lowered, at least for the moment, I don’t want to be fully honest with Ryker. I can’t be. I can’t even explain to myself why it feels like I need to always have my guard up around others. All I know is that the thought of opening up and being vulnerable makes my skin crawl.

If they don’t accept you because they don’t even know you, that’s an easy pill to swallow.

But what if you open up to someone and show them the most vulnerable parts of yourself, just for them to still not accept you? That’s devastating. A feeling I avoid at all costs.

Ryker waits patiently, something that takes me by surprise. He’s not patient. Ever. Yet here he is, allowing me the time I need to answer his question without feeling the need to fill the silence.

“I’m just shy,” I offer, my fingers twisting the end of my hair around my finger. “And reserved,” I add as an afterthought.

Ryker shakes his head. “That’s a cop-out. Give me the real answer.”

My lips part in shock. I wasn’t expecting him to be so blunt and call me out.

“I don’t know, Ryker,” I answer, my gaze moving to the ground. I can’t look into his brown eyes for another second. “It’s just who I am. I’ve always been this way.”

Why is it that the one person I should have my guard up around the most is the one person I’m wanting to let in at this very moment?

I jump when his fingers connect with my chin. He gently coaxes my face up until my eyes meet his.

He’s closer than I was expecting, his broad shoulders and chiseled face blocking out the rest of the world, so I can’t focus on anything but him.

“But that’s not actually true. The more I think about it, the more I know that’s a lie. You made me work for it, but you opened up for me the night we met. You can lie to yourself, you can even lie to the rest of the world, but you can’t lie to me. You don’t always have to be defensive. You’re just choosing to be.”

His gaze flicks to my lips as his words unravel me. My chest feels heavy, and for some reason, my eyes sting with unshed tears. I don’t know what it is about his words that cut deep, but they slice right through me.

He doesn’t have the right to point out that I opened up to him. Not when he wanted nothing to do with me the next morning.

Ryker’s fingers glide along my jawline until he cups my face.

He leans in, and the heat in his eyes and the way his tongue peeks out to wet his lips tells me he wants to kiss me.

Matter of fact…I think he’s going to kiss me.

His face gets closer, his breath caressing my lips.

“Do me a favor and don’t get defensive,” he says, his voice slightly shaking. “At least open up enough to let me kiss you again.”

I wonder if he can feel my racing pulse underneath his fingertips. My body shakes with anticipation. Or maybe it’s with the fear of letting him do this to me again. I’ve opened up to him before and he made me instantly regret it.

His lips brush against mine with the lightest touch before I’m pushing his body away from mine and putting as much distance between us as possible.

No matter how badly I want him to kiss me, it can never happen again.


TWENTY-THREE
RYKER


My hand drops to my side as I watch Camille run away from me. I see her leaving, disappearing into the house and out of my view, but it takes time for my brain to process that she’s no longer in front of me.

I blink and wonder what the hell just happened.

I swear she was giving me all the signs that she wanted me to kiss her.

“Fuck,” I mutter under my breath, my senses finally coming to me.

I quickly stand up and chase after her. I’m not going to let her avoid this. I can’t. I have to know if I was wrong in thinking she wanted to kiss me just as badly as I wanted to kiss her.

“Camille!” I yell, walking through the back doors and scanning the house. She isn’t in the kitchen or living room. I head down the hallway toward her room. The sound of a door slamming lets me know exactly where she is.

I close the distance to her bedroom. I’m not surprised at all to find her door closed. I shouldn’t have moved so fast by the pool. I wasn’t thinking straight. She just actually seemed to be letting me in for once, and I got ahead of myself. I saw the woman who captured my attention months ago, and I couldn’t think straight.

The only thing on my mind was that I needed to feel the press of her lips against mine again.

I didn’t know a kiss could leave a brand until her. The moment she pressed her lips to mine at the stroke of midnight at that party, I knew I wasn’t going to be able to forget her. And that was before I brought her back to my place and we had the most incredible night together.

In the heat of the moment tonight, all I wanted was to feel that again. I didn’t just want it; I needed it. And I’m trying not to get frustrated with myself for feeling that way because it really felt like she needed it too.

Now, as I stare at a slammed door, I’m not so sure.

I test the handle, finding it locked.

“Camille, open the door.” My voice isn’t soft. It’s desperate, and I don’t even care.

There’s silence. Of course there’s fucking silence. She’s building her walls so damn high that she isn’t even going to fight about it.

I wiggle the knob again, this time harder. I don’t know what I’m thinking. It’s not like she was going to listen to me and unlock it.

“Go away, Ryker.” Her words come from the other side of the door.

I press my forehead to the wood, taking a deep breath as my emotions completely take over.

Anger at myself for wanting so desperately to kiss her in the first place.

Fury at her for running away. She gave me the smallest glimpse of what it’s like to talk to her without her guard up again, and now I’m furious that she took it away just as quickly as she gave it.

“I’m not going anywhere,” I tell her. I wrap my fingers around the doorknob again and turn it, a small part of me hoping that maybe she unlocked it after all.

She didn’t.

“Leave me alone.” I’m shocked by the conviction she laces in her words. Maybe I read the situation wrong. Maybe she didn’t want to kiss me.

I let out a groan. My eyes close for a moment as I replay the moment out by the pool all over again. Maybe it was all in my head. I don’t fucking know anymore. Everything’s so twisted, and I don’t know what’s real and what’s not.

“I can’t leave you alone,” I confess. I regret the words the moment they come out. If she’s going to close herself off, why the hell should I be honest?

She doesn’t respond, because of course she doesn’t. It’s silly for me to think she would.

I stand there without saying a word. Every second that ticks by only makes my pulse spike with anger even more.

I don’t know what I was thinking. The answer is, I wasn’t thinking. I’m never thinking straight when it comes to her. She turns me into someone I don’t recognize. I never fight with anybody, yet all I do is fight with her. I never think twice about a woman, yet all I think about is her. I never let anyone get under my skin, yet she’s carved herself down to my bones.

Camille Vaughn is the first person to drive me crazy in two very different ways—in how much I want her and how much I wish I’d never even met her.

I don’t know how long I stand there with my forehead pressed to the door and my hands holding on to the doorframe on either side of my body. It must be a while. Long enough for her to think it’s safe to open the door.

“Shit,” Camille mutters before immediately trying to slam the door.

“Not happening,” I tell her, pushing my body through the doorframe and into her room. She’s not going to lock me out. She had her chance and messed up by opening the door.

“Get out of my room,” she demands, her chest heaving up and down. Her cheeks are pink, and I can’t help but wonder what’s turning them that color.

Lust? Embarrassment? Anger?

“My family owns the house. I can be in whatever room I want, and right now, I want to be in this one.”

Her eyes go wide and flash with fury. I try to keep my gaze focused on them. She wears a dress that can’t even be considered a dress. Maybe it’s a nightgown. All I know is that the fabric is thin as fuck and clings to her body in ways that are driving me fucking mad.

She lets out a shrill, sarcastic laugh. “Perfect. So I’m stuck with you for the summer, forced to spend almost every second with you as I make sure you don’t mess things up, and I’m not even allowed one damn room to myself to escape you?”

I swallow. If this were any other time, I might feel guilty about telling her it’s my family’s house. But right now, I’m too upset at the knowledge she’s about to shut me out again to feel bad about my words.

“Don’t do it,” I demand, my gaze pinned on her. She stands next to the door, her eyes wide as she looks back at me. I lean against the farthest wall from the door, making sure I’m as deep in her room as physically possible.

“Don’t do what?” she spits.

“Pretend that you hate me.” I sigh, wondering if I’m making any kind of sense. My demand is coming out more like a plea, and the realization makes me irrationally angry. Why does it have to be her, of all people, to make me feel this way?

She’s quiet for a moment, giving me no indication of what might be going through her head.

I try to keep my gaze in a safe spot. I try to look at those aquamarine eyes that have haunted my dreams for weeks. I really do try. But like a fucking moth to a flame, my gaze drops. I can’t resist it. I look at her tan thighs and where the hem of the nightgown cuts dangerously high, and I remember kissing that very skin on display. I remember the way her thighs shook when my lips kissed the soft skin at the apex of her legs. I remember the way she moaned my name.

And that’s the fucking problem.

I remember every single thing when it comes to her. And every moment I find myself hoping that the moments stuck with her the same way they’ve stuck with me, she makes it a point to let me know that she wants nothing more than to forget I even exist.

“I don’t hate you,” she says, crossing her arms over her chest.

The words give me the slightest bit of hope. I know she doesn’t hate me. I just would’ve bet money that she would’ve lied to us both and said she did. Maybe it’s progress that she didn’t say that.

And there it is once again. Hope. Blooming in my chest despite my head knowing hope with her is a dangerous game.

“I don’t hate you,” she repeats. She pushes her shoulders back and gets that defiant look on her face I know all too well. My stomach drops because I know I’m not going to like whatever she’s about to say next. “I just really don’t like you,” she finishes.

I’ll give her credit. She laces conviction with every word. She enunciates every single syllable, making sure she drives the point home. Her body is still. The only movement is the rise and fall of her shallow breathing.

My head spins. The edges of my vision blur, and my ears ring. I don’t know what it is that takes over my body. It could be anger. It could be devastation. Maybe it’s frustration. Whatever it is, it consumes me.

“Guess you don’t have to like me to want to kiss me, then,” I toss out. My tone is probably a little harsh, but so is hers.

Camille gasps. “Ryker.”

I shrug. “Tell me you didn’t want to kiss me out there.”

I take a step closer to her. And then another. And another.

There’s still space between us, but I’m closing it more and more with every step I take toward her.

“I didn’t want to kiss you,” Camille responds. Her voice doesn’t have the same edge as it did just moments ago. In fact, the softness and hurriedness to her words almost made it seem like she was trying to convince herself as much as she was trying to convince me. Her eyes are as wide as saucers as she stares back at me.

“Lie to my face again,” I demand, coming to a stop in front of her. “Except this time, make it more convincing. You don’t even sound like you believe it.”

Her eyes flash with anger.

I smile.

It’s fun to rile her up. To give her a taste of how she makes me feel.

She shakes her head before letting out a soft little yelp when her shoulders collide with the bedroom wall. She’s backed up too far, leaving her nowhere to go.

“I didn’t want to kiss you,” she repeats, trying her hardest to make it sound believable. It doesn’t work. Her words are weak and futile. She can’t even look me in the eye when she says them. Instead, her focus is on my lips. “I don’t want to kiss you,” she adds, this time her voice barely above a whisper.

I can’t help but smirk. I know I should leave this room and leave her alone completely. It’d probably be better for both of us if I just left. I don’t know what I’m trying to prove right now, but I can’t stop.

“Try again.” I take another step closer to her, making it so we’re almost chest to chest.

“What makes you think I’d ever want to kiss you again?” she asks, lifting her chin and looking me square in the eye.

I don’t answer for a moment. Instead, I think back to just minutes ago when we were sitting by the pool. I know we were having a moment. I felt it, and I can’t imagine she didn’t feel it too. When I leaned in to kiss her, her lips had parted, and her breathing had picked up. She stared at my mouth and wetted her lips, all the while leaning in closer to me.

“For one,” I begin, feeling bold enough to reach out and press my thumb to her bottom lip, “you can’t stop staring at my mouth.”

She allows me to swipe the pad of my thumb along her plump bottom lip a few times before she pushes my hand away. “I’m only staring at that smug grin of yours and dreaming of slapping it away.”

I laugh. “You can get rid of it by kissing me instead.”

She scoffs before her gaze flicks to the small amount of space between our bodies. It isn’t much. If either one of us takes too deep of an inhale at the same time, our chests will brush against one another.

“Are you that dense? Didn’t you go to expensive schools and receive the best education money can buy? What do you not understand about me saying I don’t want to kiss you? Not even a little bit.”

I pull my gaze from hers and tilt my head to her chest. “Your nipples are getting harder with each passing second, princess.”

“It’s cold,” she immediately responds.

I laugh at the raspiness of her voice. It’s getting more sultry, telling me exactly what I want to know.

“Whatever you say,” I respond. I don’t know if it’s the realization that this might be my one shot at getting her to admit to both of us that she wants this or something else, but something gives me the nerve to take a step closer to her.

My front presses against hers, and I brace myself for her to push me away. If she gives any indication that she doesn’t want me this close, I’ll immediately back up.

She doesn’t.

Her hands fall to my chest, and to my surprise, and maybe even hers, judging by the soft gasp that escapes her lips, her fingers fist at the fabric of my shirt. They stay there. She doesn’t push me away, but she doesn’t pull me in either.

My heart hammers against my chest. I know what I’m about to do is stupid. I know she’s going to push me away after doing it, but at this very moment, I can’t bring myself to care.

“Hey, Camille?” I ask, my voice tight and hoarse.

“What?” she whispers.

“Tell me to stop if you don’t want this.”

“Want what?”

“This.”

And before either one of us can say anything else, I grab the back of her neck and yank her face to mine. All of the fighting and hot and cold of the last few weeks feels worth it the moment my lips crash against hers.


TWENTY-FOUR
CAMILLE


All my protests and reasons why we shouldn’t kiss leave my mind the moment Ryker’s lips collide with mine. His fingers are strong against my neck, his tongue coaxing my mouth open almost instantly.

Oh my God.

I forgot how good of a kisser he was.

His kiss is possessive.

And with his lips against mine, I can’t lie to him. I want this. Desperately.

The first time he ever kissed me, it was sweet and tender. He was confident with it as the clock struck midnight, but that kiss was one that built. It started slow and steady before intensifying.

This kiss is the complete opposite.

It’s angry.

Demanding.

He kisses me like he’s trying to punish me. And maybe he is. I wouldn’t blame him.

A moan falls from my lips as his free hand grabs the other side of my face and angles it just how he wants it.

His tongue angrily delves even deeper into my mouth. This kiss feels like a claim. I know I’m letting him win by letting him kiss me like this, but I want it too badly to even care about admitting defeat.

The truth is that I did want Ryker to kiss me. The moment I slammed my door shut and pressed my back to it, I wondered if I was doing the right thing. I felt sad at the thought of missing out on the chance to kiss him again, and that feeling turned to anger.

I shouldn’t feel sad about not kissing Ryker. He’ll kiss me like he wants. Like he owns me. And then he’ll move on as if it had never happened. And that right there is the problem.

I kiss him back, funneling all of my pent-up anger from the last few weeks at him. My fingers roughly grab at the fabric of his dress shirt. I pull his body toward mine, even though we’re already pressed against one another.

His hips push against mine as he pushes me harder against the wall. It’s rough, but I don’t care. I can’t bring myself to care about anything other than the dance of his tongue against mine.

“You don’t kiss me like you hate me,” Ryker croons, his breathing heavy as he traces his lips down my neck.

“I already told you I don’t hate you.” My words come out breathless. I try to stifle a moan as one of his hands drops to my thigh, but it’s no use. I know he heard it. “I just don’t like you,” I repeat, my stomach tightening as his fingers dance just below the hem of my nightgown.

I’m letting him kiss me because I couldn’t pretend I didn’t want him to for a second longer. But will I let him do more? Can I be okay with that? With pretending it never happened tomorrow?

Ryker’s mouth is warm against my neck. His breath tickles against my sensitive skin as he lets out a low laugh. “Do you like this?” he asks, his lips pressing to my neck at the same time his fingers dance higher up my leg.

I clench my thighs. I don’t want him to get too close. I don’t want to give him the power of knowing how wet I am right now. The cotton of the boy-short underwear I slipped on to sleep in is drenched. The man has only kissed me, and I can’t let him know just how much his kiss has affected me.

“Answer me, princess,” he drawls. Fuck. Why is that nickname suddenly hot? And why do I suddenly like him making demands? They normally drive me crazy.

All I can do is nod my head. I can’t give him the satisfaction of knowing just how turned on I am. God, I know he’d throw it in my face and gloat about how wet he made me without ever even touching me.

“What about this?” Ryker asks. His teeth rake softly against the hollow of my throat.

I moan, the sound quickly turning into a yelp when he bites me.

He fucking bites me.

His tongue immediately peeks out to soothe the sting. I’m about to open my mouth to ask him if he just bit me when he does it again, this time a little bit lower.

I push him away, missing the warmth of his body against mine the moment it’s gone.

The shove takes him off guard. Or maybe it’s that I pushed a little hard. Either way, the backs of his knees collide with the edge of the bed before he falls onto it.

“Did you just bite me? You can’t do that. You’re going to give me a hickey.” I press my fingers to my neck, lightly pushing against the tender skin.

He smirks and makes no move to stand.

I don’t know if I want him to get up and close the distance again or if I want him to stay right where he is.

Maybe right where he is isn’t a good thing. The sight of him on my bed, his eyes filled with lust and determination as he stares at me with that smug grin I love to hate, is making me feel hot with desire.

“What’s so wrong about that?” he asks before placing his large palms behind him on the mattress. He leans back, and there’s something about the position that’s incredibly sexy.

“Maybe because we’re two grown adults. Hickeys are for teenagers. Plus, I’m your publicist. You shouldn’t be giving me hickeys.”

His smirk gets even wider. He lifts one of his hands and holds it out between us. A silent command for me to take it.

I shock myself by obliging the silent demand. I push my body off the wall and place my hand in his.

What am I doing? I have no freaking clue, but for tonight, I’m in too deep to even stop it.

He pulls my body between his widespread legs. “I won’t tell anyone if you don’t,” he murmurs.

“That still doesn’t address my problem, which is that I’m going to have a hickey like I’m in high school all over again.”

“Something tells me you weren’t letting boys give you hickeys in high school, princess. Let me guess, you were too focused on school to even give any of the poor bastards a second glance. Too busy trying to impress your dad to worry about them.”

I frown. He’s right, but I don’t tell him that.

The confident smile on his lips tells me I don’t have to tell him a damn thing. He can read my face easily enough to know he’s right.

He closes his thighs, caging me in between his legs as he reaches up to finally fully pull the tie from around his neck. He tosses it to the ground before undoing the top button of his shirt. His fingers deftly work at undoing three of the buttons. I watch him closely, wondering what’s happening. Is he undressing right now? Do I want him to?

He pulls the collar of his shirt to the side and exposes his neck to me. “Get back at me, then. Give me a matching one.”

My mouth hangs open. “What?”

He cranes his neck to the side, giving me access to his throat. “I wanted you to look in the mirror tomorrow and be reminded of me. Here’s your chance to do the same to me.”

I swallow. Why do I want to accept his offer? It’s only fair.

My eyes trace over the muscles of his neck. Over his strong jawline. I try to talk myself out of it, but deep down, I want to do it. I feel power at imagining him looking in the mirror tomorrow and remembering this moment.

His hands find my sides. At first, he barely touches me. They hover over the small of my waist as if he’s testing out if it’s okay for him to hold me there. I don’t stop him, and when he realizes I’m not giving any protest, the weight of his hands on my hips gets heavier. His fingers push into my skin, reminding me just how thin this nightgown is. I can feel the warmth of his fingertips through the fabric, making it feel like there’s no fabric at all between us.

“Offer’s about to end,” he says, his voice husky.

I rub my lips together before sticking my tongue out to wet my lips. Who knew the thought of giving a hickey could turn me on?

I push my hair behind my shoulders, wanting to get it out of the way. I lean in and bring my face closer to his.

He exhales, his hooded eyelids focused on nothing but me.

I hate how good it feels to have his attention like this. To know that I have an effect on him.

I look at his neck, trying to decide where exactly I want to mark him. How high do I want to leave it? High enough that it’d show about his collar tomorrow? Or low enough that no one will know it’s there but me?

“Cami…”

My breath hitches at the use of that name. I don’t know why, but I love it when he calls me that. No one’s called me that since Mom, but I want him to.

“What?” I ask. The question is barely audible, my throat too thick with the desperate need for more.

“Your offer expires in three…two⁠—”

I grab either side of his face and pull him to me. It probably isn’t what he’s expecting, but I don’t care. I’ll do what I want, and right now, I want to kiss him again while I have the chance.

His hands roughly grab my hips as he pulls my body into his.

I swipe my tongue against his, trying not to moan when he lets out a groan of his own. My fingers grab at the strands of his hair, the length just long enough for me to get a grip on them.

“Fuck,” he growls, his mouth ripping from mine just long enough for him to get the word out. He leans in and traps my mouth with his once again.

This time, I can’t help but moan. It might be from the kiss, or it might be from the possessive way in which he lifts me by my hips and pulls me into his lap. I straddle him, not caring that the fabric of my nightgown now bunches around my waist because of our position.

The space between my legs throbs so much that I have to move my hips to find friction.

I gasp, the movement pressing his very obvious erection right against my core.

He rips his mouth from mine again at the contact, air hissing from between his lips. “Camille.” He groans as he presses his hips even harder against me.

God, that’s the sexiest sound I’ve ever heard. I know I shouldn’t think that. I know I’ll regret thinking it. But right now, I mean it and want to do everything in my power to hear it again.

I rock up and down, teasing him but also teasing myself in the process.

He’s so hard and the fabric between us does nothing to hide either of our arousal.

I pull my lips from his, meeting his gaze. For a moment, I just look at him, taking in the messy tendrils of his hair that stick out in different directions from my hands gripping them. My thumbs dance over his chiseled cheekbones as I stare at his lips.

I give him a smile, wiggling my hips slightly just to see how crazy it drives him.

“I still don’t like you,” I tell him, still smiling.

His fingers dig into my sides almost painfully as his mouth breaks out into a wolfish grin. “If this is how you prove to me you don’t like me, then I’ll fucking take it.”


TWENTY-FIVE
RYKER


My entire body feels tight with desperation. Camille grinds herself against my cock, driving me completely fucking mad.

She leans in to kiss me again, and I try not to think about how fucked I’ll be tomorrow morning. I’ll never be able to look at her lips again and think of anything but this moment right now. This isn’t the first time we’ve kissed, but there’s something about the angry, heated way in which she kisses me that completely unravels me.

I’m fucked. I won’t be able to forget this happened, but that’s a problem for tomorrow morning. Right now, I’m soaking in the feeling of her lips pressed against mine.

“I don’t like you,” Camille repeats. She smiles, and I forgot how much I loved to see her smile. All the times she’s scowled at me almost seem worth it after getting a smile. I know I’ve earned it, and because of that, pride blooms in my chest.

“Are you trying to convince me of that or yourself?”

“Neither. There’s no convincing. It’s just the truth.” She bites her lip as she moves her hips against me once again.

My head falls backward. It feels too fucking good. There are layers of fabric between us, preventing me from being able to fully feel her the way I want to. But even with the barrier, I’m so fucking turned on that I’m worried if she keeps moving against me just like this that I might come. It’s not my fault. It’s hers. She’s plagued my dreams, the memories of our night together filling my every thought. I’ve tried to relieve the ache, but it wasn’t any use. Only she can satisfy the hunger I have for her.

And apparently, just feeling her grind against me is enough to have me aching for a release.

A frustrated growl leaves my body as she teases me again by spinning her hips.

My eyes meet hers, and her smile has changed. It’s more of a smirk. She knows what she’s doing to me, and she loves it.

“I don’t like you either,” I tell her, my voice thick with lust. I guide my hands to the curve of her ass, but she shakes her head.

“You said it was my turn to have fun,” she points out.

I groan, pushing my hands up and placing them on her waist once again. I so desperately want to explore her body. What I really want is to get rid of what she’s wearing altogether, but I don’t want to rush it. If this is all she’s willing to give me, then I’ll take it.

“Then have fun,” I command. At least, I hope it sounds like a command. The more I think about it, it may have sounded more like a plea.

Camille laughs. It’s barely more than a breath. But it’s a laugh. And fuck, I forgot how good it felt to make her laugh.

She leans forward and presses a kiss to my jaw. It’s so soft that I barely even feel it.

She presses another one to my jaw in a different spot.

Fuck. I wish she’d press her lips harder against my skin. I want her tongue to move against it.

Even her hips are moving at an achingly slow pace. She’s lifted them slightly, making it so I don’t feel the full pressure of having her pussy grind against my cock.

“Cami.” Her name comes out as a desperate plea. I want more from her. I want anything she’ll give me.

“Camille,” she corrects, her breath tickling my skin. She presses another kiss, this time against my neck.

Why is she teasing me? Why won’t she give me more?

My fingers dig into her hips. I know I should probably be softer, but I can’t. Not with how desperate I am for her to give me more than what she is right now.

I drift my hand up her spine and wrap my fingers in the long tendrils of her hair. I like them the way they are tonight. Normally, the dark strands are sleek and curled, tamed to perfection. Not tonight. Tonight, there’s a slight wave to them. They’re a bit unruly, and I love seeing this non-polished version of her. Her scalp is a little damp from what I’d guess was a shower earlier. I continue to wrap her hair around my fingers, wanting as tight of a grip as I can get on her hair.

Instead of kissing my throat the way I told her to, Camille brings her mouth just inches away from mine.

“Us kissing changes nothing,” she says, her gaze flicking to my lips.

I can’t help but smile. She really is doing everything in her power to deny this connection between us. “I know,” I respond, tightening my grip on her hair.

She moans, her body falling into my lap.

My grin gets even wider at her loss of control. She immediately goes back to grinding against me again.

“I mean it when I say I don’t like you,” she continues, her eyes scanning my face. Her lips are red and swollen, and all I can think about is them wrapped around my cock.

“I don’t like you either,” I lie, tugging on her hair hard enough that it forces her to arch her back.

She moans, her hips picking up speed against my cock. Even through the fabric of her panties and the fabric of my pants, I can feel how fucking wet she is. It eggs me on, wanting me to take more from her if she’ll let me.

“I don’t have to like you to think you’re fucking perfect,” I tell her, my mouth hovering over her peaked nipple. Her position has put her perfect tits right in front of my face. Her nipples strain against the cotton fabric of the nightgown as they basically beg me for attention.

I lean in and press my mouth to the peaked bud, reveling in the loud moan Camille lets out. It’s the sexiest damn sound I’ve ever heard. I use my hand not tangled in her hair to pull the fabric down, freeing her perfect tits.

“Fuck.” I groan, my gaze moving from one nipple to the next.

She lets me take my time taking her in. I wish she was completely naked, but if this is the only view she’ll give me, I’ll gladly take it.

“Ryker,” Camille moans as she continues to rock up against me.

“Yes, princess?” I ask, my voice hoarse.

I don’t give her time to answer me. I lean in and take her nipple into my mouth, this time without any fabric between us.

“Oh my God.” Camille pants, her back arching even more as she continues to grind against my cock.

My tongue circles her nipple. I could do this all damn night if it meant she’d keep moaning just like this.

I pull away just long enough to look her in the eye. “Do you like this?” I ask, leaning in and taking her other nipple into my mouth.

“Yes.” She pants, her hips moving against me frantically to get some friction.

Why does it have to feel so good to have her grind against me like this? If she did it long enough, she might just be able to make me come without even really touching me.

I groan at the idea. Why her? Why is the woman who drives me fucking mad almost every single day the one able to get me close to coming in my pants like I’m a virgin all over again?

I keep my mouth on her nipple, my tongue circling it over and over again as her moans get more and more needy.

I’m so fucking turned on by the sounds she makes. My cock throbs in my pants. All I want is to take it out and slide inside her, but I know she won’t let me. This right here has to be enough, and I fucking hate it.

I slowly move my hand from her hair. It drifts down her back, my fingers trailing down her spine.

“What about this?” I ask her, my gaze pinned on her face. My hand slips between her thighs and I watch her carefully, wanting to make sure I stop the path my fingers trail if this isn’t something she wants.

Camille moans. She opens her thighs a little wilder, her covered pussy still moving up and down the length of my cock.

“Answer me,” I rasp, letting my finger trace over the wetness of her panties. “Do you like this?” I repeat, circling her swollen clit over the top of her panties.

“Yes.” She lets out another moan.

I don’t need her to say anything else. I slip my fingers underneath the cotton fabric and try not to let out my own groan at feeling how wet she is.

“For being so insistent that you don’t like me, your pussy is absolutely soaked for me, princess.” I circle her clit, watching her face closely. I want to see every single reaction of hers. I’m desperate to commit them to memory, to remember that there was a point where she let me see her vulnerable like this.

“Shut up,” Camille responds, the demand coming out breathy.

I chuckle as I begin to slide my finger inside her.

She lets out another unfiltered sound of pleasure. Fuck, I forgot how much she moaned. She’s typically so quiet, making sure to take her time to think over her thoughts before voicing them. I love seeing this different side of her. The side that pants and moans without thinking twice about the noises she makes.

“I’m not going to shut up unless you make me,” I tell her, lifting my eyebrows in a silent dare.

She takes the bait. Her lips crash against mine once again. All of my senses are wrapped up in her, and I fucking love it.

I taste her on my tongue.

Feel her pussy greedily hug my finger as I slowly move in and out.

Hear her sighs and moans.

She continues to rock her hips back and forth. Her position in my lap has her both fucking my finger and grinding against my cock with every slow roll of her hips.

It feels too fucking good.

Her tongue angrily pushes against mine and I wonder if she’s as much at war with her body and her head as I am. My body wants Camille Vaughn more than anything I’ve ever wanted anything else. It’s past wanting, and it feels like I need her. The way she haunts my dreams, the way my pulse spikes when I see her. My body wants her. The problem is my head knows better. My head knows that no matter how much she’s giving in to me tonight, it won’t be like this tomorrow. It knows we’ll go back to fighting and getting on each other’s nerves, and probably what’s happening between us right now will only cause more tension between us tomorrow.

I push the thoughts from my mind and instead focus on Camille. What will inevitably happen doesn’t matter. All that matters is right now.

I deepen the kiss, pushing my tongue even deeper into her mouth at the same moment I slide a second finger in. She moans, the sound even hotter when it’s done against my lips.

She tightens around my fingers. It’s so tight that for a moment I can barely move them as I give her time to adjust to them.

Even though I might not be moving them, the rock of her hips must give her the friction she needs. Her moans get deeper and more unfiltered.

“That’s it,” I praise, only ripping my mouth from hers long enough to say the words. I hook my fingers inside her, wanting to do everything in my power to make her building orgasm even better.

I don’t know how much time passes. Time seems to blur as I get lost in the mix of kissing her and having her ride my fingers. Everything about the moment is sexy as hell.

Too sexy.

She increases the speed of her hips. Every moan I swallow of hers gets louder and louder until I feel her squeeze me even tighter.

“Ryker,” she mutters against my lips. She says it hurriedly and with a sultriness to her voice that makes my cock throb.

I think I’m going to come.

In my pants.

With the only touch from her being the press of her mouth to mine and the feeling of her rocking against my cock as she chases her own release.

“I’m—” she begins, her words trailing off.

“I know,” I assure her, feeling how close she is just by the wetness that coats my fingers and the way she squeezes them. “You don’t have to like me to come for me.”

The words send her over the edge. Her mouth collides with mine again, and the desperate way she rocks her hips against mine as she rides out every single second of her orgasm has me coming right along with her.

I let out a loud groan, hoping she can’t feel it. I can’t have her know that just having her rock against my cock as I fingered her was enough to give me an orgasm.

We’re a mix of moans and groans and heavy breathing as we both come to our senses.

Camille pulls away, but she doesn’t move from my lap. She blinks a few times before pushing the unruly strands of her hair from her face.

I take a moment to look at her. Her cheeks are pink, and her lips are swollen and red.

She’s so fucking beautiful.

Before I can look at her any longer, she’s lifting her hips and climbing off my lap. The hand that was just between her thighs drops to my side.

I miss the warmth of her.

With her gone, it takes a few moments for me to realize what she might be able to see now with her body not on top of mine.

I hurriedly stand up, awkwardly trying to cover the front of my dress pants. I try to look down to figure out if you can see proof of my orgasm, but I can’t tell. I don’t want to spend too much time looking and make her wonder.

I’ve got to get out of here before she knows.

“So,” Camille’s soft voice breaks me from my panic.

My eyes find her. Luckily, her gaze meets mine, meaning she isn’t looking anywhere else for the moment.

“I can go,” I hurriedly get out, backing up toward the door.

Her eyes go wide for a moment. She looks surprised and sad by my comment, but the shock doesn’t last long. Almost as quickly as it appeared in her eyes, it’s gone.

“Yeah,” she mutters under her breath, looking down to fix her dress so her chest is no longer exposed. “You should go.”

My heart sinks a little because I realize there was a small part of me that was hoping she’d ask me to stay even if I was the one suggesting to leave.

Without saying anything else, I leave her room and rush toward mine.


TWENTY-SIX
CAMILLE


I take a deep breath, trying to calm the race of my heartbeat as I walk toward Pembroke’s front entrance. I spent the entire morning locked in my room, trying to avoid Ryker at all costs.

He knocked on my door.

He texted.

I ignored him.

Eventually, he gave up trying to talk to me. I look down at my phone, pulling up his texts from the day.

RYKER


I’m going to grab breakfast. Do you want anything?




RYKER


There’s an iced coffee in the fridge. I made sure they used oat milk. Just how you like it.




RYKER


You know I can hear you in your room. I know you’re in there.




RYKER


I’m going to Pembroke.




RYKER


Don’t feel the need to show up. I can handle it.




I sigh, tucking my phone into my purse. I woke up this morning, and he was the first thing on my mind. For a few seconds, I remembered the possessive way in which he kissed me. I woke up and thought that maybe things would be different today.

Would he kiss me again?

Did I want him to?

I shouldn’t.

The moment he ran out of my room while my body was still recovering from the orgasm he gave me should’ve told me everything I needed to know. Things wouldn’t be different today, and I shouldn’t expect them to be.

“Why are you just standing here?” A familiar voice breaks me from my thoughts. I jump, looking over and finding Jude’s warm eyes pinned on me.

I think about his question for a moment, trying to come up with a lie. “I was just wondering if I forgot my phone at home.”

Jude lifts a sandy-brown eyebrow. “Wasn’t your phone just in your hand?”

Shit.

Busted.

I was so lost in my own thoughts and memories of last night I hadn’t even noticed Jude was nearby.

“Are you going in?” I ask him, changing the subject.

Luckily, he doesn’t press it. I like that about Jude. He doesn’t seem to feel the need to get deep all the time. He lets me be quiet and give vague answers without asking for more. “Yeah, I’m meeting everyone inside. You going in too?”

I nod. “I guess,” I mutter. I don’t know if it’s a good idea or not, but I do want to see what progress Ryker’s making. I also don’t like to admit that after spending the entire morning alone, I was tired of being by myself. But mostly, the reason I’m here is because I want to check in with him to see how the day’s going.

“C’mon, let’s go.” Jude loops his arm through mine and pulls me forward, leaving me no choice but to follow him.

We only make it a few steps before he’s looking over at me with his normal grin. “Are you and Ryker doing the charity golf tournament tomorrow?”

I let out a groan. How did I forget about the event? We have to do it. There are members from the Davenport Media board who are on Pembroke’s charity committee. Him participating in the event is a must; I just wish it wasn’t a couples event. I wish I wasn’t stuck with him for nine holes. Not after what happened last night.

“We are,” I finally answer, not bothering to hide the disdain in my tone. “Are you?”

He’s quiet for a minute. Jude’s never quiet, so as we walk through the front entrance of the club, I aim a look in his direction. A wider-than-normal grin is on his face. “I am, and I’m very excited about it.”

This piques my interest. “Really? Why?” Maybe he’s got a new girlfriend I don’t know about who’s coupling up with him.

“Because I’m very excited about who I think my partner will be.”

I tilt my head. “Think? Shouldn’t you know who your partner is?”

A staff member walks by and giggles when Jude aims a smile in her direction. God, he’s such a flirt. I wonder if he’s ever not flirting.

“It’s kind of up in the air. But something tells me my plan will work out and I’ll get to spend the tournament with the girl of my dreams.”

I can’t help but laugh as we walk into Pembroke Grill. “Girl of your dreams? Really?”

Since Jude’s main hobby is flirting, I don’t know if calling someone the girl of his dreams is a massive compliment or if he says that about everyone.

Jude waggles his eyebrows at me as he leads us to the table full of people we know. I can feel Ryker’s gaze on us, but I don’t look in his direction. I can’t. I don’t have the nerve. Not yet.

“Yes, absolutely the girl of my dreams. She’s playing hard to get, but I’m hoping a day spent with me tomorrow will change her mind. My charm can be very persuasive.”

I roll my eyes. I don’t know who this girl is, but I wish her all the luck. I don’t know what it is about Jude, but I have a soft spot for him. Typically, men like him drive me crazy. I can see right through their good looks and charm and see the person they are underneath. More often than not, they’re just a major asshole underneath. But Jude? I think he’s actually a good guy. I don’t know him super well, but by what I do know, it seems like he’d settle down for the right girl.

“You do try to be charming,” I quip, giving him a playful lift to my eyebrow.

His hands find his chest as we near the table. It’s a long rectangular one at the corner of the restaurant, filled with the people I’m getting to know better for the summer. “I know you find me charming, Camille. You don’t have to play hard to get.”

I shake my head. “Because that’s exactly what I’m doing, Jude.”

He laughs before unwinding his arm from mine. My arm drops to my side as he pulls out a chair for me. It happens to be one open right across from Ryker. I frown, kind of wishing it was one where I wouldn’t be right in his line of sight.

“For you,” Jude offers, a playful tone to his voice.

I shake my head at him once again before sliding into the chair. I don’t really have another choice. The only other open chair is in between Cal and Ryker, and I don’t want to sit directly next to Ryker either.

Maybe I shouldn’t have come at all.

I turn to the person next to me, Emma, and give her what I hope is a friendly smile. “How’s it going?” I ask.

Emma lifts her shoulder in a casual shrug. “Oh, I’m good. Just about to start fighting with people in my comments.”

“Rebel,” Preston warns from her other side.

“As a publicist, I’m telling you that fighting with people on the internet is the last thing you should ever be doing. That’s exactly what they want you to do.”

I keep my gaze focused on Emma to avoid the hot stare burning into the side of my face. I can feel Ryker staring at me, but I refuse to look at him. I can’t meet his gaze. Not right now, at least. I have to work up the courage to do it.

Emma lets out a frustrated sigh. “I’m not going to actually do it. But I really want to. Some guys in my comments are talking shit on my man, and that just will not work for me.”

Preston chuckles. “I don’t give a shit about what they say, baby. I have Super Bowl rings and multiple MVPs to my name. They have nothing.”

Emma tosses her blonde hair over her shoulder before looking back at her phone. “True. It’s just weird for them to use a day-in-the-life vlog of us in the Hamptons as an opportunity to talk shit about you.”

“Comments are comments,” I point out.

Emma nods before taking a drink of her water. “That’s true. It is sponsored, so I’ll take that engagement as well. Their comments make me more money.”

Ryker clears his throat. “So everyone’s doing the charity tournament tomorrow, right?”

Emma excitedly claps. “Yes! I just know me and Preston will win. Right?”

He laughs. “I know my girl is competitive, so yes, that’s the plan.”

“I just hope Pembroke is able to raise a lot of money this year,” Winnie notes. My gaze moves to her. I hadn’t even realized she was at the table, but then again, I was avoiding looking at every single person sitting so I didn’t accidentally make eye contact with the one person I’m trying to avoid at the moment.

“They always do,” Thomas Boucher points out.

I hadn’t realized he was here either.

I sigh, realizing that I can’t avoid looking at everyone sitting around the table just because I don’t want to look at Ryker. I need to pull myself together and pretend nothing happened last night so I can do my job and work with my client.

“I’m going to run to the bathroom real quick,” I tell Emma. I don’t think she cares. She’s locked into a conversation with Winnie and Preston, but I feel the need to announce it to someone.

I push my chair away from the table and escape to the bathroom before anyone can notice I left. I need five minutes alone to pull myself together. When I come back, I’m going to look Ryker in the eye and pretend his fingers hadn’t been inside me last night and I hadn’t thought about him for hours, even after he rushed out of my room looking like he had regrets.

I’m a professional.

I can do this.

Right?
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“I’ll be right back,” I tell Cal. He’s mid-conversation, going on about how talented his new private chef is, but I can’t pretend I’m even listening for another second.

Cal gives a dismissive wave of his hand, not seeming to care that I wasn’t paying attention. He continues to rattle on about his new chef as I follow the path Camille just went.

My steps are hurried as I follow her. I catch up just in time to watch her open the door to the bathroom. She disappears behind the door before I can get her attention.

I stop next to the wall. It might be creepy of me to do so, but I’m going to wait for her to come out. She’s avoided me all morning, then she had the nerve to show up today. She’s going to have to face me. If she didn’t want to talk, then she shouldn’t have shown up today.

The moment I left her room last night, I missed her. I felt guilty for running out of there so quickly. I wanted to stay, but she hadn’t asked me to. I didn’t want her to know that all it took was her dry-humping me and coming around my fingers to make me come. That felt like I was giving her a lot of power, something I wasn’t willing to give her. I wasn’t positive she wouldn’t use it against me.

I immediately hopped in the shower and washed the proof of what had happened. I didn’t want to smell like her, and I had to get the proof of how desperately I wanted her washed from my body.

I tossed and turned all night in bed, wondering if I made the right decision. I felt guilty for leaving her room like that. What if I’d asked to stay? What if I just told her how badly I want her and how much she consumes my mind? Would that make her stop pretending to not like me? Would she open up more?

Those questions plagued my mind all night. By the time I woke up, I was determined to try and make it right. I got her breakfast and the coffee I’ve heard her order countless times, hoping maybe that would erase my mistake of running out on her last night.

It didn’t.

And I don’t know if I can even blame her.

I check the watch on my wrist, wondering how long I’ve been lost in my thoughts. It feels like she’s been in there forever.

Maybe I should check on her?

Since I’ve been standing here, no one’s gone in. I think she’s in there alone, but I don’t know if I should go in or not.

I sigh, leaning against the wall and deciding to wait another minute. I use the time to think about what I’m going to even say to her. The first thing I should probably do is apologize for running out on her. Or maybe I shouldn’t? Do we talk about what happened last night at all? We probably should.

I let a few more minutes go by before I decide I have to check on her. What if something’s wrong?

I push the door open and step inside. “Camille?” I say her name cautiously, wondering if I’m going to find anyone else in here or if it’s really just her.

“Go away,” her voice calls back to me.

I don’t. I take another step in until I find her holding onto the edge of the counter, staring at her reflection in the mirror.

The moment she realizes I’m all the way in the bathroom, her gaze finds mine. “Ryker, what are you doing? You can’t be in here.”

“I waited outside for you, but you weren’t coming out, so I came in.”

She blinks a few times. “Go away,” she repeats. “I’ll be out in a minute.”

“It’s been a minute. What are you doing in here?”

She sighs, ripping her gaze from mine and going back to staring at herself in the mirror. “I’m…” Her words fall off as she thinks about an answer.

I wait, giving her the time she needs to respond. At least, I try to give her the time she needs, but when she still doesn’t answer me, I break the silence. “We should talk about last night.”

Camille shakes her head. I watch her closely, wishing she’d look at me instead of the mirror. She doesn’t. “Last night? Why?”

I frown, hating the way my stomach drops at her tone. It’s indifferent.

I rub my lips together as I try to think of what to say back to her. “Um,” I begin, suddenly unable to come up with words. “What do you mean? We⁠—”

“Nothing happened. There’s nothing we need to talk about.”

My entire body gets tight at her words.

She’s doing it again.

Pretending nothing happened between us.

I should’ve expected it. I don’t even know if I blame her after the way I ran out last night. But it doesn’t make it suck any less.

My molars grind together so hard it hurts. I don’t stop clenching my jaw, needing to keep it shut for at least a few more seconds so I can gather my thoughts before saying something I regret.

Actually, fuck it. I don’t care if I say something I regret.

“Really?” I ask, not bothering to hide the upset tone of my voice. “Nothing happened? It didn’t feel like nothing when you were coming all over my fingers.”

Even through the reflection, I can see how her eyes go wide and her nostrils flare. “Ryker,” she scolds.

“What? I’m not saying anything that didn’t happen.”

She closes her eyes for a moment. “Nothing happened. Nothing can happen between us. I’m your publicist, and you’re my client.”

“And you were my publicist last night when you fucked my fingers so greedily you were practically screaming my name. It didn’t seem to matter then. Why’s it matter now?”

Her entire body stiffens at my words as they take her by surprise.

They shock me too. I’m not normally so confrontational. I sure as hell don’t typically lose my cool the way I am now, but I can’t help it. Blood rushes through my ears as I try to get a hold of the anger coursing through my veins.

“Nothing happened,” Camille repeats.

I’ve never hated a phrase more in my life. I never want to hear her say it again.

“Is it because I left after?” I ask, hating the vulnerability that breaks through my tone. I much preferred being angry. That’s also a foreign emotion to me, but right now, I’d rather be upset with her than be vulnerable. “I don’t know why I ran out like that,” I lie. I know damn well why I did, but she doesn’t need to. “But I shouldn’t have.”

“You did the right thing,” she responds, her voice cold. In fact, her entire demeanor right now is cold. We’re right back to where we started a few weeks ago, and I’m coming to terms that I don’t think there’s anything I can do to change it.

I let out a sarcastic laugh. I hate that during this entire conversation, she hasn’t once even looked me in the eye.

“Yeah,” I finally get out, realizing that maybe all the times I’ve been annoyed with her have been completely justified. I wasn’t ever going to change her opinion of me, no matter what happens between us. I’m enough for her to hook up with, but not for her to want to acknowledge the next day. I don’t know why I believed it could be different. “You’re right. I did the right thing.”

A numbness settles over me as I come to terms with the fact that all these times I’ve acted like I didn’t like her, it was the complete opposite. I do like her. I’m attracted to her. She consumes my mind in a way no one has before.

But in an effort to protect myself, I played the game with her. If she wanted to fight, I’d fight and pretend I hated her. The whole time, the only thing I hate is that I can’t hate her.

“Made any progress today?” she asks, finally getting the nerve to meet my gaze.

I swallow, realizing that now I don’t want her to look at me. It hurts. I need just a little more time to build my walls to protect myself from being hurt by her again.

It isn’t lost on me that the first time she finally looks at me is when we go back to talking about work. She’s making it clear that our relationship is work. Nothing else. At least now I know where we stand. I don’t have to wonder anymore.

The professional thing to do would be to answer her.

But right now, I don’t want to be professional. I just want out of this bathroom and away from her look of complete indifference.

Saying nothing else to her, I turn around and leave her alone in the bathroom. That’s what she wanted in the first place.

“Ryker!” she angrily yells after me.

I ignore her, roughly pushing open the door to the bathroom and quickly walking back to the grill. I don’t even go back to the table. The first thing I do is head straight to the bar.

“What can I get you?” Davis, one of my favorite bartenders, asks.

“Something strong as hell,” I respond, tapping my knuckles against the counter.

“You got it.” I like that he doesn’t say anything else. Davis is great at what he does. He’s good at reading people. And I’m sure the tightness of my jaw and the thin press of my lips tell him everything he needs to know.

I’m not one for small talk right now.

I risk a look at the entrance, wondering if Camille has come back in. I don’t see her, but I know probably any minute, she’ll be marching back in here and pretending that nothing happened. All I can do is hope that I’m able to get a drink in my hand before she shows back up.

It’s going to be a long rest of the day.

Hell, it’s going to be a long rest of the summer.
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“I’ll take another.” Ryker’s words slur together. He holds up his empty glass and waves it in the air. He looks in the direction of the bar, still brandishing the glass.

“No, he won’t,” I speak up, giving the bartender a polite smile. His name is Davis, and he seems really sweet, but if he gives Ryker another drink when it’s obvious he doesn’t need another, I’ll be pissed. He was the one who started serving him when we were inside, and when we moved out here, he followed shortly after. He’s served Ryker plenty.

Ryker twists his body to glare at me. “You’re not the boss of me.”

I narrow my eyes at him. Technically, I am his boss. I’m in charge of him for the summer, and if anyone found out I let him get this drunk in public, it’d be bad news. I’ve already let him drink more than he should’ve, but I was just trying to mind my business.

I shouldn’t have.

He’s wasted, and I have to find a way to get him out to his SUV without anyone seeing him.

“We’re going home,” I announce, pushing myself out of my chair. We’d gone with our group to the beach for the evening. The weather has been beautiful, and at first, when we came out here, it was busy. The beach bar was packed, and there were people even out in the ocean. It was a fairly casual night, which might be the reason I didn’t pay as close attention to Ryker and how many drinks he was consuming. As time passed by, everyone left until it was just me and Ryker.

Luckily, none of the Davenport Media board members were outside. We could take the path on the side of Pembroke and get Ryker to the car without any prying eyes. If anyone on the board saw how drunk he was, it might ruin the progress we’ve been making.

“I’m not going anywhere with you,” Ryker speaks up. To his credit, he says the words slower, making them easier to understand.

I look around. The only other person nearby is Davis, and he’s too preoccupied doing something at the bar to even be listening to Ryker right now.

“You don’t really have a choice.” I close the distance to him until I stop in front of his chair. I hold my hand out and wait for him to take it.

He gently swats it away. “No.”

I purse my lips and hold my hand out once again. “Yes. I’m your only choice right now, Ryker. You’re going to have to accept my help. Now, come on, before someone sees how ridiculously drunk you are and you destroy your chances with the board.”

He swats my hand away again, but I don’t argue because he pushes himself out of his chair. “Fine,” he mutters. “But don’t talk to me.” The second half is said so quietly I almost miss it.

He doesn’t even look at me as he stomps forward. He can barely walk a straight line, but I don’t offer him help. I already tried that, and he didn’t want it.

“Well, this is going great,” I whisper to myself. I can’t believe I let him get this drunk. I was still reeling over our conversation in the bathroom, and I lost sight of what I was supposed to be here doing in the first place—my job.

I follow closely behind Ryker as we walk toward the SUV. I stick to my word. He doesn’t say a thing to me, and I don’t say a thing to him either. I get lost in my own thoughts, scolding myself for allowing us to end up in this situation in the first place.

I shouldn’t have let last night happen. I knew better than to kiss him. To do more with him. The problem is that, with Ryker, I lose all sense of what’s right and wrong. I swear I don’t like him, but I’m not even sure about that anymore. When his lips are against mine and he’s uttering my name so desperately, it seems like he needs me.

It feels like I like him far more than I should.

Ryker knows how to push every single one of my buttons. It’s a talent that he has, and it drives me crazy.

But he also knows how to get me to let my guard down.

And that’s terrifying.

I don’t like being vulnerable. I loathe it. I much prefer for people to make their own assumptions when they don’t know a single thing about me. Their opinions don’t matter if I haven’t let them in. But it’s the people I let in, the ones who see the vulnerable parts of me, and still walk away who do the most damage.

I can’t handle the damage.

Last night, all I wanted was to ask Ryker to stay. I wanted him to climb into bed with me and sleep with his body next to mine. I never want that from a man. The last time I did, it was with him. And instead of feeling the rejection of waking up alone, I told him to go.

It’s probably for the best. He’s my client. If my dad knew I hooked up with someone who signs our checks, he’d be livid. I would absolutely have to kiss ever being a partner at the firm goodbye. And that’s if he even let me keep my job. His biggest rule has always been to never mix business with pleasure. Our interactions with clients are supposed to be business transactions. We’re supposed to keep it professional, do our job, and get the paycheck.

And what I did last night was the furthest thing from being professional.

“Shit,” Ryker curses, walking straight into a bush on the side of the club. He attempts to push the limbs away, but one long, tall branch keeps smacking him in the face.

I fight a smile. He’s so drunk that he can’t even walk without running into something.

“Try taking a step back,” I offer, attempting to keep my voice composed. It’s hard to not let there be a sarcastic edge to my tone, but I know this isn’t the time or the place. Right now, I need to talk to him in a way that’ll get his ass in the SUV before anyone sees us.

I close my eyes for a moment, imagining one of the board members seeing Ryker right now. It’d be quite the sight. He still bats at the limbs of the tall bush instead of listening to me and backing up. I guess if they saw this, it could be worse. Between wrestling with a bush and spilling insider secrets about his family’s own company, something tells me they’d rather the bush.

“Ryker, back up,” I instruct, this time getting bossier. I tried leaving him be, but this is ridiculous. He needs to take a step back.

When he still doesn’t listen, I let out a long, frustrated sigh before closing the distance and grabbing onto his arm.

“This way,” I demand, keeping my grip on him tight.

He tries to pull out of it, but I don’t let him. I tug on his arm until he’s following behind me on the path that leads to the parking lot.

“Why do we always have to do things your way?” he mutters, his words still a little harder to understand than normal.

“Because the options were to do it my way or let you fight a bush for the rest of the night,” I snap. I’ve tried being patient with him, but my patience has worn thin. I tighten my hold on him and continue to pull him toward the SUV.

I’m ready to be back home.

And I don’t mean where I’m staying in the Hamptons.

Back home at my apartment with my own bed, my own routine, and most importantly, away from this man who is making my life complicated at every turn.

“I didn’t mean right now,” Ryker whispers. His arm slackens, making it easier for me to guide him where I want to go.

“Then what did you mean?” I ask, my tone exhausted.

“I mean all the time. It’s always ‘Do as I say, Ryker’ or ‘We can’t do this, Ryker,’” he says mockingly, clearly trying to imitate me.

We reach the parking lot, and I can’t help but frown when I notice there are more cars still here than I was expecting.

“Hold my hand,” I demand, letting go of his arm.

Ryker’s head whips in my direction. His bloodshot eyes are wide. “What? I’m not holding your hand.”

I sigh before forcibly taking his hand in mine. This way, I can make sure he doesn’t wander, and I can get him to the car. We’re so close to getting out of here. But with the parking lot being so busy, we could run into someone, and if we do, I want to be able to quickly pull him to the SUV without saying anything.

Holding his hand probably isn’t the best idea for professional reasons, but that’s a risk I’m willing to take. I guess I’d rather risk a board member seeing us hold hands than having them know Ryker got absolutely wasted tonight.

“Let go,” Ryker tells me. Luckily, he keeps his voice fairly low. I don’t want to bring any attention to us.

I spot his SUV. I just need him to cooperate for a little longer, and we’ll be in the clear.

“Almost there,” I snap, keeping my grip firm on his.

He tries to use his other hand to pry my fingers away, but I don’t let him.

God, what do we look like to anyone else out here? My eyes scan the parking lot, and by some miracle, I don’t see anyone else. But that could change at any moment. And right now, what they’d see is a wobbly Ryker attempting to rip his hand from mine as I continue to lead him toward our ride.

Ryker lets out protest after protest. I ignore each one, keeping my grip tight on his.

The moment we get to his large SUV, I drop his hand like it’s on fire and open the passenger door.

“Get in.” I don’t bother to keep my voice gentle or professional. I’m so ready to be away from him, even if my escape is only being on the opposite side of the house.

He takes a step forward, and unfortunately, the position puts us too close together.

My mind flashes with the memories of last night. The possessive press of his lips to mine. The lust in his eyes and how, for just a few moments, it felt like he wanted nothing more in this world than me.

“Camille.”

I shiver. Something about how he just said my name reaches deep inside of me and grabs me by the heart. He says it vulnerably. And the way he looks at me right now makes it seem like there’s something he wants to say.

He’s so close I can smell the liquor on his breath. I should hate it, but I don’t. That realization terrifies me. I’ve always hated the smell of liquor because of Dad. He got upset when he drank, always saying things he didn’t mean. Or maybe he did mean them. It’s not something I’ve ever wanted to think too deeply about.

“Camille.” Ryker repeats my name, and it has that same vulnerable lull to it as the first time.

It’s like a sledgehammer to the walls I just put back up this morning. It takes everything in me to not give in to him right this moment.

“You should get in your seat,” I whisper. I’m shocked I’m even able to get the words out. I can barely think straight right now. Not with how close he stands to me, the familiar smell of him completely surrounding me.

God.

What is it about this man that drives me crazy? Why can’t I just fully push him out?

“I don’t want to.”
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My cheeks feel hot.

Actually, my entire body feels hot. I don’t know if it’s because I’ve had too much to drink or if it’s because of the way Camille stares back at me. Her eyes are bright, the color still stunning despite the way she watches me through narrowed lids. She’s watching me carefully, but I swear there’s a bit of softness in her gaze.

Maybe it’s all in my head.

I’m sure it is.

Everything with her seems to be in my head. All I do is read between the lines and think she’s giving me signs of being interested in me when she isn’t at all.

“Get in the car,” Camille says again, breaking me from my thoughts. Her words are firm, but they aren’t harsh. I know she can have more bite to her tone, so I sigh and rip my gaze from hers, deciding to listen.

I don’t know what I was hoping for anyway.

It’s just another instance where she’s burrowed so deep into my head that I feel myself wanting things I have no business wanting. I blur lines in my head that she’s very clearly drawn in the sand. I thought if I drank enough tonight, I’d forget all about her.

I slide into the passenger seat with a resigned sigh.

The alcohol helped at first. Every time I looked at her, all I felt was anger. Even when she smiled at Jude in a way she’s never smiled at me, I didn’t feel jealous. I just felt pissed. Now, I wish I had another drink to make it through being alone with her.

“Get buckled,” Camille instructs, bringing me back to the present.

My eyes find hers, and for some reason, I can’t hold back my next words. “Want to do it for me?”

“Ugh.” She rolls her eyes and slams the door.

I laugh. Why does pushing her buttons have to feel so good?

Camille rips the door open and gets into the driver’s seat. I watch her closely, unable to wipe the grin from my face. No matter how hard I’ve tried to change her mind about me, I can’t make her like me. Not the way I want her to. But I can make her hate me, and for some reason, I’d settle for that over her feeling nothing for me at all.

Her dark eyebrows pull together on her forehead as she stares at the dashboard. She starts to press different buttons.

“What are you doing?” I ask. Now that I’m sitting again, my body feels weird. It feels like we’re moving when I know we aren’t.

“I’m trying to move the seat up,” she mutters, her fingers still pressing random buttons. “You left the seat too far back. I can’t even reach the pedals.”

I smile. She acts like it’s my fault that I left the seat back in my car. Well, technically, it’s my father’s. It’s the SUV we leave here for the summer. But no one’s been driving it but me. There was no point in leaving the seat in any position other than the one I prefer while driving.

“And you think the button for that will be on the dash?”

It’s a genuine question, but judging by the look on her face, it wasn’t one I should’ve asked. There is fury in her eyes as they meet mine. “Where else would the button be?”

I stare at her for a moment, wondering if she’s being serious. Does she really not know how to adjust her seat?

“Are you going to tell me where to find the button, or do you just want to keep sitting here, stuck together, until I figure it out on my own?”

My smile falls. She has a good point. The sooner I can get home and get away from her, the better. It seems like my brain is always running rampant with thoughts of her. It’s worse when we’re together and I can read into every interaction between us. Alone, she unfortunately still plagues my mind, but it doesn’t seem to cause the same dull ache in my chest that happens when we’re together.

With a sigh, I point my finger toward the driver’s side door. “Reach down to your left. There are three different buttons that will help adjust different portions of the seat.”

Camille does as she’s told. She figures it out, the dull hum of the seat moving filling the otherwise quiet SUV. It seems like she takes forever to move her seat up to the point she needs it, but as soon as she does, she finally turns the vehicle on.

“You forgot to say thank you,” I toss out. I know I should probably just keep my mouth shut. There’s no way she was going to say thank you. But the alcohol coursing through my veins tells me it’s a good idea to use our time alone in the car to really get on her nerves.

She deserves it.

Her existence—and inability to let me in—gets on every single one of my nerves. I need to give her some payback.

“I’m waiting,” I taunt. Now that she’s got the SUV started, I reach to my right and grab the seat belt to get buckled in. The sudden movement makes me dizzy for a moment. The edges of my vision get blurry as I gather myself before finishing getting buckled.

I blink a few times, composing myself. When the wave finally ends, I look over at Camille. She still hasn’t backed up or made any move to get out of this parking lot.

“Are you going to go, or are we just going to sit here all night?”

Another glare is shot in my direction. Why does she look so uncomfortable?

Her lips turn down into a tiny frown, and there are now two creases between her eyebrows that weren’t there before.

“Leave me alone,” she snaps. “I’m nervous.” The second part is said so quietly I don’t think she meant for me to hear it.

I can’t help but laugh. The idea of her being nervous is ridiculous. She doesn’t seem like someone who gets nervous. She’s confident—all the time.

“What could you possibly be nervous about right now?”

She chews on her lip, something I can’t remember seeing her do before. “It’s been a while since I’ve driven a car. And this isn’t even a car. This SUV is massive. I’m just making sure I remember how to do it.”

My mouth pops open. “You don’t know how to drive?”

Camille rolls her eyes and looks over at me. “I do. I have a license, asshole. I just haven’t driven in a year…maybe two. You don’t have to drive while living in Manhattan.”

I shake my head. “Oh, so we’re fucked.”

The look she gives me is scathing. “I know how to drive, Ryker. I wouldn’t be trying if I didn’t. Just stop acting like a child for a minute and give me some quiet so I can remember how to do it.”

I groan. “Remember how to do it? Fuck, Camille. Let’s just call someone to take us back to the house.”

“And be stuck with you even longer? No, thanks. I’ve got it handled.”

My lips press into a thin line as my life flashes before my eyes. “I’m too young to die.” I hadn’t realized I’d said the words out loud until she gives me a pointed glare.

“You’re being drunk and dramatic. You’ll be fine. I have no plans for either of us to die tonight. I can’t die until I finally get my father’s approval and make partner.”

“That’s really your biggest life goal? The one thing you have to do before you die? Get your father’s approval?”

I let out a whistle. Damn. I don’t know if it’s just because I’m drunk or if I’d still think this sober, but that’s really sad if it’s true.

Camille grabs the steering wheel and lets out a long sigh. “And what if it is?” Her gaze cuts to me, a defiant look in her eyes. “Then what would you have to say about it?”

“That it’s fucking sad,” I blurt.

She winces the moment the words leave my mouth. A wave of guilt crashes over me at the hurt look in her eyes, but the longer I think about it, the more I believe my words to be true, no matter if I’m drunk or not.

“Wow, thanks for being honest. And what about you? Aren’t you trying to get your father’s approval? Isn’t that what we’re both trying to do?”

I close my eyes for a moment. The longer we’ve sat here, the more the alcohol has started to hit me. My head feels fuzzy, and my vision isn’t as clear as it normally is. I try to think of my words carefully before saying them, but for some reason, the thought of her worth being dependent on what her asshole father thinks of her really bothers me.

“Yes, I want his approval. I want him to feel good about giving me the company I’ve been raised to take over. There was once a time when he looked at me and I knew he was proud of me. I want to get that back. But no, Cami, it isn’t my one life goal to get his approval.”

I thought being drunk was supposed to numb the pain. But even the mention of the way my dad used to look at me sends a wave of grief through me. Before my mom got sick and passed away, my parents were proud of me. I did everything right. I was the golden son, ready to take over Davenport Media and take it to new heights.

And then she died.

The person I loved most on this planet died.

And making anyone proud didn’t seem to matter anymore. Why should it? Even when I was perfect, Mom still died.

“What is your one goal, then? What do you want to accomplish before you die?” Camille spits, breaking me from the painful memories overtaking my mind.

I turn my head to look at her. “I want to like myself again. It’d be nice to have my own approval before I go.”

Camille’s mouth snaps shut. I don’t think she was expecting that answer. To be honest, it wasn’t an answer I was expecting to give her either.

I sigh, wishing I had kept it to myself. She doesn’t need to know how much I hate the person I’ve become since Mom passed. I wasn’t the person who drank to mask the pain or who made reckless decisions. I liked who I was. I felt good about myself. Now? I’d do anything to get back to that point. I just don’t know how to after losing Mom.

“Ryker.” The way she says my name makes me want to throw up. She says it with so much pity that it makes my skin crawl.

I hold my hand up to stop her from saying anything else. “You shouldn’t attach your worth to an asshole like your dad, Camille. With a man like him, I think you’ll be waiting your entire life for his approval.”

She shakes her head. “That’s not true. He already told me he’d make me partner if we succeed this summer.”

“He’ll make up an excuse about why you can’t have it.”

“You don’t even know my dad,” she fires back, her tone defensive.

I shrug before leaning back in the passenger seat to get comfortable. “Not well. But I know men like him. I’ve spent my entire life around guys like your dad. He told you he’d make you partner so you’d stop asking.”

A weird noise comes from the back of Camille’s throat. For a few long seconds, all she does is stare at me with wide eyes, full of disbelief. Eventually, she shakes her head and composes herself. “You don’t know him. He wouldn’t do that. You’re just being mean.”

I pull my gaze from her and look forward. There’s no use in arguing. She’ll find out sooner rather than later. Plus, I’m over this conversation. I’m starting to spin because of the drinks, and all I want to do is climb into bed and hope I drank enough to make it so I don’t dream of her tonight.

Without looking at her, I reach between us and tap on the gear shift. “This right here is how you put the car into reverse. That’s what you’ll do to get us out of here. There’s also these things called a gas pedal and a brak⁠—”

“Stop being an asshole. I’ve got it.”

My jaw hurts as I keep it closed, forcing myself not to make any other sort of remarks to her. I keep my thoughts to myself the entire car ride home. To my surprise, she isn’t as bad a driver as I was expecting for having not driven in years.

Neither of us says a single word to each other the entire car ride or even after we get home.

And for the first night in what seems like forever, I don’t dream of her.


THIRTY
CAMILLE


“Why aren’t you dressed?” I ask, staring at Ryker in horror as he walks into the kitchen in nothing but a pair of athletic shorts.

He looks down at his body before meeting my gaze. “Because I’m home and hungover and didn’t feel like getting dressed,” he tosses out, his tone casual.

I shake my head. I can’t believe him right now. “Are you forgetting something?”

He rubs at his temples and lets out a low groan. “It’s too early for you to be asking me questions. I just woke up. Give me a damn minute before going into annoying publicist mode.”

Annoying publicist mode? Is he for real?

“You don’t have a minute, Ryker. We’re supposed to be at the couples’ golf tournament in an hour.”

He blanches. His face might’ve already been pale, thanks to the hangover, but now it’s truly void of color. He closes his eyes as his head falls back. “I can’t go. I drank too much last night.”

I lift an eyebrow. “So? That’s your own fault. You’re going. Go get dressed.”

Ryker shakes his head. There’s a defiant set to his shoulders as he meets my eyes. “I’ll just donate double. That’s what really matters, anyway.”

“Ryker,” I begin before taking a deep breath. “You have members from the Davenport Media board that are on the committee. It’ll look terrible for you to not attend. Especially after anyone could’ve seen you drinking last night. You’re going.” I don’t miss how shrill my voice has become by the last sentence.

I’m trying to keep my breathing regular and my voice calm, no matter how annoyed I am with him. I’ve given him countless reminders about this charity event. I even reminded him yesterday when he put in his third—or maybe it was his fourth—drink order.

“I’m not going. I feel like shit.”

I shake my head. Last night, I actually felt bad for him when he told me he didn’t like himself. It took me by total surprise. Even though he’s annoying and an asshole to me a lot of the time, everyone else loves him. They see him as this happy-go-lucky guy. But what he said last night wasn’t that at all. No matter how angry he made me with the comments he made about my father, I still wanted to do what I could to help him. I wanted to make him like himself again.

And then, the first chance he gets to prove himself today, he blows it.

“Unbelievable,” I manage to get out as the disappointment I have in him almost consumes me. “You know how you can like yourself again, Ryker? Stop being careless. You said you’d attend this event, so attend it.”

His eyes flash with anger. It might be a low blow, but I don’t care. Making him angry is probably the only way I’ll get him to this event in an hour.

“You only want me to attend so I don’t upset the board members and risk losing the approval you might get from your dad. Oh wait, you’re not getting that, no matter what.”

Anger at his words ripples through me. I was hoping he was so drunk he wouldn’t even remember our conversation from last night. I was wrong. He remembered it so well he decided to use it against me the first chance he got.

I guess I can’t blame him. I did the same with what he confided in me.

What’s wrong with us? Why does it seem like we can never get along?

I swallow, trying to stifle the rage overtaking me. I don’t have time to be angry with him this morning. Not really. I need to get him to that charity event, and saying what I want to say back isn’t going to help me.

“I got you this,” I offer, walking around to the oven and opening it. I set it on the warm setting so the food wouldn’t get cold as I waited for him to wake up. I grab a plate from the cabinet and unwrap the bagel sandwich. I refuse to look at him as I continue to talk. “It’s got bacon, egg, and a lot of cheese. It’s greasy and exactly what you need for a hangover. There’s also a premade electrolyte drink for you in the refrigerator, along with one of those energy drinks you like. Eat and drink them so you feel ready for the event.”

No matter how badly he wants to be careless this morning, I’m not going to let him. I tell myself it’s because he’s right and I know his board will look down on him for not showing up, which also ruins things for me. But deep down, I wonder if it’s because I don’t want him to feel guilty once his hangover wears off. I’ll never forget the sadness and resentment in his tone when he said the only approval he wanted was his own. No matter how much he gets on my nerves and I want to be done with him forever, I can’t help but feel the need to help him.

I want him to like himself. Everyone deserves that. And it breaks my heart that he doesn’t. Something I’ll never admit to him because he’s set on making my life hard any chance he gets.

Ryker scrapes a hand over his face as I slide the plate across the large island. He opens his mouth to say something, but no words end up coming out.

I point to a small ceramic bowl I already had out on the island. “I took the liberty of also getting you some medicine for the hangover. That should help with your headache. Wait to take those until after you’ve eaten.”

“Camille…” Ryker begins.

I turn to face him and hold up my hands to stop him from continuing. “No. Don’t say anything else. You’re not arguing, and you’re not convincing me to let you miss this. It is my job to get you your board’s approval, and if you don’t show up today, you can basically kiss that goodbye. Eat, drink, take a long shower, do whatever you need to get ready to golf. I’ll see you in forty-five minutes to go.”

Ryker acts like he wants to respond, but I don’t give him the chance. I turn on my heel and rush back to my room. I already know he’s going to be in a horrible mood today, thanks to the hangover. I’m going to enjoy the next forty-five minutes in peace before I become his babysitter and verbal sparring partner for the day.

I slam my door shut and fall to my bed with a loud sigh.

Can this day be over already?

Better yet…can this summer be over already?


THIRTY-ONE
RYKER


“Fuck. I’m never drinking again,” I announce, pulling my sunglasses over my eyes as I lean back in the pool lounger.

After spending the entire morning at the golf tournament, I wanted to go home and take a nap. Hell, I wanted to go home and sleep until tomorrow so I could sleep off this wicked hangover. But when Cal invited everyone back to his place for a pool party afterward, I couldn’t say no. To be honest, I only agreed to it because I thought Camille would politely decline and go home.

We spent the entire tournament bickering. It was clear we were both getting on each other’s nerves this morning, and after being at each other’s throats for hours on end, I just kind of assumed she’d go home. She knew no one from the Davenport Media board would attend the pool party. I thought that meant I could have a break from her since I was no longer trying to impress anyone.

I was wrong.

“I can’t believe you still feel like shit,” Jude notes from my side. “That’s one nasty hangover, my guy.”

I laugh because he’s right. It’s one of the worst hangovers I’ve had in a while. But I can’t help but wonder if the splitting headache is from the copious amount of alcohol I drank last night or the fact that I spent hours of alone time with Camille.

“Ugh,” I grumble, pulling the towel over my face to further shield myself from the sun.

“At least you played well today,” Jude responds. “You were playing out of your mind.”

My lips press into a thin line at his words. It turns out that being frustrated leads to me having a very successful day out on the course. Every time it was my turn, I’d go out fired up, thanks to some snide comment from Camille. “Yeah, well,” I begin, letting out a long sigh, “at least I have that going for me.”

Jude chuckles. The sound makes me curious. I move the towel from my face and look over at him. “What’s funny?”

Jude looks at me with a shit-eating grin. “I’m just thinking about how good Camille was. Damn, she can hit a ball. I wasn’t expecting that at all.”

I frown, hating that jealousy builds in my chest at Jude complimenting her. It’s not like I should have any reason to be jealous, but the feeling still consumes me nonetheless. “Beginner’s luck,” I mumble.

He isn’t wrong. Camille was far better than I ever could’ve imagined. She was so good that it caught everyone’s attention—including Davenport Media board members. And catching their attention worked in our favor, no matter how much I hated it.

“You’ve got to start being nicer to her,” Jude says after being quiet for a few moments.

His words take me by surprise. I sit up a little and slide the sunglasses from my eyes to get a good look at him. Is he fucking with me? “Start being nicer to who?”

Jude gives me a lopsided grin. “Camille. She’s doing her job. And you keep being a dick to her.”

I blink a few times, wondering if I heard him correctly. Surely I’m not getting a lecture from Jude, of all people. I already got one from Cal about an hour ago. Did they all get together and decide that I’m being an asshole to Camille? Did she put them up to this?

“If I’m a dick, it’s because she started it,” I finally get out. The words come out a little choppy as my mind still tries to comprehend the fact that Jude even cares enough about something to give me a lecture on it in the first place.

Jude’s world revolves around Jude. He’s a good guy. Everyone loves him. But he’s so wrapped up in his own world that he never really cares about everyone else’s. The only exception to that might be Cal. They’ve always been best friends. But other than that, Jude typically only cares about himself. So the fact he feels the need to protect Camille doesn’t sit right with me.

“Do you like her?” I blurt, my jealousy taking over and asking the question before I can think better of it.

Jude’s smile only widens. “Of course I like her. I don’t get why you don’t.”

I gawk at him, my mouth hanging wide open in disbelief. “Like you…like her like her?” I ask.

Jude narrows his eyes at me. His head rears back a little. “What is this, Davenport? Middle school?” He lets out a loud laugh. One that I hope doesn’t catch anyone’s attention because I might melt into this chair and die of embarrassment if anyone else hears this conversation or asks what we’re talking about.

I risk a glance at the pool. Thankfully, Camille seems to be locked into a conversation with Emma, Winnie, and Charlotte and doesn’t even bother to look over at us.

When I look back at Jude, I find him staring back at me with the biggest grin on his face.

I close my eyes and groan. Fuck. Why did I have to ask him that? He’s right. I sound like a damn middle schooler. “I just wanted to know if you had the hots for my publicist,” I mumble, my cheeks heating from even saying the words out loud.

“Would it bother you if I did?” Jude asks coolly. There’s a hint of humor in his voice. It’s like he already knows the answer to his question without me even responding yet.

“Nope,” I answer a little too quickly. The response doesn’t sound or feel right leaving my mouth. It’s said so unconvincingly that even I don’t believe it.

“Sure it wouldn’t.” Jude snickers. “I don’t think you have to be worried about me getting the hots for your publicist.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means it’s clear as day you like her. I just can’t understand why you can be such a dick to her if that’s true.”

I look away from him for a moment. Damn. How have I been so obvious with how I feel about Camille that someone as self-absorbed as Jude has noticed? That’s bad.

“Yeah, well, I’ve tried being nice. She just throws it in my face and reminds me how uninterested she is in me.”

I watch her from across the pool, for a moment letting myself imagine what it’d be like if she’d never disappeared from my bed that morning.

Would she have let me take her on another date? Would we still be dating today?

It hurts to admit, but there was something about the chemistry we shared that night and this gut feeling I had about her that tells me we’d still be together. I don’t know how it went so wrong. Now, we can barely look at each other without glaring at the other. I can’t remember the last conversation we had that didn’t end in an argument.

“There’s probably a reason she’s pushing you away,” he starts. “And I’d be shocked if she isn’t interested in you. She keeps looking over here. Every day, she’s always looking at you.”

“It’s her job to look at me.” I wish it wasn’t. I still wish I could get rid of her for the summer, and then maybe I’d be able to think straight again.

When Jude doesn’t answer, I look over at him. When our gazes meet, he lifts a shoulder in a small shrug. “Maybe I’m wrong. There’s a reason I’m well into my thirties and still single. But I’d bet a lot of money that she likes you. She’s just too afraid to admit it—or maybe even accept it.”

I ignore his comment. I don’t want to think about if anything he says is true. If I did, I might get hope for things to be different with Camille. I’m tired of getting my hopes up when it comes to her. Every time I do, I just end up feeling crushed.

“What about Charlotte?” I ask, needing to move the topic of conversation away from me. “You’ve been wrapped around her finger all day. Is there something between you two?”

Jude whistles. He doesn’t hide the way he looks over at her. “I wish,” he mutters, a corner of his lip lifting. “She doesn’t date Pembroke members, and she’s way too good for me. But I wish, Davenport. There’s something about her. I fucking wish.” The last part is said under his breath, more to himself than to me.

He doesn’t say anything else, and I don’t either. I’m too locked into my own problems at the moment to even dive into his. I pull my eyes from him and look back at Camille. I find her staring right back at me. The moment our gazes collide, she looks away from me.

I purse my lips, unable to look away from her. Jude’s words have me thinking. Is she pushing me away for a reason that isn’t disinterest? Does she think about me the way I think about her?

I sigh and close my eyes, realizing that there’s one looming question I’m not prepared to answer.

Am I brave enough to put myself out there again when it comes to her?

I can’t help but wonder if all this time we’ve spent fighting with each other was just a way for us to pretend that feelings aren’t there.

Or maybe it’s that she actually can’t stand me and regrets the times we’ve crossed a line. Maybe she doesn’t think about me at all…not in the way I think about her.

I wasn’t wrong last night when I told her I don’t like myself. There was a time when I did, but not anymore.

And if I can’t even like myself, what am I even thinking? That maybe she will?

I fold my arms over my chest and close my eyes.

Jude doesn’t know what he’s talking about. Camille only sees me as her annoying client she wants to be done with. I’m her golden ticket to a partner position at her father’s firm. I have to let the thought of her being even remotely interested go.

But there, for a moment, Jude gave me hope. Now, all I’m left with is a terrible hangover and the realization that not only do I not like myself, but Camille doesn’t like me either.


THIRTY-TWO
CAMILLE


Sun filters through the curtains of my window as I blink my eyes open.

What time is it?

Why does my entire body hurt?

I groan, reaching for my phone on the nightstand next to the bed. My hand falls back to the bed before I can even reach my phone to check the time. I roll over, discovering that my entire body is covered in sweat.

Am I sick?

I close my eyes, trying to sort through the fogginess in my brain to figure out any reason I could be feeling this way.

It’s been a fairly low-key week here in the Hamptons. We’ve now been here for over a month, and I feel really good about the progress we’ve been making. Yesterday, Ryker and the rest of the Davenport Media board flew back to Manhattan for some important meetings, and I’m anxious for him to get back to tell me how it went. That meeting should tell us a lot about their feelings toward him and if they feel like he’s fit to take over after the summer.

A throbbing pain begins right between my eyes, and I have to close them from how badly it hurts.

Last night, the Sinclairs invited me over to their house for dinner, so I wasn’t alone for the evening. It was really nice of them, something I’m not used to. Back home, I focus on work so much that I haven’t made time for friendships. But so far this summer, all this time with Ryker has also led me to getting to know his group of friends better.

I’m really starting to like them…to get attached. A lot of them I’ve met before in the Manhattan scene, but I never would’ve dreamed of going to their house for an intimate dinner on a random weekday. Back in Manhattan, I never focused on making friends. It’s hard to maintain friendships when your entire life revolves around working. But something in me is changing this summer. I’m making friends. I want to make friends. I want to put in the effort to build relationships with the people I’m seeing every day, and while it’s terrifying, I’m really enjoying getting to know everyone. I’m allowing myself to get attached to them. All I can do is hope that even when we return to Manhattan, we can keep in touch.

I had the best time with Margo and Beck last night. I loved hearing Margo talk about how well her art is doing right now and the visions she has for the future. I even got to spend time with their baby, Celeste. I always thought I wasn’t good with kids, but it turns out I just haven’t been around them enough. I loved spending time with her. I loved spending time with everyone.

I had two glasses of wine at dinner, but they weren’t big. I’ve had far more before and felt fine.

This isn’t a hangover.

I’ve got to be sick.

I let out another groan before attempting to push myself off the mattress to grab my phone. The small amount of effort makes my entire body ache. There’s pain all the way to my bones. I try to push through it and reach across the table. My fingers brush against the phone. I give a weak smile as I muster up the last of my energy to try and grab it.

Just as my fingers close around the device, it slips from my hand, and there’s a loud thump as it falls in between the bed and the nightstand.

“No,” I cry, my body falling back onto the mattress.

I lie there, trying to figure out what to do, when I realize my entire body is shaking.

I think I might have a fever.

My teeth chatter, which is weird because I’m covered in sweat, but all I feel is cold. I pull the comforter over me.

I’ll get my phone in a few minutes.

First, I’ll let myself go back to sleep. Maybe if I rest for just a little longer, I’ll wake up feeling better. Then I’ll get my phone…and maybe some medicine.

But first, sleep.

I drift off immediately.
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I wake up to find the sun still filtering through my window.

Everything hurts. It’s even worse than before. My head pounds so badly it feels like I can’t even think straight.

I have to pee, but the thought of standing up sounds like too much. Maybe if I just try to sleep again for a little longer, I’ll feel stronger.
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I can’t hold it any longer; I have to pee. I take a deep breath before pushing myself off the mattress. I’ve kicked off every single blanket. They sit in a large pile at the end of the bed.

I sit up and swing my legs to the ground, but a wave of dizziness makes my head spin.

Can I even make it to the bathroom?

I groan. I have to. I’ll just have to take it slow. I take my time standing up, not wanting to do it too fast. The moment I’m out of bed, my entire body protests. It feels like the ground is moving under my feet as I take a step toward the bathroom. I groan, wishing I were back in bed.

I don’t know how long it takes me, but I manage to get there. I don’t remember the last time my entire body hurt like this, but I head back to the bedroom, and the moment I get close to the bed, I collapse onto it. I didn’t even have the energy to pull my pajama shorts back up after using the bathroom. I left them on the ground in the bathroom. I crawl into bed in nothing but a camisole and my underwear.

Sleep immediately pulls me back under.
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The growl of my stomach pulls me from a deep sleep. I blink, opening my eyes wide enough to find brilliant hues of orange and pink filtering in through my curtains.

Is it already the evening? Have I been in bed all day?

My stomach growls again, but I ignore it. My muscles ache as if I ran a marathon, and my head still pounds with an intensity that tells me I don’t think I have the energy to make it all the way to the kitchen for some food.

I’m going to have to wait.

How long do fevers even last?

I roll to my side, pulling the comforter up to my chin in an attempt to warm back up. The bed shakes from my shivers, but I can’t stop. I pull my legs to my chest and curl up in a ball, attempting to get warm.

Nothing works.

I close my eyes once again and just hope that more rest will help fight off whatever sickness I’ve caught.
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The sound of a door slamming wakes me up. I open my eyes, finding my room darker than I was expecting. It’s nighttime. Moonlight illuminates the room, but only barely. It must be late, which means I somehow slept the entire day away.

It’s so quiet in the house that I can hear the heavy footsteps of someone in the hallway.

Should I be worried?

Ryker shouldn’t be back until tomorrow—unless I slept longer than I thought I did—which means there’s a good chance someone else is in the house right now.

I lift my head from the pillow, my body protesting the movement. My head falls back immediately. If someone is here that shouldn’t be, there’s nothing I can do to stop them. I’m too weak. Whatever sickness I’ve caught is still wreaking havoc on my body, making the pain too excruciating to do anything but lie in bed.

My stomach drops the moment my bedroom door is shoved open. Who’s here? What’s going to happen to me?

“Camille,” an angry voice calls out. He stands in the doorway, his face hidden in the shadows of the room, but I’d recognize that voice anywhere.

Ryker.

He’s here.

He can help me.

I attempt to lift my head from the pillow again, but it hurts too much, and my body’s too weak to do it.

“Cami…” Ryker’s voice is softer this time as he quietly shuts the door behind him and steps into the room.

The moment the moonlight from the window hits his face, my body relaxes. If I weren’t so sick, I might be upset about how relieved I am to see him, but right now, I can’t even fight it.

“Hi,” I croak. My throat feels dry, probably because I haven’t had anything to drink all day.

“I’ve been texting and calling you all day,” he admits, walking around my bed and crouching on the floor in front of me.

I manage to point feebly toward the nightstand. “My phone fell,” I begin, my words coming out hoarse. “I’ve been too sick…too tired to get it.”

He leans forward, his hand reaching out to move pieces of my hair from my face. Some of them stick to the clammy skin of my forehead. His touch is gentle as he works to move all the stray tendrils out of my face until I can get a clear view of him.

This is probably the fever talking, but all I can think when I look at him is how handsome he is.

His warm brown eyes scan over me quickly, like he’s trying to get a good look at every inch of my face. Because of the darkness of the room and his face only being illuminated by the moonlight, it brings even more attention to his sharp features.

His strong, chiseled jaw.

His straight nose.

His lips that I think about way too often.

He rubs my forehead tenderly, concern written all over his face as he continues to look at me. He’s quiet for what feels like forever. I don’t complain. The feeling of his thumb tracing the curve of my profile over and over feels too good. He doesn’t have to say anything at all if he just keeps doing this all night.

“What do you need from me?” he asks, his voice almost as hoarse as mine. I wonder why. He sounds…worried. Why would he be worried?

I swallow, my eyes finding his. I’m too tired to lie to him—or myself. I’ve been alone all day, and I’m miserable. My entire body hurts, and now that he’s here, his touch a soothing caress against my forehead, I know exactly what I need.

“Stay,” I manage to get out through the hoarseness and dryness of my throat.

It’s dark, and it’s hard to see perfectly, but I swear his entire body relaxes with my words. He stands up and takes one shoe off and then the other.

“There’s nowhere else I’d rather be,” he answers before lifting the comforter and climbing into bed next to me.


THIRTY-THREE
RYKER


I don’t know the last time I’ve ever felt so worried and pissed at the same time. At first, when Camille wouldn’t respond to me, I figured she was busy. Before I left for the meeting in Manhattan, she planned on spending the time while I was gone finding opportunities for me to look good not only to the board but to the media as well.

When it turned to afternoon and she still hadn’t responded, I was pissed. I wanted to tell her how great the meetings were going. I know we’ve been making good progress this summer, but today was the first time where I really felt like I was going to earn the respect of the Davenport Media board. My father looked at me like he was proud of me again.

And the first person I wanted to tell that to was Camille.

Over the last couple of weeks, we’ve settled into an understanding. While I can’t tell her how I feel, the way Jude told me I should, I did decide to stop egging her on so much. I’m not a dick. And the fact that Jude, of all people, thought I was being mean to her bothered me.

It felt like maybe Camille had been waving the white flag recently as well. She was still as bossy as ever, but her insults were few and far between anymore. So when she didn’t respond for hours, I got pissed. I was trying to focus on being present for the Davenport Media meetings, but I couldn’t stop wondering if she was shutting me out for some reason I didn’t know about.

By the time the board dinner had wrapped up this evening, my anger with her had turned into worry. I knew she was professional above anything else—something that frustrated the hell out of me. She wouldn’t be ignoring me for no reason.

When I asked the staff who’d been at the house for the day if they’d seen Camille, they hadn’t. I considered asking Jude to run over to the house to check on her, but it didn’t feel right.

It felt like I should be the one going back to the Hamptons to see what was going on.

I made a late-night call to our pilot to fly out tonight instead of tomorrow. I had to pay him double his normal rate, but I’m so happy I did.

I slowly lower my body to the bed, trying my best not to jostle her. She immediately nuzzles against my chest and allows me to wrap my arms around her.

I wonder if she can feel the erratic beat of my heart against her cheek. The trip from the small Hamptons airport to the house felt like it took forever. The closer I got to her, the more worried I became.

When I walked through the eerily quiet house, I started to panic. When I opened the door to her room and found her in bed, I was both relieved and even more worried.

Relieved because she was here. She hadn’t left.

Worried because I’d never seen her look so miserable. Even from the doorway of her room, I could tell how weak she was. She could barely lift her head enough to look at me, and the color was completely gone from her face.

My grip on her tightens as I pull her even more against me. She’s hot—too hot. She must have a fever.

I press my lips to her forehead, my hand moving to softly cup her cheek.

“Have you had any medicine?” I ask.

Camille shakes her head. “No. I haven’t been able to move.”

The weak quality of her voice makes my heart break. I hate seeing her like this. She’s the strongest woman I’ve ever met. I know how hard it must be for her to let me see her like this. I know her well enough to know she hates showing weakness, and it isn’t lost on me how easily she admitted she needed me.

Stay.

One word had never felt so good to hear. I hadn’t realized how desperately I needed to hear that until she said it.

I don’t want to leave this bed. I don’t want to leave her. I want to hold her until the color returns to her cheeks and her body returns to a normal temperature, but she needs medicine.

My thumb traces over her cheekbone as my eyes meet hers. “I’m going to get you some medicine. Have you had water? Food?”

She shakes her head again.

Her answer makes me worried all over again. How long has she gone without food or water?

Fuck.

Why does she have to get this sick the two days I’m gone? We’ve been stuck together for over a month now. What horrible luck is it that she gets this sick the one time we’re apart.

I never want to leave her side again.

I tuck a piece of her hair behind her ear, hating how clammy her skin is. I already know I’m going to beat myself up about not being here for her. She shouldn’t have had to deal with this alone.

“I’ll be right back.”

She groans, her body nestling against mine. “Don’t go,” she pleads.

I close my eyes for a moment, unable to handle the tone of her voice.

“I won’t be long. You’re burning up. You need medicine.” I’m also going to get her some food and some water while I’m up, but I leave that part out for now. I don’t want her to argue, not that I think she has much energy to argue at the moment. “I’ll be back,” I add, wondering if that’ll help.

“You don’t have to come back,” she croaks. “I’m sick, and I know you don’t like me. You don’t have to take care of⁠—”

“I’ll be back,” I respond, my voice full of conviction. I can’t imagine leaving her right now. It’d kill me. She’s letting me be there for her, and I’m not taking that responsibility lightly.

“What if I get you sick?” she asks, her voice weak.

“Then I get sick.”

She opens her mouth to say something, but I gently press my fingers to her lips before she can get anything out. Of course, even when she’s sick and miserable, she’s wanting to argue. I might find it kind of cute if I weren’t incredibly worried about her at the moment.

“I’m not letting you push me away. You don’t get to do that right now. You asked me to stay, and I’m staying. Don’t waste your energy trying to change my mind because it won’t work.”

Her lips turn down in a frown. I half expect her to argue again, but to my surprise, she doesn’t.

“Okay,” she whispers.

I lift an eyebrow. “You’re not going to argue?” I was fully prepared for this to turn into a battle.

“Don’t get used to it.”

The tension in my chest loosens slightly at her words. I know she isn’t feeling good, but she’s at least feeling enough like herself to give me a witty response.

I don’t know if this is something she’ll get upset with me about, but I can’t help it. I lean forward and press a kiss to her forehead. And then I press another because it feels good—and right—to do. I don’t know why the feeling of my lips against her forehead as her breath tickles my chest feels more intimate than having my fingers inside her.

She doesn’t protest the forehead kisses. In fact, I swear she lets out a little sigh of relief the third time I press my lips right between her eyes.

“Okay, I’ll be right back,” I say, having to untangle my limbs from hers before sliding off the bed.

All she does is nod in response before her eyelids flutter shut. For a few seconds, I stand there and watch her. I’ll let her drift off to sleep while I get medicine and food ready.

She brings her hand under her cheek and nestles against it, her eyes never once opening. It doesn’t take long for her breathing to get slower and her lips to part.

She’s asleep.

I allow myself a few more seconds of looking at her before I leave the room. There’s a weird tightness that fills my chest as I watch her sleep. I rub at the spot above my heart, wondering what this feeling is and what to do about it.


THIRTY-FOUR
CAMILLE


I wake up to the feeling of fingers running through my hair. It feels incredible.

I smile, nuzzling into the warm body next to mine.

The last day comes back to me as I’m pulled out of my deep sleep and into consciousness.

Waking up yesterday—at least, I think it was yesterday—feeling like death.

The pain and energy it took just to go pee.

Sleeping the entire day.

Ryker.

The worry in his eyes when he found me.

The way he took care of me. Last night, he brought me medicine and food, making sure I drank plenty of water in between bites of soup that he insisted on spoon-feeding me.

The way he effortlessly took off his clothes, until he was in nothing but a pair of boxer briefs, and climbed into bed next to me for the night, like it was something we’ve done countless times before.

Sleeping in his arms all night.

I open my eyes, grateful that I finally don’t have the same pounding headache that I’ve been dealing with. It doesn’t hurt when the light from the sun shining through the windows meets my eyes.

The first thing I see is Ryker. His lips turn up slightly in a sleepy smile.

It makes my entire body feel warm, and it has nothing to do with the fever I just had.

“If you’re about to tell me to get out of your bed, I’m not going to listen.” His voice is raspy, and I can’t help but think how much I love his morning voice and how I wish I heard it more often.

I open my mouth to respond to him, but before I can say anything, he keeps going.

“I’ve been up for an hour, dreading the moment you wake up because I’m so scared you’re going to tell me to leave, and we’re going to go back to pretending to hate each other, and I’m just so fucking sick of preten⁠—”

Before I can overthink it, I cut him off by pressing my lips against his. It’s a soft kiss, barely a brush of our lips against one another, but it feels like the right thing to do.

When I pull away, I try to keep my heart in check as I watch his lips turn up into the biggest smile.

“I don’t want you to leave,” I whisper, my heart hammering in my chest. I’m not someone who enjoys being vulnerable. Acceptance by those I care about is extremely important to me, so letting people in is hard. Sometimes impossible. So, admitting to him that I want him here with me today could backfire and do a lot of damage, but I’m just as tired of pretending.

At least for today, I want to stop the fighting. I want the comfort he’s bringing me, no matter what might happen after.

“You don’t?” There’s a hopefulness in his tone, and I don’t know how to feel.

I shake my head. “I appreciate you taking care of me last night. It means a lot to me that you were there for me, Ryker. That you stayed.”

“Of course I stayed,” he responds, his voice thick with emotion.

“I mean it when I say I don’t hate you, but⁠—”

It’s Ryker’s turn to cut me off with a kiss. He presses his lips against mine because it’ll keep me from telling him that we shouldn’t be doing this.

And yet, I don’t move. There’s been so much back-and-forth between me and Ryker since we got here that I can’t seem to care about anything other than this right here.

The kiss is slow and lazy. There’s no urgency to it. It’s like a silent agreement from the both of us that, at least for today, neither of us is going anywhere. That we’re not on borrowed time, at least not right now.

Finally, I pull away, unable to hide the smile on my lips. “I’m sick. You probably shouldn’t kiss me.”

“If I’m going to get sick, then I’m going to get sick. It’s too late to go back on that.” His gaze focuses on my lips for a moment before he meets my eyes once again. “Plus, now that I have you wanting to kiss me, I’m not going to waste my chance to do it.”

I swallow, wondering how much I want to share with him. I don’t know if I can even explain to myself the shift that’s happening inside me as I look at him, let alone explain it to him. All I know is that the moment he walked through my bedroom door last night, I felt immense relief. I wanted him here to take care of me.

I just…

I wanted to be around him.

I try not to think too hard about what that means because then I’ll start to analyze it. If I analyze it, I’ll talk myself into running before I can get hurt, and that’s just not something I want to do right now. One day of giving in won’t hurt.

Right?

Once I feel better, I can figure out what to do from here.

I reach up and press my hand to his cheek, wanting to feel even more of a connection with him. I’m still trying to figure out if this is real or if I’m having some sort of fever dream. While I’m feeling better than last night, my head still has a dull ache to it, and my body still feels sore. Whatever sickness I’ve caught hasn’t fully run its course.

My fingertips press against his cheek. He’s very real. This is real.

“Thank you,” I whisper. I’ve gone so much of my life being the only person to ever take care of myself that I thought it’d feel weirder to allow someone to be there for me. But it wasn’t weird at all.

At least not with him.

His brown eyes roam my face. There’s so much warmth to them that it makes my heart race. “You don’t have to thank me,” he responds.

I trace my thumb over his bottom lip. “But I want to.”

He smiles before pulling me into him. I tuck my face into the crook of his neck, savoring the smell of him. The scent of his cologne from yesterday is still faintly there, and I love the way it mixes with the smell of his skin.

My eyes go wide. “I need to shower,” I say, my words hurried as I realize I probably smell. Because of the fever, I kept waking up sweaty.

Oh my God, even the sheets probably smell.

I finally got Ryker to stay until morning with me, and of course, it happens to be when I’ve been sick and disgusting.

Before Ryker can respond, I crawl out of bed and head right to the bathroom. I stand up too fast, my hand having to reach out and grab the wall to steady myself from the sudden movement.

“Easy there, princess,” Ryker says from behind me, his voice closer than I was expecting. His hand finds the small of my back, the feel of it gentle but firm against my skin.

I look over my shoulder and give him a smile. “I’m fine. I just moved a little too fast.”

“Let me help you,” he offers.

I shake my head. “What? No. You can’t help me shower.”

His lips twitch with the beginning of a smirk. “Why not? I’ve seen you naked before. You’ve seen me naked before. Let me shower with you so I can make sure you don’t…I don’t know…slip or something.”

I lift an eyebrow. “I’ve taken plenty of showers in my life. I promise I’m capable of taking them alone without slipping.”

“Just because you can do something alone doesn’t mean you have to.” He presses one of his large hands to his chest as his smile breaks out into a wide grin. “I promise I won’t try anything. You’ve been sick, and I’d just feel better if I was in there to make sure nothing happens to you.”

I purse my lips as I think about the offer. Although I’ve already been more vulnerable with him this morning than I was expecting to be, something about taking a shower with him just so he can keep taking care of me feels more…intimate.

This is so much at once, and I don’t know how to process it.

“Please,” Ryker adds, his eyes softening as he looks at me.

I sigh because he knows exactly what he’s doing. “Who knew you had manners?”

I didn’t know it was possible, but his smile gets even wider. “Keep being a good girl and you’ll find out that I’m actually very polite when I want to be.”

I rub my lips together in an attempt to fight a smile. “Fine. But it’s just a shower.”

He nods before taking a step closer to me. “Yeah. Just a shower.” His smirk makes me wonder if he means what he’s saying at all.

“I’m serious, Ryker,” I tell him, unable to fight smiling any longer. Despite my words, my entire body heats at the prospect of seeing him naked again. It’s been months. I can’t pretend to not be excited to see all of him again.

“Mm-hmm. Me too.”

Before I can say anything else, he sweeps me off my feet and carries me toward the bathroom. I laugh the entire time, forgetting all about how miserable I felt only hours ago.


THIRTY-FIVE
RYKER


“Arms up,” I tell Camille, my eyes scanning her face carefully to make sure she’s still okay with me taking a shower with her.

“I had a fever, but my arms still work. I can take my shirt off.”

I raise my eyebrows. “Arms up,” I repeat. We stand in front of the shower as the water heats up.

Camille rolls her eyes at me, but she does as she’s told. Slowly, she lifts her arms above her head and keeps them there.

I swallow, trying to keep my desire for her in check. My offer to shower with her was strictly aboveboard. I have no plans to try anything, but the sight in front of me is so beautiful that it’s hard not to look. I grab the hem of her tank top and begin to coax it up her body. Our eyes stay locked as I lift the fabric up inch by inch. The only time we stop looking at one another is when I have to pull the fabric over her head to remove it.

She takes a shaky breath in as she stands in front of me in nothing but a pair of underwear. I fight the urge to let my gaze drop, to take in the sight of her perfect body and commit it to memory. Instead, I ball up the fabric of her tank top and toss it to the floor.

Keeping my gaze on hers, I hook my fingers into the sides of my briefs and pull the fabric down my thighs. I step out of them and kick them to the side.

Camille’s eyes stay locked on mine for only a moment before she looks down. It takes everything in me to stay in control when her tongue peeks out to wet her lips.

I clear my throat.

Her eyes go wide and find mine once again.

Busted.

I cock my head to the side and smile. “Like what you see, princess?”

Her cheeks begin to turn pink. I fucking love it.

“I was just…” Her words drift off as her eyebrows furrow together on her forehead.

“You can look all you want,” I tell her, trying to ignore the ache of my cock. I’m hard, something she obviously knows after her little peek a moment ago. “You can see what you do to me without even touching me.”

She sucks in a deep breath.

I laugh, loving how reactive she is. Maybe she was good at hiding her desire before, but right now, she’s terrible at it.

Slowly, I grab the fabric of her underwear on either side of her hips and begin to coax them off her as well. I kneel down, making sure she stays steady on her feet as she steps out of one side and then the other.

I look up at her, wanting to meet her eyes so I’m not tempted to look anywhere else.

Camille smiles, and it’s the most beautiful sight in the world. I want to bottle up her smiles and remember them forever.

“I didn’t think I’d have you on your knees for me, but I have to admit, I don’t hate the sight of it. It’s hot.”

More blood goes straight to my cock at her words. How is she so sexy when she isn’t even trying to be? A corner of my lip lifts as I stand up and bring my face closer to hers.

“Princess, I’ll get on my knees for you anytime you want me to. All you have to do is ask.”

“Be careful what you promise me, Ryker,” she responds, her mouth so close that her lips almost move against mine. “I might just have to ask you.”

I smile and lean in close to her, our lips now barely brushing against each other’s. “Good.”

I press a kiss to her lips, making sure to keep it chaste. There’s nothing I want more than to have a shower make-out session with her, but I want to keep my word and prove to her that I’m really just trying to take care of her.

Her naked body presses against mine for a moment as we savor the feeling of the other’s lips. Once steam starts to float over the shower door and fill the bathroom, I pull away and open the door.

“Ladies first,” I say with a smirk.

She shakes her head at me, a matching smile on her lips as she steps inside.

I follow after her, pulling the shower door closed once we’re both inside.

“Is the water okay?” I ask, holding my hand under the stream to check the temperature.

Camille nods. “It’s perfect.”

I bite my tongue, wanting to tell her that she’s perfect, but I keep the thought to myself. When I took care of her last night, I fully expected her to pretend that nothing ever happened this morning. That’s what she’s always done. I was so used to being someone she regretted or, even worse, someone she forgot about. So, when she asked me to stay, it was everything I wanted to hear but the last thing I was expecting. I don’t want to risk her closing off again by being too much too fast.

So I don’t tell her that she’s perfect. I keep my jaw locked tight. Even though I don’t say them out loud, it doesn’t stop the words from being the truth. Now that I’m not fighting how I feel about her, it’s a lot easier to realize that in between the arguments and the insults, I might have developed real feelings for her.

I don’t know what that means, and honestly, I’m trying not to think about it too hard. I’m focusing on today. If that’s all she’ll give me right now, then that’s what I’ll take.

“What are you thinking about?” Camille asks, her voice interrupting me from my thoughts.

“You.” The answer comes out easily. I smile, watching her as she steps underneath the water and tilts her head back to get the long strands of her hair wet.

“I’d ask for you to tell me more, but I know you won’t.”

I shrug, reaching over her shoulder to grab a shampoo bottle from the built-in shelf behind her. “You’re right. I can’t tell you every thought of mine when it comes to you. You’ll have to earn those.”

I squeeze the liquid into my hand. It smells clean, a little floral mixed with a fruity scent.

“And how do I do that?” Camille asks.

I swear she steals a piece of my heart when she attempts to hide her smile by pulling her bottom lip between her teeth. Biting her lip does nothing to hide the beautiful upward curve of her mouth, and I realize I might become obsessed with finding different ways to make her smile.

I rub my hands together, getting the shampoo nice and sudsy before lathering her hair in it. “Guess you’ll have to get creative,” I respond, giving her a smirk when she narrows her eyes at me. “Now, turn around.”

She watches me for a few seconds before playfully rolling her eyes at me. She does as she’s told and turns around. I take a step closer to her, my front now pressing to her back.

Even over the sound of the running water, I can hear her little gasp when the tip of my cock rubs against her lower back.

Fuck, I want her so badly.

I take a deep breath, trying to push away the dirty thoughts infiltrating my mind. Instead, I focus on lathering the shampoo into her hair and making sure I do a good job of shampooing it. My fingertips press into her scalp as I massage her head, wanting to help her relax after a full day of being sick.

She lets out a moan when I dig my fingertips into the base of her neck in an attempt to ease some of the tension.

I’m sure she hears my sharp inhale at the sound of her moan. I’m trying my best to keep this tame, but hearing her moan as she stands naked in front of me is doing very dirty things to me.

Camille takes a step back, pressing her ass even harder up against my very obvious erection.

“Cami,” I grit out, my entire body tense with the desire I have for her.

“What?” she asks innocently. She moves her hips, swaying them in a motion that drives me fucking crazy.

My hands leave her hair and find her waist, stopping her from being able to move. “You said this was just a shower. I’m trying to wash your hair,” I tell her, my words coming out far more controlled than how I feel.

All I want to do is turn her around, pin her against the tile, and slide inside her for the first time in months.

God, I’m fucking desperate for it.

Camille tries to move, but I keep my grip on her tight. I can’t have her moving her ass against my cock again. If she does, I won’t be able to hold myself back. It’s taking everything in me right now to not lose control and do all the things I’ve imagined doing to her since New Year’s.

“Then wash my hair,” Camille taunts, trying to keep her voice innocent but failing.

“I’m trying.” I move my hands from her hips, allowing them to hover over the spot for a moment as I make sure she isn’t going to go right back to teasing me.

Instead of rubbing her ass against me again, she turns around and dips her head underneath the stream of water. She rinses the shampoo out of her hair while keeping her eyes locked on me the entire time.

“Can I tell you what I’m thinking about?” she asks, lifting her arms and running her fingers through her hair as she continues to work the shampoo out of it.

“Always.”

One of her hands slips from her hair and drifts down her neck. She creates a sudsy trail with her movements. “I’m thinking that I wish I hadn’t told you this was just a shower. Now that I see you…I’m thinking about how much I want you.” Her words are said quietly, her eyes looking downward for a moment as if she’s nervous to even say them out loud.

I clench my jaw and close my eyes, trying to keep my desire in check. “You can’t say things like that,” I rasp.

I meet her stare again as her hand continues to roam her body. I can’t help it; I pull my gaze from her beautiful aquamarine eyes and follow the path of her hand. Her fingers drift over her collarbone, continuing to move lower.

“Why?” she asks, her fingers drifting over her breast. All I can think about is how I want to replace her fingers with my own—or even with my mouth.

“Because I really fucking want you,” I confess. I palm my cock for a moment, trying to give myself some sort of relief. “But you were just sick. You need to take a warm shower and then get back in bed and rest. And everything I’m thinking right now does not involve you resting.”

She twists her body slightly, allowing the water to run over the other side of her body and hair. “I’m feeling much better.”

I groan. “You might be feeling better, but you still need rest.”

“What if I don’t want to rest right now?”

Another groan escapes my lips. “You’re killing me, princess. I want to keep my word, but you’re making that very hard to do.”

“That seems like a waste of a perfectly good shower.”

She playfully bites her lip, and it crumbles the little resolve I have left. I’m used to her smart mouth arguing with me at every turn. I just never expected to be arguing with her about how we shouldn’t give in to the sexual tension between us right now—and for her to be the one wanting to go further while I’m trying to keep it on the tame side.

“Cami.” Her name comes out like a warning. Even if she thinks she’s feeling better, I don’t want to push her too far. Not yet. Not before she’s had time to recover from being sick.

“I love it when you call me that.” It’s another confession from her that’s said quietly. I love that she’s letting me into her head a bit and telling me what’s running through that beautiful mind of hers. I’ve spent so long trying to get past her walls that I’m still trying to wrap my head around her being open with me.

“Cami,” I repeat, saying it low but sweet. “Turn around so I can put the conditioner in your hair.”

She shakes her head. “At least kiss me, Ryker. I promise I’m feeling up to that.” Her eyes search mine, waiting for me to respond. I don’t, at first. All I do is take her in. Her wet, dark eyelashes clump together. It makes her eyes look even lighter, and I can’t help but think I’ve never seen eyes as beautiful as hers. “Kiss me like you never want to let go,” Camille adds.

My resolve snaps. Unable to go another second without touching her, I take a step closer and grab her by the hips once again. I fuse my mouth to hers as the water hits both of us in the face. It doesn’t stop me from deepening the kiss, and it doesn’t stop her from letting me.

Her mouth opens eagerly for me. There’s still leftover shampoo in her hair, but she doesn’t seem to care, and neither do I.

All I care about is kissing her the way I’ve been thinking about since the moment I left her room weeks ago. Fuck, I’ve been thinking about kissing her far longer than that. From the moment I found my bed empty that New Year’s Day, I’ve thought about kissing her again.

Now that I have the chance, I never want to stop.


THIRTY-SIX
CAMILLE


“How did I know I’d find you out here?”

I smile, turning around to find Ryker walking toward me. It’s been three days since he found me curled up in bed, sicker than I’ve ever felt in my life, and I can’t deny how happy I’ve been over the last three days.

No matter how badly I’ve treated him or how many times I’ve tried pushing him away, he stayed and took care of me when I needed him. It’s something I can’t move past. I know we should talk about what’s happening between us, but neither of us has been brave enough to say anything.

We’ve been in a bubble. A bubble where he kisses me, holds my hand, and the only thing we fight about is what to watch on TV. There’s been a shift, but I’m too terrified to think about what that actually means.

I’m trying to be cautious. I’m trying to tell myself that nothing can really happen for many different reasons. The biggest being how furious my dad would be if he found out I was spending every night with my client. But locked in a bubble with Ryker, I can’t seem to care what my dad thinks.

“You knew you’d find me here because you’ve locked me away for days. Where else would I be?”

Ryker chuckles, his eyes scanning the backyard for a moment. The backyard of his family’s Hampton home has become my favorite place. And since Ryker hasn’t let me leave, as he swears I’m still recovering from being sick, I’ve been spending even more time out here than normal.

“If you really wanted to leave, I would’ve let you,” he notes, taking a seat next to me on the edge of the concrete. He pulls one shoe off and then the other, setting them next to him before copying me and dipping his toes in the pool. “But you work too much. It’s probably the reason you ended up so sick. Your body needed to rest.”

He wraps an arm around me and pulls me into his side, placing a kiss to the top of my hair. He does it cautiously, as if he’s not sure this is something I’ll let him do. His body is stiff as he pulls me into him, and I can’t help but wonder if he’s afraid that this might be the time I push him away.

Is he expecting me to?

Should I?

It’s probably better for us both in the end if I did push him away right now. But I don’t. I can’t.

“How did lunch with your dad go?” I ask, letting my body fully relax against his.

After I got rid of the brain fog from being sick, I spent at least an hour making him share every detail about his meeting in Manhattan. It turns out we’ve done a better job at making him look good to the board than I thought. Most of them are already on board with Ryker taking over Davenport Media at the end of the summer. I’m curious to know if he got any more information from his dad at lunch today.

Ryker’s fingers trace circles on my bare shoulder as he thinks about my question. He’s been doing that a lot in the time since I was sick. It’s like he’s always having to touch me. I can’t help but wonder if he’s taking any chance he can to feel the connection of our skin, wondering if one of the times will be the last.

“It went really well, actually. It feels good to have him look at me and his gaze not be full of disappointment anymore. He believes I’ll get board approval.”

This makes me smile. “I believe that too.”

With his free hand, Ryker places his fingers underneath my chin and tilts my face up to look at him. “I know I’ve been a dick, and I fought you every chance I got, but thank you for helping me with this. Really. You helped pull my head out of my ass, and no matter how much I thought I could do this on my own, I don’t think I could’ve done it without you. Definitely not this quickly.”

“I’ve been telling you from day one you needed me to get the job done. Glad you’re finally accepting it.”

“It’s all because of the binder,” he teases, leaning in close so our lips almost touch.

This makes me laugh. I’ve found myself laughing more in the last three days than I ever have before. Now that he isn’t trying to get on my nerves all the time, I realize why everyone else loves him. He’s got a personality that makes it hard not to smile around him. I like that I’m starting to see the real him and not the one who was putting up a front to protect himself from me.

And I’m terrified of the feelings I’m developing now that I see who he is.

I give him a playful smack against his stomach. “Stop hating on the binder. You’ve charmed so many of your board members because of the information in that binder.”

He laughs before pressing a kiss to my lips. Why does even the slightest press of his lips against mine give me butterflies?

“You’re right. Your research let me know that if I talked to Harrison O’Neill about his prized Pomeranians, I’d quickly get into his good graces.”

I nod, kicking my feet in the water as I think about Harrison’s obsession with his dogs. From my research, I think he might love those dogs more than he loves his own children, but that’s purely speculation. “And once you got into his good graces…”

“I was in everyone else’s,” he finishes.

“Exactly.” I smile at him before resting my head on his shoulder.

We’re both quiet as we soak in the moment. It’s a beautiful evening, the bright afternoon sun shifting into a brilliant orange. The first thing that pops into my mind is how much I’ll miss this place once the summer’s over.

Neither one of us has mentioned what happens when he does get the board’s approval. I think it’ll happen sooner rather than later. Part of me is excited about that. If we get the job done, then he’ll no longer be my client.

Would we be able to continue whatever this is in Manhattan?

Would he even want to?

Or once we aren’t forced together anymore, will I even be someone he still wants to spend time with?

There’s a pit in my stomach when I think about returning to Manhattan. I’ve always loved the city and my job. My entire life has revolved around being the best damn publicist I can be so that I could one day get my father’s approval. It’s what I want most in this world, for him to trust me with the company he built from the ground up.

At least, that’s what I used to want.

Now, I can’t stop wondering if the drunken words Ryker said to me out of spite have any truth to them.

Will my father make me a partner at the firm? Or will he come up with another excuse about why it’s not the right time? The end of this job means finding out the answer to the question that’s been nagging at me since the night Ryker spoke my biggest fear into existence. I hate to admit it, but the thought that he might not trust me wasn’t even one that Ryker put into my head. I wondered it myself the moment Dad said he didn’t believe Ryker would ever get the board’s approval. I just wanted to believe it wasn’t true.

I blink a few times, trying to rid my mind of the thoughts. Worrying about them won’t change anything right now. All I can do is keep doing whatever I can to help Ryker impress the Davenport Media board. I’ve been avoiding calls from my dad in the process. Partly because I’m scared of letting it slip that I’ve been sharing a bed with my client and partly because I don’t want to hear him tell me to stop the forward momentum. He doesn’t want me to succeed at this job—something I don’t want to think deeply about—and it’s getting harder and harder to pretend we aren’t making progress.

“I wish you could’ve met my mom,” Ryker says, his voice pulling me from my thoughts. “Actually, the two of you might have been trouble together. She loved to call me on my shit, just like you do.”

“I would’ve loved to have met her.” While Ryker was at lunch today, I spent my time wandering the house. I tried to work, but there isn’t a lot for me to do right now. I’d done a lot of the heavy lifting with the research in the beginning. Now, it’s more dependent on Ryker carrying through with impressing the board members and me assisting as needed. While I was exploring the house, I found an album filled to the brim with photographs. I don’t tell him this, but I spent over an hour looking through the pages, loving the glimpse into how completely normal Ryker’s childhood was. His mom—and his dad—both seemed like incredible parents. They had family pictures together on the beach, candid photos in the house, ones at the club. It really showcased a perfect family.

I looked at their photos, wondering how many my own family has. I know it isn’t a lot. There are ones of me taken by my mom, and even some of just me and Mom together, but not a lot with Dad since he was always working. After Mom passed, we never took pictures. Dad never wanted to. To be honest, I don’t think he cared to have pictures with me. I was just a reminder of her. I wonder if he regrets it…not having many pictures with Mom. He loved her. Sometimes I wonder if the only things he’s ever really loved in life are her and Vaughn PR.

“When she first got diagnosed, all of her doctors were optimistic about her future. They thought she could beat it.” He stops talking, and I don’t fill the silence. I don’t want to ruin the moment. I want him to feel comfortable enough to open up about her.

I twist my body so we’re face-to-face.

I hate the sadness in his eyes. Someone who radiates sunshine like him shouldn’t be allowed to look sad. But he does. He looks so fucking sad that it breaks my heart a little.

“Things got bad quick. One moment, she was still with us, and the next…” He looks away from me, his eyes focusing on the water. “She was gone.”

I reach out to touch his face, wanting to run my fingers along his cheek. My hand stays in the air between us for a moment as I wonder if this is something he’ll let me do.

As if he can read my mind, his fingers clasp around my wrist and pull my hand to his cheek. I flatten my palm against his skin as I try to ignore the way my heart races with the way he looks at me.

I’m trying to fight the feelings I’m developing for him, but it’s getting harder and harder to do. I want to let him in, but I’m scared to. I’m not good at letting people in, but the way Ryker looks at me right now makes me want to try.

“I’m sorry,” I finally tell him, knowing that my words do nothing to dull the pain of the loss of a mother. Losing my mom as a teenager just about destroyed me. She was my everything. She was the only person in this world who loved me. Losing her and dealing with her death completely alone shaped me into the person I am today. He’s still clearly dealing with the grief that comes with the loss of a parent, and I don’t even want to pretend that anything I can say can help him with that grief. “I really wish I could’ve met her. She raised an incredible son.”

His eyes close for a moment. “I don’t know about that,” he says, his words coming out barely above a whisper. “But I’m trying to be.”

My thumb traces over his cheekbone, and something about this moment feels important. He looks at me with so much vulnerability in his gaze that I can’t imagine him ever putting his guard up again. I can’t imagine putting mine up either.

I just don’t know where that leaves us.


THIRTY-SEVEN
RYKER


“Your mom would be so proud of you,” Camille says, her voice soft.

No matter how softly she delivers the words, they hit me right in the heart. I wish I believed her. I wish I thought Mom would be proud of the man I’ve become since her death.

I shake my head. “I don’t think she would be. Not who I’ve been. Not right now. But maybe soon.”

I didn’t expect to unload all of this on Camille, but now that I’ve started, I realize I want to talk about my mom with her. I want to talk about Mom with someone. I’ve kept it all bottled up, and all that’s done is get me into trouble. Camille’s blue eyes search mine. I stare right back at her, wishing I could get into that mind of hers. I’ve loved the last few days with her, but I also feel like I’ve been walking on eggshells the whole time. I want to soak in every second of her looking at me with a warmth I’ve never seen before. I don’t ever want to have to give up being able to touch her when I want, being able to kiss her because I can, but every moment I spend with her, I’m scared it might be the last. I know she can pull away at any moment. She’s done it before. And I’m just scared of what happens if—when—she does it again.

“You’re allowed to make mistakes while grieving the loss of your mom, Ryker. It’s okay that you’ve made mistakes. Don’t beat yourself up about them.”

“Yeah,” I mutter under my breath. “But I was so far gone that I made some pretty big mistakes.”

“We’re fixing them. It’ll be okay. She really would be proud of you, Ryker. You were the perfect son, and you’re the perfect person to take over Davenport Media.”

I sigh, a lot of emotions coming to the surface at her words. “I think that was part of the problem,” I begin. “I always tried to be perfect at everything.” I take a shaky breath in as I look into Camille’s eyes. It feels like I’ve ripped myself open and allowed her to see my deepest vulnerabilities, but I can’t stop myself from doing it. All I can do is hope that she doesn’t throw them back in my face. I have to trust her not to. “I was the perfect son, and my mom was the person I loved most in the world, but I still couldn’t save her.”

My words are said so quietly, my voice so hoarse and thick with emotion, that I wonder if she even heard them. If she didn’t, I can’t repeat them. Saying them out loud once was hard enough.

“Ryker.” The way she says my name just about breaks me. It isn’t with pity. It’s said with pain.

Before I can respond, she climbs into my lap, putting her knees on either side of my hips. Her legs are wet from the pool, but I don’t care. I can’t care. I’m too swept up in the way that Camille stares at me with so much emotion that I swear she has to be developing the same feelings for me that I have for her.

I shake my head because there isn’t anything she has to say. Nothing can change the fact that no matter how perfect I was for most of my life, it didn’t matter. When it came down to it, Mom still died. “I had to watch the cancer steal everything from her. It was so quick and harsh, and all I wanted to do was switch places with her. Seeing her like that, it destroyed me. After she went…” My words trail off for a moment as I try to gather my thoughts.

Camille gives me the time to do so. All she does is grab me by the face with both hands, her touch soft and gentle, a way for her to let me know she’s here.

I take a deep breath. “Well, after she passed, being perfect just didn’t seem like it mattered anymore.”

She nods in understanding. “I always suspected that was the catalyst for the recklessness. If the media had known what you were going through, they wouldn’t have been so brutal with broadcasting every single one of your mistakes.”

“I should’ve handled it better. I’m trying to handle it better. I want to look in the mirror and like myself again. Things got dark for me, and I didn’t handle her death as well as I thought I did.”

“That’s so much to go through. You’re handling it the best you can,” Camille responds, her eyes scanning my face.

What is she thinking about?

Now that I’ve opened myself up and told her things I’ve never told anyone else, does she want to run? I fucking hope not. I don’t think I’d survive it. The first time she ran after New Year’s Eve crushed me.

“Can I tell you something?” I ask, the question coming out hoarse. I don’t know if I should tell her this or not. I don’t want to make her feel guilty about what I’m about to say. But I do think she should know. I think it’d help her understand a lot of my actions.

“You can tell me anything.”

Her words soothe my soul.

I give myself a moment to gather my thoughts, to figure out exactly what I want to say to her. “When we met on New Year’s Eve…I think that was the first time I’d felt happy since she passed.”

Camille lets out a little gasp. Her eyes go wide, and two lines appear between her eyes in confusion. “Ryker…” she breathes, not saying anything else.

“I’ll never forget that party.” My lips twitch with the hint of a smile at the memory. “I almost didn’t go. I wasn’t feeling up to partying that night. It felt like it was all I’d been doing, but something told me I needed to go. So I went.”

It was months ago, but I still remember every detail. “I was on my second drink, drowning in my grief at the thought of starting the year without my mom. Then I saw you. You walked in, and it’s like I felt the entire room shift.”

Camille shakes her head. “Yeah, right.”

I laugh because of course she’d think that. She has no idea how beautiful she is. “It’s true. For the next hour, I watched one man after the next try to talk to you, but you wouldn’t give them the time of day. I was so fascinated by you. It was like you were in your own world, turning down one guy after another. It took me an hour to work up the courage to talk to you.”

“I remember that,” Camille says, her lips pulling into a smile. “You tried to charm me from the very beginning.”

I lean in and press a kiss to her lips. “It worked, didn’t it?”

She nods before giving me a playful roll of her eyes. “It did.”

I reach up and tuck a piece of her hair behind her ear. The last few days, she hasn’t taken the time to style it. In fact, she hasn’t gotten ready at all. I don’t know why, but I love the fact that she doesn’t feel the need to get done up for me. I’ve spent enough time with her this summer to know she gets ready for everything, so it feels special to know she feels comfortable enough to skip doing that for me.

“That night…” I shake my head as I try to put this into words. My thumb traces over her cheekbone as I keep thinking. “I’ve never felt a connection in my life like that. You didn’t know it, but you were healing a small part of me. I was smiling—laughing—for the first time since Mom died. It was the first time I felt that maybe my life could go on without her.”

“I felt the connection too,” Camille offers. She presses her forehead to mine, the two of us not saying anything for a moment as we just breathe each other in and soak in the moment.

I wonder if she can feel the shaky breath I take in. There’s something I want to ask her. Something that’s been on my mind for months now. I’ve just been too scared of the answer, but I can’t resist asking it any longer. I have to know. “Why did you leave in the morning, then? I don’t understand… If you felt the connection too, then why were you gone?”

Camille’s head rears back slightly. Her eyes dart over my face in confusion. “What do you mean? I woke up, and you were gone. I was all alone. I thought there was a connection too, but when you were nowhere to be found, I figured I was the only one who felt it.”

I shake my head. “No. I felt it. I left that morning to go get you breakfast. There was a bakery not too far from my place that was my mom’s favorite. Every New Year’s Day, they’d have this wildly outrageous donut to celebrate the start of the new year. It was a tradition for us to stand in line and get it every year. I woke up next to you so incredibly happy that all I could think about was sharing that tradition with you. I left a note on the pillow telling you I’d be right back. When I got back and you were gone, I⁠—”

“You left a note?” she asks, her voice shaking. She stares at me wide-eyed in disbelief. “I didn’t see one, and honestly, I think I was so hurt that I let you in and you were gone that I didn’t even think about looking for one. I left in a hurry, thinking you’d want me gone as soon as possible…”

My grip on her face tightens as I pull her forehead against mine again. “Not at all. I had all these plans about what we’d do for the day. Fuck, Cami, I know I only knew you a day, but all I wanted to do was make more plans with you.”

I swear her shoulders sag with relief. “You always hate on my plans,” she teases.

Her comment makes me laugh. “I only hated your plans because I hate that you left that morning and decided to go about your life making plans that didn’t involve me.”

“All this time, we were upset with each other for something that was just a misunderstanding.” She shakes her head as if she can’t believe it.

I can’t believe it either, but then again, back then, I was in such a bad headspace that I immediately jumped to the worst conclusions.

“We can’t change it now.”

She shifts her weight a little, her gaze never wavering from mine. “I’m sorry for all the times I lashed out at you. I just…I’m not good at being vulnerable, and I was for you that night, and…” Her voice drifts off again as she thinks through her words. I give her all the time she needs. I know it’s hard for her to say things like this, so I don’t push her at all. “And when I woke up alone and thought you didn’t like me, it strengthened a fear I didn’t even realize I had.”

“And what is that?”

“That even after letting someone in, no one could ever like me…let alone love me.”

Her words break open something inside me, and I can’t help but lean in and trap her mouth with mine, giving everything I have into kissing her.

But in reality, I’m just buying myself time.

Time to tell her what I think she needs to hear—the truth about how I feel.


THIRTY-EIGHT
CAMILLE


The way Ryker kisses me right now will forever be burned in my mind. It’s passion and heat and so many things that I can’t even describe.

It’s perfect.

He kisses me in a way that steals my heart. It doesn’t feel casual; it feels like a promise.

He pulls away, but his grip on either side of my face stays strong. “The easiest thing I’ve ever done is like you, Cami. Even when I thought I hated you, I liked you.”

My eyes burn so badly that I have to close my eyes to avoid the pain. I don’t want to cry. I shouldn’t cry. His words are sweet and everything I need to hear. It’s just that I didn’t realize how badly I needed to hear them until he said them out loud. I know that to anyone else, his words might not even matter, but to me, they mean everything.

I’m not known to be the most likable person. People don’t gravitate toward me the way they do Ryker, or Jude, or Emma. I’m not liked, but all I want is for someone to see me for who I am and still like me…still choose to stay.

“Look at me,” he commands. His voice is so thick with emotion that the words come out raspy.

I open my eyes, hoping he can’t tell that my eyes sting with unshed tears.

“I’m sorry that you’ve met people in your life who made you feel like you’re unlikable, but that’s the furthest thing from the truth. And if you’ll keep letting me in, if you don’t run the moment you get scared, then I’ll keep proving to you how much I mean it.”

“Ryker.” His name is said desperately, almost like a plea. I don’t know what to say to him. I don’t want him to say anything he’ll regret or want to take back.

“I’m not going to say anything else because I don’t want to scare you away. But I need you to know that I plan on staying as long as you’ll let me.”

My hands drop to his chest as I fist his shirt. I desperately cling to the fabric, pulling his body closer to mine as I search his face for any indication that he doesn’t mean every word he’s saying.

I have no idea what will happen between us. This entire thing is foreign territory to me. I’m not good at letting people in, but I want to try for him. I don’t want to have to look back and wonder what would’ve happened if I’d just let down my walls for him.

So I’m not going to make myself wonder.

For once in my life, I’m going to lead with my heart instead of my head and hope that I don’t end up hurt in the end.

I don’t know what to say back to him. I don’t know how to tell him how scared I am or how hard it is to let him in. I know I won’t find any of the right words.

So I kiss him instead.

I press my mouth to his, hoping he understands everything I cannot say with the kiss. We’re a frenzy of tongues, lips, teeth, everything. It’s like we’ve both been deprived, and now that we have a taste, we can’t get enough. I continue to cling to the fabric of his shirt like it’s the only thing keeping me grounded.

I moan—or maybe he does, I can’t be sure. It’s probably both of us.

It feels like the floodgates have been opened. Sure, we’ve kissed over the last few days. We’ve even made out, but I think we’ve both been holding back, afraid to get hurt.

Now, it’s like we’re both ready to suffer the consequences as long as we at least get a taste of what it’s like to cling to each other instead of pushing one another away.

Ryker’s hands travel down my back, his fingers trailing over the white linen fabric of my dress.

I know I’m the one to moan this time when he slides his hands underneath the fabric and his fingertips press to my bare skin.

More.

I need more.

I rock up and down, needing some sort of friction for the ache between my thighs.

He hasn’t touched me since that night in his room. I haven’t touched him at all, despite wanting to. I’ve held back, knowing that it would blur the line too much for me.

Now? I don’t care about the line. I’ve leapt right over it, right into Ryker’s arms.

I grab Ryker’s face again, wanting to deepen the kiss however I can. My back arches as I give everything I have into the kiss, desperately hoping it’ll lead to more.

I don’t know how it happens.

One second, we’re on the edge of the pool; the next, we’re crashing into the water.

I don’t even have time to gasp or react. I’m in Ryker’s lap, and then our bodies are sinking to the bottom of the pool.

My stomach drops as my entire body freezes in fear.

I can’t swim.

Strong arms wrap around my middle. My entire body relaxes because Ryker’s here. I know he won’t let anything happen to me. He kicks through the water until both our heads break through the surface.

“Cami,” he gets out, his voice full of panic. “I’m so sorry. Are you okay?”

I nod. While the shock of hitting the water was scary, the feeling didn’t last long. I knew Ryker was with me.

He guides us to the shallow side of the pool. My feet hit the bottom, and I let out a relieved sigh.

Ryker immediately brings his face to mine, his hands roaming different places on my body as if to make sure I’m okay. “You hate water, don’t you?” he asks, making my heart race at the fact that he remembered.

“It’s fine. I’ve been in pools before. I just stay where my feet can touch.”

“I don’t know what happened…” His words fall off for a moment as his hands settle on the small of my back. “But I didn’t mean for it to happen.”

The worry is written all over his face. I fight a smile. He looks absolutely adorable right now. I love that he’s concerned about me.

His eyes narrow. “Why are you smiling?”

“Because I think I like you,” I answer, deciding to be honest with him.

He looks so handsome right now. His hair is wet, making the strands seem darker than they actually are. Some of the longer pieces hang over his forehead, droplets falling from the strands and landing on his sharp cheekbones.

His lips turn up in a wide smile. “Fuck, princess, you have no idea how good it feels to hear you say that.”

I pull my gaze from his and let my eyes wander for a moment. Because of the water, his clothes stick to his skin. He’s about waist-deep, the thin fabric of his shirt clinging to the slopes and planes of his muscular body.

I can’t help it. I lick my lips, imagining what it’d be like to touch him again, to do whatever I want.

My eyes find his again as a desperate need for him—all of him—takes over my body. “Tell me you’ll stay again.”

His eyebrows furrow for just a moment, as if he wasn’t expecting me to say that. “What?”

“Tell me you’ll stay,” I repeat, my heart racing at needing to hear him say the words.

“I’m not going anywhere. Of course I’ll stay. Why?”

I smile as I let out a sigh of relief. “Because I really need you to fuck me, but I wasn’t going to let you do it unless you promised to be by my side in the morning.”

The grin he gives me is the sexiest sight in the world. I can’t believe there was ever a time when the beautiful upturn of his lips like this ever annoyed me.

But did it actually annoy me? Or was I annoyed by the effect it had on me?

A low laugh leaves his chest as she shakes his head and stares at me with wide eyes and that handsome smile of his. “Good thing I said I’ll stay,” he teases, lifting my body up. “I’ll always stay, princess,” he adds, his voice lower this time.

My legs wrap around him instantly as he leans in to kiss me again.

I don’t know how long we kiss in the pool. Time seems to stand still as I get lost in the feeling of his mouth on mine.

I’m so distracted by the addictive way Ryker’s tongue moves against mine that I don’t even realize he’s carried me to the edge of the pool. He stands at the most shallow part, his body more out of the pool than it is in.

He sets me on the edge but makes no move to get out.

His lips don’t move from mine, even as he finds the bottom of my dress and begins to coax the fabric up my body. Our kiss only breaks long enough for him to pull the dress all the way off me. He tosses it to the side, the wet fabric making a plopping noise as it hits the stone around the pool. The dress had a built-in bra, so now that it’s gone, I’m left in nothing but a thong.

My fingers trail along his back, and I gather the fabric of his shirt in my hands and lift, wanting him bare to me like I am to him.

He obliges. Our kiss breaks, and he tugs his shirt the rest of the way off.

I stifle a moan at the sight of him shirtless. It isn’t the first time I’ve seen him without a shirt, but this time feels different. Now I know he’s taken his shirt off for me. That I can touch and explore his body however I want to, and that makes the sight of him even hotter.

“I’ve been thinking about taking your perfect nipples into my mouth again,” Ryker tells me, his gaze focused on my breasts. He stares at them angrily, making me believe every word that leaves his mouth.

Between my thighs aches at his words. I loved the way he bit and sucked at my nipples. No matter how hard I tried not to, I’ve thought about how good it felt every day since it happened.

“Please,” I whisper, needing him to touch me.

“Fuck, I love it when you say please,” he rasps.

“Please,” I repeat, unable to fight the smile that blooms on my lips.

He returns my smile, but there’s something different about the one he gives me now. It’s almost wolfish. He maintains eye contact as he leans in, getting closer and closer to one of my peaked nipples.

My entire body shakes with anticipation—or maybe I shiver. I don’t know. He gets so close that I can feel his hot breath where I want him. That wolfish grin doesn’t leave his face as he blows on my nipple, prolonging the moment and making every single inch of me ache for him.

Just when I think he’s going to pull my nipple into his mouth and give me the relief I desperately need, he moves. He lifts his head to meet mine, his large hands finding my thighs. He spreads my legs open and steps between them.

Without saying a word or explaining why he just teased me, he hooks his fingers in the thin fabric of my thong at my hips. He tugs, pulling the fabric down my thighs and legs until he’s tossing away that piece of clothing too. He’s got me fully naked, and my entire body feels like it’s on fire as I wait to see what he’ll do next.

“As needy as your nipples look,” he begins, lowering himself in the water enough to put one of my legs over his shoulder, followed by the other, “I think it’s time for your pussy to get my attention. Do you want that, princess?”


THIRTY-NINE
RYKER


Camille’s eyes flutter shut as she lets out the smallest moan.

“I’m going to take that as a yes.” I laugh, leaning in to press a kiss to the inside of her thigh.

She jumps when my lips press against her skin and I love that she’s so reactive. I can’t wait to see what she does when my mouth finally hits her pussy.

“Did you know I’ve been dreaming about you every night since we got here?” I confess, trailing kisses along her thigh as I get closer to her core.

“You don’t have to lie to me,” she responds, her voice tight.

A small laugh escapes me before I press another kiss to her pubic bone. “I’m not lying. Memories of our night together have haunted me every single night.”

“Why were you always waking up in such a bad mood, then?” she teases. “You were lucky to dream of me like that.”

“I was in a bad mood because I hated waking up. In my dreams, you were mine. You didn’t scowl at me and we didn’t fight. Waking up and being hit with the reality that you could barely stand me was miserable.”

“I—” she begins, but her words stop when I run my finger through her wetness. Whatever she was about to say is lost and replaced by a moan.

“Fuck,” I marvel, looking at her. I want to savor this moment. Now that I have her, I don’t want to rush things. I want to take my time. “You’re so goddamn wet.”

“Ryker.” My name comes out on a whimper and it’s the sexiest thing in the world. I reward her by sliding two fingers inside her. She wraps around me so perfectly, and another moan leaves her lips as I hook them inside her.

I watch her for a moment, wanting to memorize the way her eyes roll back in her head. She lifts her hips slightly, allowing my fingers even deeper inside her.

She’s so fucking sexy.

I want to drag out the moment, to have her squirming and almost ready to come just from my fingers, but I can’t wait another second to taste her.

So, leaning in, I circle her clit with my tongue, giving her a small tease of what’s to come.

Her hips buck. My fingers continue to work inside her as my other arm wraps around her leg. My hand splays out on her inner thigh, my fingertips pressing into her skin as I coax her thighs open even more. I want her spread open for me while I eat her pussy.

Now that I’ve got her just how I want her, I press my tongue to her clit again, this time sucking on it while my fingers continue to move in and out of her.

The moment my mouth seals over her center, she lets out a loud, unrestrained moan, and I can’t help but let out a groan of my own. I love hearing her like this. It fuels me to know I’m the one making her feel good.

I continue to lick and suck, loving every sound she makes.

Her fingers tangle in my hair. She drives me crazy with the way she yanks and pulls on the locks, keeping my head pinned exactly where she wants me. I love the bite of her nails against my scalp as I continue to eat her pussy like a man starved. She keeps my head in place, but even if she didn’t, I wouldn’t go anywhere. My mouth won’t move until I feel her come against my tongue.

“It feels too good,” Camille pants, her grip on my hair getting even tighter. It burns slightly and I fucking love it. Even as I try to keep her pinned in place with the hand not inside her, she still manages to buck her hips from pleasure.

“Of course it fucking does,” I say, only pulling my mouth from her long enough to get the words out. “No one eats your pussy better than me. Right?”

I meet her gaze, needing her to agree. Jealousy builds in my chest at the thought of any other man doing this. After tonight, there will never be anyone but me. I’ll make damn sure of it.

“No one but you.”

She lets out a gasp as I reward her by taking her clit in my mouth and sucking. I pick up the pace with which my fingers work in and out of her at the same time my tongue circles her clit over and over again. I lick and lap and I soak in every moment of making her feel good.

Her grip on my hair gets so tight that my scalp burns, but I love it. I know she’s got to be close and nothing will keep me from making my girl come all over my tongue.

“I’m going to come,” she calls out, her hips thrashing.

I don’t stop. My cock throbs in my shorts at the sounds of pleasure Camille lets out. She’s so fucking close and I’m ready to feel her come completely undone.

“I’m—” she screams, her words getting cut off as she lets out the loudest moan yet. Her pussy hugs my fingers tight as her orgasm takes over.

She comes, and it’s the most beautiful sight in the world. Her moans are loud, her movements are frenzied, and I love how she doesn’t hold back.

I don’t stop until her body relaxes and her grip on my hair loosens. Slowly, I pull my fingers from her and rise to my full height.

When my gaze finds her face, she’s already looking at me. Her cheeks are flushed and her eyes are hooded as she recovers from the orgasm.

“Your pussy is mine,” I declare, my tone leaving no room for argument. At least, I hope it doesn’t. With Camille, anything can be an argument if she wants it to be.

But she just nods.

“Good girl,” I rasp, placing my hands on the ledge of the pool and pushing myself out of the water.

She watches me carefully, her chest rising and falling in quick succession as she regains her breath. I know I should give her time to recover, but I can’t. I need her. Now.

I hold out my hand for her to take. “C’mon, princess.”

She looks at me with a curious expression, but she does as she’s told. She grabs my hand and the moment she’s on her feet, I’m lifting her off the ground.

I fuse my mouth to hers, needing to kiss her. I should’ve asked if it was okay to kiss her after what I just did, but she doesn’t seem to mind. If anything, her mouth opens wider. My hands splay out along her ass, keeping her pressed against me as I walk toward the house.

If this wasn’t the first time I was having her in months, I might just take her right out here on one of the pool loungers. There will be another time for that. The things I want to do with her right now…I’ll need more space than one of those chairs has to offer. I need a bed.

We don’t stop kissing. Not as I get the back door open. Not as we make our way through the house. I’m sure we leave a trail of water all the way to the bedroom, but right now, I don’t care. All I care about is getting her to my room and finally sliding inside her.

Camille rocks her hips up and down as she kisses me. The movement has the seam of her ass moving against my cock, and driving me absolutely fucking wild.

We finally make it to my room. I kick the door closed behind me and carry her to the bed. I place her on the mattress, immediately taking a step back and removing both my wet shorts and briefs as quickly as I can.

“I need you,” Camille moans, her gaze focused on my cock.

My entire body feels tight. She stares at it so greedily, I can’t believe we’ve wasted all this time fighting when I could have had her staring at me like this the entire time.

“I need you too,” I respond. I’ve never meant something more.

I need her in a way I haven’t needed anything else in my life.

I wrap my fingers around my length and begin to pump up and down. It feels good to have some sort of relief, but it isn’t enough. It won’t be enough until I’m buried inside her.

“Then what are you waiting for?” There’s a bite to her voice that makes me laugh.

“Your greediness for my cock is so fucking sexy, princess.”

“Then give it to me,” she counters, spreading her legs open.

“I need to get a condom.”

Camille shakes her head. “No,” she begs. “I’m on the pill and I don’t want anything between us.”

I try to hide my sigh of relief because I want the same. I want to feel everything.

“I was tested recently and everything was negative,” I say, my voice tight as I continue to run my hand up and down my length.

“Same. Now, fuck me, Ryker.”

It used to bother me when she bossed me around. But now, her command is sexy as hell. I love how desperate she is for this—for me.

I climb onto the bed and bring my face to hers. My hand continues to move up and down my length as I lean in to kiss her. “As you wish, princess,” I mutter before trapping her mouth with mine at the same moment I run the tip of my cock through her wetness.


FORTY
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“You’re so fucking perfect,” Ryker rasps, his eyes locked in on where his dick runs over my slit. He coats himself in me, something I never thought was sexy until I watched him do it. Now, I’m so fucking turned on by him rubbing my wetness over himself that my entire body feels like it could combust from the sight of it.

“I need you.” I know I’ve already told him this, but I can’t help but say it again. My pussy aches and the only thing that can relieve the tension between my thighs is to feel him inside me.

I reach between us, my fingers brushing against the shaft of his dick. Air hisses through his teeth at the small contact. I can’t help but smile that even that small brush of my skin against his makes him react like that.

Since he isn’t sliding inside me fast enough, I take matters into my own hands and wrap my fingers around him. He’s long and thick, and I can’t wait to feel him again.

His hand stills below mine. I begin to stroke him up and down, watching his face carefully. He stares down at me through hooded eyes, his thick eyelashes almost dancing along his cheeks. There’s so much desire in his gaze that it fuels me to keep going.

“Maybe I should put you in my mouth first,” I whisper.

My actions contradict my words as I guide the head of his cock to my entrance, trying not to moan at the feeling of being so close to having him where I want him most.

Ryker rocks his hips forward, pushing himself inside just a fraction of an inch. “You will, princess. Just not right now.” His words come out strained as he eases himself in a little more. He’s barely inside me and I already feel myself having to stretch around him.

He’s so big. Thick. Perfect. There’s still so much of him for me to take, and it already feels too good.

We both move our hands, giving him the space to continue to ease himself forward. My hands go to his back, roaming over the solid curves of his muscles. He keeps one hand next to my face. It presses into the mattress, keeping his body propped up as he continues his slow progress. The other hand runs over my body. He’s inside me and it still feels like he can’t get enough of the feel of me.

My back arches as he kisses my neck. My senses are on overload and I love it. I want everything from him, and it still might not be enough.

“All of you,” I pant, wanting him to stop taking it slow with me and give me every inch of him. “Give me all of you, Ryker, please.”

He groans against my neck, the sound so close to my ear that my body breaks out in goosebumps from the sound. “Cami, you can’t say things like that. Not when I’m trying to give you time to adjust.”

I shake my head, grabbing his hair and forcing him to look at me. “I don’t need time to adjust to you. I just need you. All of you.”

I swear I see the moment his resolve snaps. One moment he’s looking at me like I’m this breakable doll he’s trying to be gentle with, and the next he looks at me like a man depraved. His eyes darken and his lips find mine, his tongue diving into my mouth the moment our lips connect.

With one quick push of his hips, he seats himself fully.

I gasp, his cock filling me to my limit as I fit around him. I feel so full. It feels so good. A wave of pleasure runs through me at how perfect it feels.

Ryker rips his mouth from mine, letting out a low groan as he rocks in and out of me, pushing all the way inside me for a second. “Fuck, princess, you were right. You’re so fucking desperate for my cock that you take all of me perfectly.”

My head rocks back and forth. I can’t even get words out at the moment because all of my focus is on how good it feels to stretch around him. It hurts, but in a way that makes me want even more.

He rocks in and out of me again, his pace picking up slightly as he starts to do exactly what I asked.

“Ryker.” His name is the only thought I can get out as he fucks me.

I let out a moan when he uses the hand not supporting his weight to grab my breast. He cups it before leaning in and taking my nipple in his mouth.

I gasp. I don’t even know what to focus on.

The feel of his cock pushing in and out of me at a pace that’s getting faster with each thrust.

The feel of his mouth around my nipple, his tongue warm against the sensitive bud.

The feel of Ryker thrusting harder at the same moment he takes my nipple between his teeth.

Another high-pitched moan leaves me. I can’t help it. I’ve never been this loud, but everything he’s doing to me feels so good that I can’t hold anything back. I’m too focused on how perfect it feels to have his cock buried inside me. Of his body pushing me into the mattress as he focuses so much on fucking me that he falls to his elbow, supporting a little less of his weight in the process.

“How have we gone so long not doing this?” he asks, his breath hot against my nipple. “Fuck, I’ve missed so many chances to bury myself in your perfect pussy.”

He moves to my other nipple, and if he doesn’t let up with the punishing pace of his hips, I’m going to come again.

“Ryker. If you keep…” My words stop when he bites down on the swell of my breast, making me yelp with pleasure. “If…” I try to finish the sentence, but I’m so full of him and he’s so deep that I can’t get my words out. “I’m going to come,” I finally get out, my voice coming out almost a yell. I need him to know that the tension building between my thighs is about to burst.

“I know,” Ryker responds, his hand moving to the back of my neck as he forces me to look at him. “Come around my cock. I need to feel it, baby.”

His words send me over the edge. Fireworks erupt low in my stomach as another orgasm takes over. My legs shake from the intensity. It seems like it lasts forever. Wave after wave of pleasure courses through me. It’s like an out-of-body experience as he continues to rock in and out of me at a pace so hurried that I swear I see stars for a moment.

“Goddamn,” Ryker grits out, his forehead falling to mine as he slows his hips—but only barely. “You’re squeezing me so fucking tight it almost hurts. Such a good fucking girl, coming all over my cock.”

With every thrust, he slows down, giving me time to recover from the orgasm. He leans in and kisses me slowly, like he has all the time in the world.

Eventually, I pull away. “I want you to come.” I’ve come two times already and he hasn’t at all. I tried warning him with the last one, hoping that would stop the euphoric pace of his hips until he was close as well. It didn’t, and now all I want is to watch him come undone the same way he’s made me—twice.

He rocks in and out of me again. The slower pace allows him to push so deeply inside me that my toes curl. “I’m going to come,” he tells me, his lips moving against mine. “But not before I get one more orgasm out of my girl.”

My girl.

I have to close my eyes. I don’t want him to see how much I love him calling me that.

I’ve never been anyone’s. No one’s ever been mine. But with him, I find myself wanting both of those things.

The feeling is completely new to me. I don’t know what to do with it. All I do right now is lift my hips, allowing him even deeper inside me. I open my eyes and find his already on me.

This man is stealing pieces of my heart. I have real, raw feelings for him, and I don’t know if I’ve ever been so terrified in my life.

“I know you can give me another,” Ryker rasps, breaking me from my thoughts.

I know I can too. I don’t know if it’s because he called me his girl or if it’s the slow, deep way in which he fucks me right now, but either way, pressure slowly starts to build all over again, just further proving the hold he has on me.

He rocks in and out of me and it feels so good, but for some reason, I want to try and take him deeper. I want him buried so deep inside that I can still feel him tomorrow.

I grab both sides of his face, turning his head so he looks at me. “I’ll come again, but this time, let me ride you?”

I want to have the power when he comes. I want to be able to see his face as he loses control. I’m desperate to see every single detail of his orgasm, needing to prove to myself that everything is as intense for him as it is for me.

Ryker’s smirk is so fucking sexy that my body heats just at the sight of it. “I was wondering how long you’d let me be in control. Of course you can ride me, princess.”
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I gently lift Camille’s leg and pull myself from her, missing the feeling of her wrapped around me the moment I’m no longer in her.

I lie down next to her, my cock aching to be inside her again. I was so close to coming with her last orgasm and it took everything in me to hold myself back. By the time we’re done, I want her body spent.

“Come ride me, baby,” I rasp, turning my head to look at her.

She pushes the top half of her body off the mattress, her eyes focused on my cock. It gleams with her arousal, something impossible for her not to notice.

I watch her every move as she hikes a leg over my hips, straddling me. A loud groan escapes me as she lines herself up with the head of my cock. I haven’t even been out of her for a minute and it feels like too long.

Her hands rest on my chest as she slowly sits down, giving herself time to take every inch of me again.

I’m so turned on by anything she does that whatever speed she chooses, whatever she chooses to do, it’s going to feel so fucking good that it won’t take long for me to come. I try to remind myself that she’s in control, but I have to touch her. I need to feel her in every way possible.

My hands find her hips, but I keep the touch light, allowing her to set whatever pace she wants.

She moans as she lowers herself all the way down.

I close my eyes, savoring the feeling of being completely inside her. With this position, I’m even deeper than before. She’s truly taking every inch of me and nothing’s ever felt better in my life.

“You feel so fucking good,” I tell her. My cock was made for her, to fit inside her perfectly, just like this.

“So deep,” she mutters, her words almost incoherent, as she rocks up and down.

I look up at her, wanting to remember her just like this for the rest of my life. Her hair is still wet from falling into the pool. Some of the long strands fall down her shoulders, and with every rock of her hips, they dance along her breasts, swaying to the same rhythm.

I continue to take her in, unable to resist thinking she’s the most beautiful woman in the world. My gaze rakes over her, pausing for a moment when I see the red marks on her perfect tits.

They’re from me.

I didn’t even realize I’d left them. But on each breast, there’s the beginning of a hickey. I don’t know why it turns me on so much to leave a mark on her, but fuck, I love the sight of it. For the rest of my life, I want to leave little love bites all over her body, to claim her as mine.

Camille continues to ride my cock at a slow pace that puts me so deep inside her that I feel the pressure build. One that’s been building from the moment my mouth connected with her pussy. And I’m so happy that this time, instead of coming all over myself, I get to fill her with my cum.

The thought makes me moan, and as much as I want to give her full control of her third and final orgasm before I follow right along with her, I need more. I push myself off the mattress so our faces are lined up once again.

“You’re so fucking sexy as you take what you need from me,” I tell her, both my hands grabbing her by the back of her neck. I pull our faces together, a peace settling deep in my bones when our lips connect again.

As much as I want to say we’re fucking, it’s so much more than that. I’ve waited so long to feel this again with her, I know that this one time won’t be enough. Fuck, doing this just for the summer won’t be enough. I need to know that we’ll be doing this for the rest of our lives.

The thought catches me off guard. We’ve nowhere near discussed that. I have no idea if that would be something she even wants. I don’t know her plans for us. All I know is that I can’t imagine ever even looking at another woman.

Nothing compares to the way it feels to be inside her. To be with her. It’s like I was meant for her and she was meant for me.

I kiss her again, hoping that she feels the same way I do. We don’t have to put words to the intense feelings taking over, at least not yet. I let the kiss and the way our bodies move perfectly in sync do the talking.

For right now, that’s all that’s needed.

Camille circles her hips, forcing me to rip my mouth from hers as I let out an unexpected moan. The twist of her hips takes me by surprise. She does it again, driving me absolutely fucking mad from how damn good it feels.

“Baby,” I croak. If she keeps moving like that, I’m not going to last much longer. “You have to stop. That feels too fucking good.”

She bites her lip and shakes her head.

She’s so goddamn perfect.

“I want you to come,” she responds, her voice low. It’s a little more hoarse than it was earlier, probably from the screams and moans she didn’t hold back.

“Only if you’re close to coming again.”

There’s nothing I want more than to come at the same time as her. I want to feel her pussy squeeze me so tight it’s painful as I fill her with cum.

“I’m close,” Camille responds, letting out a moan when she twists her hips again.

“Fuck.” I let out a groan. My spine tingles with the threat of a looming orgasm. Everything aches and my entire body feels tight from the tension of being so close to coming, but not quite getting there yet.

Needing her in every way possible, I crash my lips against hers. She moans against my mouth, her tongue meeting mine in a hurried frenzy as we both chase our release. I don’t know when I started doing it. I fully intended to give her full control, but at some point, I started moving my hips. My thrusts are fast and hard, and if she’s mad at me taking control, she doesn’t say a word. All she does is moan and pant and make the sexiest noises I’ve ever heard in my life.

“Cami.” Her name comes out soft, almost like a whimper. I’m so gone for her and so fucking close that I can’t even be embarrassed by the desperate way I say her name.

“Come for me, Ryker,” she demands. “I want to feel it.” She lets out a loud moan as her pussy clenches around me. It’s so tight, hugging me so perfectly as she comes for a third time.

Her words, paired with the sensation of her coming, are all I need. My cock pulses and my vision blurs. A low growl comes from deep in my chest as the intense feeling of my orgasm completely takes over.

“Oh my God,” Camille mutters over and over again. She stops rocking up and down as she gives into the orgasm. I grab her by the hips, mine slapping against the back of her thighs as I ride out every last second.

It feels so good that it’s almost painful. I’ve never come so hard in my life.

Everything blurs and fades and the only thing I can concentrate on is the feeling of being inside Camille. We’re a mix of moans and pleasure and whispered words that might not even make sense.

Both of our chests heave as we try to regain our breathing. Neither of us says anything. All we do is stare at one another as we recover.

I could stare at her forever.

She’s never been so beautiful as she is at this moment. Her cheeks flushed from the sex, her lips red and swollen from being against mine. The hair she normally tames into perfection is wet and tangled and sticks to her face. Too many times, she’s looked at me, and I could tell her walls were up. Her stare was always almost blank.

But that’s the furthest thing from how she looks at me now.

My chest hitches and I know it isn’t because of the exertion from sex or anything other than the way she looks at me in this very moment.

There are no walls.

There are no reservations.

Her gaze is full of…everything.

And for the first time this summer, I feel the muscles in my chest loosen. I hadn’t even realized how tense I still was when it came to her. I didn’t know how deep the fear of her disappearing was. I thought when she asked me to stay that it was enough to calm the doubts I had swirling in my head.

It wasn’t.

But the way she’s looking at me right now? I let out a deep sigh of relief.

She’s letting me in.

We’re going to figure this out.


FORTY-TWO
CAMILLE


“Tell me something you’ve never told anyone else,” I whisper as the sun shines through his open window, my words muffled because of the way I lie against Ryker’s chest.

It’s cloudy and breezier this morning than it normally is, but I barely notice because of how peaceful it’s been, spending the morning tucked against Ryker’s side.

Ryker smiles, his fingers absentmindedly playing with my hair as he thinks about my question. I’m still sore from having sex with him last night. Or maybe it was the sex in the shower earlier. Either way, this slow morning has been the perfect way to recover after finally being together again.

“I already told you the deepest thing I’ve never told anyone else…that I don’t like myself. What else do you want to know about me?” He keeps his tone light, but it still manages to slice through my heart.

I hate that he feels this way about himself. I think about all the insults and jabs I’ve thrown his way this summer and I can’t help but blame myself and wonder if part of the reason he doesn’t like himself is because of the things I said to him in anger and denial.

“Tell me a TV show you like that you’d never admit to watching or a snack you love that other people might not like.” I run my hand over his chest, wanting any excuse to touch him. It still doesn’t feel real that he’s here, that at least for now…he’s mine.

“My favorite late-night snack is Flamin’ Hot Cheetos. But it has to be the baked kind. I even love them with cottage cheese.”

I push myself off his chest so I can look at him, scrunching my nose. “Really? That combination can’t be good.”

He smiles and there’s something about it that goes right to my heart. It’s sleepy and sexy and a little lopsided. It might be my favorite smile of his. “Don’t knock it until you try it.”

“I’m not trying it. I can tell you that right now.”

He shakes his head and pretends that what I’ve said actually hurts him. “Fine, be a hater if you want to be. Your loss. Your turn now. Tell me something you’ve never told anyone else.”

I think over his question. I should’ve been more prepared to answer it since I’m the one who asked in the first place. The truth is, there’s a lot I’ve never told anyone. It’s not like I have many people in my life I can share secrets with. I always liked it that way. Now, I realize my lack of friendships and relationships might be sad.

“I lost my mom too. When I was a young, barely a teenager. I think she was the only person who ever loved me. Sometimes, I’m terrified I’m unlovable. And the only love I’ll ever know was that of a mother’s…and even that was taken from me.”

I don’t know why I say this out loud to Ryker, but it feels right. It’s something that’s been on my mind more and more this summer, and for some reason, it’s something I want him to know, no matter how vulnerable that truth might be.

“Cami.” He sounds shocked but I’m not sure why. My words are true. It’s not like I’m a lovable person. Or maybe the surprise comes from finding out about Mom. I don’t think I’ve ever told him about her. It didn’t feel right to pile my grief on top of his.

I shake my head. I don’t really need him to say anything. All I wanted was to be able to tell him that.

I pull my gaze from his, needing to look away from the intensity in his eyes.

He places his finger under my chin and tilts my head up to look at him.

He clears his throat, his eyes pinned on mine. His focus is so intent on me that it feels like I’m the only person in the world. “You’re not unlovable,” he rasps, his voice thick and heavy.

I try not to shiver from the sound of it…or from the actual words that he says. It feels like my heart could beat right out of my chest as I whisper my next words. “Do you mean that?”

The question leaves my lips before I can think better of it. I don’t know if I want to know his answer. I know everything between us is new, and we’re nowhere close to declarations of love, but I can’t help but want to know that at least he doesn’t believe me to be unlovable.

Maybe if he believes it, I will too.

His thumb traces over my bottom lip. “Of course I do. I’ve never meant anything more.”

I smile, leaning in to kiss him. I don’t know how long we kiss, but I love that nothing feels hurried. We kiss like we have all the time in the world, and I can’t help but hope that’s the case.

Eventually, I pull away and rest my chin against his chest. “I’m hungry so I’m going to go grab us some breakfast. What do you want?”

Ryker smiles before tucking a piece of hair behind my ear. “I can go get us food.”

I shake my head. “No, I’ll get it. Just tell me what you want.”

“Whatever you want.” He smiles and it’s just one of those moments where I realize that I’m going to think about this man for the rest of my life. I’m going to remember the way he looked in bed, completely naked with hair tousled from my fingers, and a smile that reaches into my chest and grabs me by the heart.

I lean in and give him one more kiss against the lips before I slide out of bed. Before I leave his room, I reach into his dresser and grab one of his T-shirts to wear. It’s an old Pembroke one that goes almost to my knees when I pull it on. I like wearing something of his. Smelling like him. It feels right.

“Be right back,” I tell Ryker, opening his door and stepping outside.

I walk down the hallway, unable to wipe the smile off my face.

I don’t think I’ve ever been this happy. I knew Ryker and I had chemistry, but being with him now feels different than the night we first met. It feels like more, and while it’s scary and something completely new to me, it’s something I don’t want to run from. I want to keep exploring what’s happening between us.

I’m still smiling as I walk into the kitchen, and I’m met with the last sight I expected to see.

My feet abruptly stop and my stomach drops.

Sitting at the counter are two familiar faces.

Ryker’s dad.

And mine.

“Camille,” Dad gets out, his voice void of any emotion. He stares at me down his nose, disappointment written all over his face as he takes in what I’m wearing. “Care to explain why you’ve been ignoring my calls?”

I let out the smallest breath of relief. If he’s only lecturing me on the missed calls, that means he doesn’t know what’s happened between me and Ryker. I don’t know why both our fathers are here unannounced, but that’s something I can figure out and handle. I just can’t have them know how unprofessional things have become here.

“Sorry,” I mutter, not knowing what else to say. I’m still too wrapped up in Ryker to think of anything else.

“Sorry?” Dad laughs before shaking his head. “Sorry isn’t an explanation.”

“I was sick,” I begin, telling a half-truth. I was really sick. It just didn’t last three days.

Dad watches me for a moment, his eyes narrowed slightly as I can pretty much see the gears in his head turning. Does he believe me? Maybe. Is he still pissed? Absolutely.

I keep quiet, knowing that’s the best thing to do right now. I have no idea why the two of them are standing here, and I really want to ask, but I’m also trying to figure out how I play it off so they don’t suspect anything is going on between Ryker and me.

My heart pounds as I try to come up with a way to spin this. It’s my job to spin things, to tell half-truths and polish up lies. I can do it this time too.

I just have to think.

“Wait, baby!” Ryker calls from down the hallway, his voice closer than his room.

I close my eyes, a pit settling deep in my stomach at what’s about to happen. I can’t even open them when I hear Ryker’s footsteps get closer. Dread spreads throughout my entire body because this wasn’t supposed to happen. Things are about to take a turn for the worse, and I have no one to blame but myself.

I was careless.

I knew better.

What was I thinking?


FORTY-THREE
RYKER


My stomach drops the moment I see both my dad and Camille’s dad sitting at the kitchen table.

“Fuck,” I curse, the word leaving my mouth in a hurry. I look over at Camille, but she won’t look at me. I want to reach out and touch her, to have some sort of connection so she knows that we’re going to figure this out, but I know that’s the last thing she wants me to do right now.

A sinking feeling settles deep in my bones as she continues to stare at her feet. I can’t help but worry that all the progress we’ve made and everything we’ve been through will be for nothing.

“What the hell is going on?” Troy asks, his voice low and controlled, as if it’s taking everything in him to keep his composure.

I look at him, wishing I wasn’t having to meet his eyes as I stand in nothing but my boxer briefs. “We can explain,” I begin as I look at Camille once again.

She’s shifted her attention to her father instead, and I don’t know if that’s better or worse.

I need to know that the woman who asked me to stay is still in there. That our fathers finding out doesn’t change things. I need to know we’ll figure it out, because while this is incredibly inconvenient and I know both dads are probably going to be pissed, I don’t care what happens as long as things don’t change with Camille.

“Is this how you do your job?” Troy asks, his voice getting louder as he stares at his daughter. “You whore your way into your client’s bed to get him to listen?” he spits.

Camille jumps at his words. It’s small. A reaction so minuscule that anyone else might even notice it. But I did, and his words, coupled with her reaction, have me seeing red.

I take a step forward. My posture is rigid as I meet his angry glare. “Don’t talk to her like that,” I grit out through clenched teeth.

Troy has the nerve to fucking laugh. He cocks his head to the side as he looks between Camille and me. “I’ll talk to Camille however the hell I want,” he barks, and the way he speaks about her makes my skin crawl. He says it with zero respect and absolutely no love, which only makes her words from a few minutes ago ring through my mind.

This man has never shown her love, and yet it’s obvious by the way she looks at him that his opinion of her matters. He doesn’t care about her the way a father should care for their child, but she clearly cares for him, and I fucking hate it. This man doesn’t deserve anything from her.

“Tell me what’s going on,” Troy demands. “Tell me that you didn’t break the biggest policy I have in place. Tell me you didn’t crawl into the bed of a man so pathetic that he had to hire help just to get his family’s board to like him.”

“Troy,” my dad warns, his tone pissed. “You don’t get to speak to my son like that. Take a breath.”

Troy’s head whips to my dad. “Take a breath? I haven’t heard from my employee in over a week, and when I arrive to check in, I find her fucking her client instead of working. I have the right to react however I want since it’s my employee and my name she’s representing.”

I rip my gaze from Troy and look at Camille. I don’t miss how he doesn’t even call her his daughter. He calls her his employee.

All she does is stare at her dad. There’s a resigned look in her eyes, one that I hate. She doesn’t stand up for herself. She doesn’t fight him. It’s so unlike her that it breaks my heart. I’m well aware of how much she likes to argue. How much she can fight back. I never expected her to let anyone talk to her like that, but it seems to be different when it comes to her dad, and I can’t wrap my head around it.

I’m so focused on looking at Camille and waiting for her to say something to defend herself that I don’t even hear my dad’s response to Troy. I only catch the end of whatever conversation is taking place as I watch Camille with countless questions running through my mind.

“We’ll let them explain. No matter what has happened, they’ve still gotten the job done. We have the board’s approval.”

My eyes find my father’s. Despite everything happening right now, a tinge of relief flows through me at his words. “We do?” I try not to get too excited. We’re only halfway through the summer, so I wasn’t expecting any kind of commitment from them for at least another month.

Dad nods. “That’s what we came here to tell you both. You did it. I heard from the board last night that you’re in. They have no interest in finding a replacement for you. Davenport Media will be yours, Ryker.”

I never imagined being told that Davenport Media would be mine while standing in my underwear, but I can’t even find it in me to care about that right now.

Relief settles over me at the news.

We did it.

I look at Camille, wanting to celebrate the accomplishment with her, but she still doesn’t look at me.

I didn’t know it was possible to feel such different emotions at once. I’m relieved, and maybe even happy, that I won’t lose the position I’ve been working for my entire life. But I’m also sad and preparing myself to be hurt because of Camille’s reaction to us being caught.

Even after finding out that she succeeded at the impossible task he thought he’d given her, she still won’t look at me.

“Aren’t you going to say something?” my dad asks. There isn’t anger in his voice the same way there is in Troy’s. If anything, I swear his tone makes it seem like he might even be proud of me.

“I couldn’t have done it without Camille,” I finally answer, keeping my gaze locked on her.

It’s true. Even though I hated the idea of her being my publicist, she’s damn good at her job. There’s no way in hell I would’ve gotten the board approval this fast if it wasn’t for her knowledge and careful planning.

Troy stands up with a dramatic sigh. I don’t think I’ve ever disliked a man more than I do him. “Fucking you into being obedient doesn’t count as doing her job.”

Camille gasps. It’s the first reaction she’s made at all.

My jaw tightens as my fists clench at my sides. I’m trying to keep my anger in check, but every time Troy opens his mouth, it gets worse.

He doesn’t get to talk to her like that. Not with me around.

I close the distance, my angry gaze pinned on him. I look down my nose, wondering how a horrible excuse of a man like him managed to create a daughter as perfect as Camille. “Talk to her like that again and I’ll personally make sure you never sign another new client again.”

Troy’s nostrils flare, but he seems to know what’s best for him and doesn’t say anything else to me. Instead, he takes a step back, his focus moving to Camille.

“Go gather your things and put some goddamn clothes on. We’re leaving.”

My eyes go wide as I turn to look at Camille. “No. You don’t have to go.”

Troy scoffs. “The job is done. Your board doesn’t know what’s best for them and already agreed to approve you. Vaughn PR fulfilled their end of the contract and will be compensated accordingly. But now, we’re going.”

He steps around me to grab Camille’s arm. She doesn’t say anything, but she does pull her arm from his grasp immediately. She looks at him with wide eyes.

“I can’t leave yet.”

My shoulders relax at finally hearing her talk. She isn’t going to go with him. She doesn’t want to leave.

“Get your things. We’re going. You’ve done more than enough here.” He basically spits the last sentence out.

I watch her closely, studying her for any reaction. Her shoulders sag as her body closes around itself. Her eyes meet mine for a fraction of a second, and my stomach drops from the defeated look in her eyes.

She doesn’t say anything to anyone. All she does is turn around and go to her room—not mine.

I look at our fathers one last time, wondering how things got to this point, before I chase her down the hallway.

She left me before and I’m not making the same mistake twice.


FORTY-FOUR
CAMILLE


I’ve barely made it through the door of my bedroom before it’s slamming shut and Ryker’s closing us in together.

“Don’t go,” he immediately gets out, his voice hoarse.

I can’t say anything at first. I don’t know what to say to him. I don’t know how to explain that every single part of me is telling me not to go with my dad. I want to stay here. The thought of my time with Ryker abruptly ending kills me, but I also can’t let my dad leave without explaining myself. I have no idea what’s going to happen and I can’t focus on anything else until I talk to him.

Ryker takes a step closer to me, I take a step back. I see the pain in his eyes when I do it, and I hate that it’s there because of me. We do the same thing until my back hits the bedroom wall and he’s caging me in.

“Don’t go,” he repeats, his eyes searching my face.

“I have to,” I respond, my voice shaking. “I can’t let my dad go without talking to him first.”

Ryker shakes his head. “He’s a dick. He shouldn’t be allowed to talk to you at all. The things he was saying, Camille…” He swallows, the tension in his body clear. “I’ve never been so upset with anyone. He can’t talk to you like that. Please tell me he doesn’t always talk to you like that.”

“He’s just angry right now. He can get mean, but I’ll get it handled. I’ll talk him down, but you have to let me go do it.”

Ryker’s hands shake as he grabs my face. I hate the desperation in his eyes. I’m not leaving him. I don’t know what’s happening between us and I don’t know what’s going to happen with my dad. I don’t have the answers. All I know is I can’t lose Ryker, but I also have to try and explain this to my dad to make him understand. I need him to understand that even though I know I messed up by getting involved with Ryker while he was my client, I still worked hard to get the job done.

What happened between Ryker and me doesn’t change that.

“I don’t want you to leave. I’m sorry for getting us caught. If I hadn’t⁠—”

I reach to press my fingers against his lips. “It isn’t your fault. I knew better. I knew there was a chance he’d find out. Now, I just have to handle it.”

“Handle it,” he whispers when I remove my fingers.

I move my hand to cup his cheek, trying to ease the fear that is evident in his eyes. “I’m going to handle it. I need to figure it out with my dad, and it’s easier if he thinks I’m going with him. But I promise, Ryker, I’m not running. We have things we have to figure out ourselves, and I want to do that. But first, I have to go with him.”

He closes his eyes for a moment and I hate the way his entire body deflates. I’m trying to make him feel better and it isn’t working. I don’t know what else to say. No matter how much Ryker wants me to, I can’t just let my dad leave. I have to explain myself. I just need Ryker to understand that just because I’m doing that, it doesn’t mean I’m hiding from what’s happening between us.

“I don’t know if I can watch you go,” he confesses, his eyes finding mine once again. There’s so much vulnerability in his gaze that I can barely remember a time when he didn’t look at me like this.

My thumb brushes over his cheek. “You’re not getting rid of me that easily.” I laugh, wishing we weren’t in this situation in the first place. “I have to go, but I’ll come back.”

He lets out a sigh before he pulls our faces together. He presses his forehead to mine as we both sit with our thoughts and each other’s presence for a moment. When I first saw my dad, I didn’t know how to explain Ryker and me. I didn’t know if it’d be best to lie and say nothing happened or come up with some kind of story.

And then Ryker stuck up for me.

It was the first time I can remember anyone ever doing that for me, and in that moment, it hit me that I can’t pretend anymore. I can’t pretend I don’t have intense feelings for Ryker. I can’t act as if the man doesn’t hold my heart in his hands.

No matter how complicated things are about to be with my dad, I won’t let it get between Ryker and me. He fought for me out there in the kitchen and I want to do the same for him.

But my dad’s the only family I have. I’ve spent my entire life idolizing him, even if he hasn’t always deserved it. Even if he’s never deserved it.

“I meant what I said out there,” Ryker finally says, breaking me from my thoughts. He leans back enough just to meet my gaze. “I wouldn’t have gotten the board approval if it wasn’t for you. I’ll run Davenport Media because of you, Camille.”

I smile, realizing I was so swept up in the angry look in my father’s eyes, and the mean things he was saying, that I didn’t even tell Ryker congratulations. “You did it. You earned it. I’m so happy for you.”

He gives me a sad smile. “I’d be a lot happier about it if I wasn’t so worried about you walking through that door and never coming back.”

I’m quiet for a moment as I try to come up with the right thing to say. I’m not good at this. My job has always been to talk in half-truths and to find ways to spin a lie. I’ve never been good at being honest or vulnerable. I don’t know the right words to say right now. I don’t know how to convince him that I’m not going anywhere.

So I do the only thing I can think of. I grab his hand and place it over my racing heart.

“Feel that?” I ask.

He nods.

“No one’s ever made it race like that, Ryker.”

“Cami.” His voice comes out barely above a whisper.

I give him what I hope is a comforting smile. I need him to know that two things can be true: I can go explain things better to my dad in hopes that he’ll calm down and understand what’s happened, and I can come back to Ryker after.

“I’ve never let anyone in here. Not like I’ve let you.” I press his palm harder against my skin, hoping I’m getting the point across. “We’re going to figure out what happens next.”

“Together?” he asks, his voice breaking. I hate that there’s been so much back-and-forth between us that it’s this hard for him to believe what I’m saying.

I nod. “Together.”

Before he can say anything else, there’s a pounding on my door.

“Camille,” my dad yells. “The car will be here in five minutes to get us.”

My stomach drops at the anger still in his tone. I know I’ve messed up. I understand why he’s angry. I knew better than to get involved with a client, but I couldn’t help it. The heart wants what it wants, and I hope that if I just tell my dad that, he’ll understand. He doesn’t know I know this, but Mom started out as his client. Her family did. And maybe him knowing how I feel about Ryker will hit the soft spot that exists in his heart only for Mom.

“Okay,” I respond, not knowing if my dad even still stands there or if he’s already retreated down the hallway. Just in case he was there to hear it, I made sure to keep my voice strong. There’s something about him that always makes me back down even when I know I shouldn’t. I’ve done it my entire life, but this time, I want to stand up to him. Maybe doing that will finally earn me the respect I so desperately want from him.

“I’ve got to go,” I whisper, standing on my tiptoes to place a kiss against Ryker’s lips. “I’ll call you the moment I get this figured out,” I promise, hoping he believes me.

He nods, and even though it’s obvious he doesn’t want me to go, he accepts my answer. Something about the way he finally trusts me—trusts in us—hits me right in the heart. Hope blossoms in my chest that maybe this time we really will get it right. We’re communicating and putting our feelings out in the open in a way we didn’t get the time to do after that first night together.

He steps away but doesn’t leave the room. He watches me closely as I pull on a new outfit and throw my things back into my suitcase. I don’t grab everything. I don’t know what will happen next. I won’t be Ryker’s publicist anymore, which means I won’t need to be back here in the house with him. I don’t even know how long he plans to still be here in the Hamptons, but I want to leave pieces of myself here in the house. I hope it tells him that I really don’t plan on going anywhere.

I do my best to pack quickly and I don’t know how much time passes, but I do know that when I finally get it all packed up and I’m standing at the bedroom door, I hate how sad Ryker looks.

He stands in front of me in nothing but a pair of underwear. My sadness matches his for a moment as I mourn the day we were supposed to have together. I was looking forward to a day spent in our underwear, continuing to get to know one another before the reality of our lives hit us. We didn’t get that today, but I have hope that we still will.

“Do me a favor, princess?” Ryker speaks up, stepping closer to me to pull me into a hug.

I easily walk into his embrace, loving the feeling of his arms wrapped around me. I take a deep breath in, wanting to commit the smell of him to memory. I don’t know when I’ll see him again. Hopefully, it won’t be long. But I still do everything possible to remember his familiar scent, just in case. Any time away from him will feel like too long after all the time we’ve spent together so far this summer.

“What’s the favor?” I ask, my words coming out a bit muffled because they’re said against his chest.

“Don’t let your dad talk down to you. You’re an amazing woman. An incredible publicist. What’s happened between us doesn’t change how hard you worked to get the job done. I just need you to remember that.”

If I wasn’t already falling for him, that would’ve done it. He knew exactly what I needed to hear. His words give me the last bit of strength I need to go into this next conversation with my dad.

“Thank you for saying that,” I tell him, squeezing around his middle a little tighter because I don’t want to let go. “I won’t let him talk down to me. Not this time.”

Ryker’s lips press to the top of my hair. Everything about him just calms me instantly. No matter what happens with Dad, I know everything that’s happened will still be worth it, because it all led to Ryker.

“I’m going to go before he comes back even more pissed,” I mutter, loosening my grip around him even though I don’t want to.

Ryker pulls away too, one of his hands reaching out to cup my cheek. “Goodbye for now.”

I stand on my tiptoes and press my lips to his. He kisses me back immediately, his tongue softly running along the seam of my mouth. The kiss doesn’t last too long, but it still makes my entire body warm.

When I pull away, I give him a wide smile. “Goodbye for now, Ryker. I’ll let you know how it goes.” I press my lips to his one more time before gathering my bags and opening the door. I race out of the room before I lose the courage to leave Ryker standing there alone.


FORTY-FIVE
RYKER


There’s an emptiness in my chest as I take a seat at the kitchen table across from my father. It’s been about an hour since Camille left and I already miss her. This morning hasn’t gone how I expected, and I’m still trying to wrap my head around everything that’s happened.

“Well,” Dad begins with a whistle, his gaze focusing on me, “this morning sure has been interesting.”

I let out a sad laugh. I feel bad that he came to tell me in person about earning the board’s trust and this is what he was met with. When I first saw him in the kitchen, I was worried that the sight of me with Camille might be another instance where I disappointed him. He hasn’t made it seem like that at all. At least not yet, since I have no idea where this conversation is about to go.

“I’m sorry for fucking up again,” I get out, the guilt of what he walked in on this morning taking control of me.

Dad waves his hand through the air. “Don’t put words in my mouth. I didn’t say you fucked anything up. I just said this morning was interesting.”

“I know Troy thinks differently, but it isn’t just sex. And I swear that no matter what transpired with Camille, I was fully committed to impressing the board all summer.”

Dad nods. “I know.”

Something in my chest loosens at his words and I look at him, surprised. “You do?”

He leans back in his chair, his gaze on me as he stays quiet for a bit.

My fingers anxiously tap against the table as I wait for his answer. “A lot of the members of the board have been on it for years…some even decades. I know them well. I know they’re hard to impress. When the summer started, they were furious with you. They didn’t think you’d get it together enough to take over Davenport Media as quickly as I wanted to pass it on. But you changed their minds. When they talked to me, they were excited about the future. You’ve impressed them with your ideas and the time you took to get to know all of them. I know you were committed, Ryker. I’m proud of you, Son.”

My back falls against the back of the chair as my entire body relaxes.

I can’t help but smile because my father has said the words I’ve been so desperate to hear.

“I’ll keep making you proud,” I promise, as my cheeks burn from the smile I give him.

It feels like a weight has been lifted from my shoulders. This summer has opened my eyes in so many ways. The thought of losing Davenport Media felt like a knife being driven through my heart. For generations, my family has worked hard on expanding the business and turning it into a media empire.

I almost ripped it from the family just because I couldn’t keep my mouth shut. I don’t know what would’ve happened to me if, for the first time since the company was created, it was run by someone who didn’t carry the Davenport last name, but I’m sure as hell happy that I won’t have to find out.

“I know you will.” Dad leans forward and places his hand on my shoulder. “Your mom would be proud of you too, Ryker. I hope you know that.”

My eyes sting as I stare at him. I swallow, my throat feeling incredibly thick at his mention of Mom.

He never talks about her. I know it’s because he misses her, so I never pushed him to do it. She was the love of his life. The loss hit him hard, but sometimes it felt lonely to not have anyone to talk about her with.

“You think so?” I croak, placing my hand over my chest. There’s a sting there at the mention of her name because I’d give anything for her to be here to say the words herself.

Dad gives me a confident nod. He squeezes my shoulder again. “Yes. Ryker, I…” He pulls his gaze from mine and looks around the room. I watch as he takes a shaky deep breath, clearly struggling with whatever he’s about to say. “I wasn’t the best father to you after her death. Hell, even in her final weeks, I became absent, and I hate myself for it. I was so consumed by my own grief that I didn’t have it in me to even think about what you were going through.”

I have to close my eyes for a moment to try and fight the intense sting of unshed tears. The only time I’ve ever seen Dad cry was at her funeral. I wasn’t expecting to see the way his eyes gloss over now, and I don’t know how to handle it.

“Dad, it’s⁠—”

He holds up his hand to stop me from saying anything else. His shoulders shake as he looks at the ceiling for a moment to compose himself before looking at me again. “I should’ve been there for you. I lost the love of my life, but you also lost your mother. And I don’t know if I’ll ever forgive myself for forcing you to deal with that loss alone.”

“I wasn’t there for you either,” I tell him. It’s true. We both dealt with the loss of her on our own. We didn’t talk about her and we tried to move on with our lives. We both could’ve probably handled it differently.

“You’re not the parent, Ryker. You’re a kid who lost his mom and was left to sit in his grief alone. I was so confused when you changed. I didn’t understand how you became this totally different person after her death. And I blame myself for that because of course you changed. It kills me that I got upset with you instead of being there for you.”

All I can do is nod. Emotions clog my throat and prevent me from saying anything for the moment. I hate that he feels guilty—we both could’ve done things better—but I also needed to hear that he might understand why I changed. I need him to know that the person I became after Mom’s passing isn’t who I want to be. I’m trying to change. I’m doing my best and I hope he sees that.

“I’m really trying to figure my shit out,” I finally manage to get out. “I’m trying to be better.”

His face falls. “You already are, son. You’re doing your best and that’s what matters. Look what you’ve already done. I think some of the members are on their way to liking you more than they do me.”

I laugh and shake my head. “I am far more charming than you. Give me a year or two and I’ll be the new favorite for all of them.”

This makes Dad laugh, and I like hearing it. I realize that I don’t know the last time I heard him laugh. In fact, I don’t know the last time we actually sat down and had a meaningful conversation like this.

“I’ve been talking to someone,” Dad finally says. “I realized it was time for me to maybe see a therapist. I’ll respect whatever decision you make, but maybe you should too. I’ve only done three sessions, but it’s helped. It could help you, too.”

I stare at him for a moment, not knowing what to say. The thought has crossed my mind on multiple occasions, but I was scared to admit I might need outside help. But knowing Dad went and talked with a therapist makes me wonder if it’s time I do too. I don’t hate who I’ve become as much as I used to, but I don’t think talking through everything with someone would hurt.

“Yeah,” I respond. “Maybe I’ll do that.”

Dad nods and looks around the kitchen. He lets out a long sigh as the heaviness of our conversation lingers between us. I don’t know how long we sit in silence, but we both let each other sit with our thoughts.

Finally, he clears his throat and breaks the silence. “It’s good to be back here. In this house. Surrounded by her. I didn’t realize I was avoiding this place until now.”

“I actually thought the same thing at the beginning of the summer.”

“She loved this house. So much. I see her everywhere.”

I smile, looking around as memories of Mom flood my mind.

“Remember the time when a bird accidentally flew into the kitchen?” I ask, letting out a loud laugh as the mental picture pops into my mind as clear as day.

Dad chuckles. “Oh my God, she screamed so loud I thought something terrible had happened. I remember running from the room so fast, thinking I was about to find something horrible in the kitchen.”

“Just her running around with a dish towel trying to scare an innocent bird right out of the house.”

We both laugh before drifting into a comfortable silence.

“We had some really good times here,” Dad notes.

I nod, looking around the house and thinking back on all the memories that were made here. “I’m glad so many were with her.”

“Me too, son. Me too. She really was an incredible woman.”

I drag a hand over my mouth as I nod once again. She really was the best. I realize that for the first time in a long time, the memories of her aren’t so bittersweet. I still miss her. I’ll always miss her. But now, thinking about her doesn’t just bring pain. I feel lucky enough to have had the time I did get with her.

“So, want to tell me more about Camille Vaughn?” Dad asks.


FORTY-SIX
CAMILLE


My dad hasn’t said a word to me in over an hour.

It was silent when we both climbed into the back of the SUV that picked us up from the Davenport house.

It was silent the entire ride to the airport.

It stayed quiet as we sat at our gate, waiting for our plane to board.

I’ve always been too scared to talk to Dad when he’s quiet. If he’s quiet, it’s bad. It means his anger is so far gone that he doesn’t even deem you important enough to have a conversation with.

That used to be okay with me, but something in me has changed. I don’t want to walk on eggshells around him the way I used to.

“Dad,” I say, my gaze pinned on him as I sit across from him at the gate.

He doesn’t look at me. Instead, he stares at his phone as if whatever is on there is far more important than his daughter trying to get his attention.

“Dad,” I repeat, my voice getting tighter. I know he’s mad at me, and he has a reason to be. But if he was insistent on me coming with him, then he’s going to have to at least have a conversation with me.

When his angry glare meets mine, I try not to react. I’m not going to back down from him. Not this time. Not anymore.

“I’m sorry,” I say, wanting to get the apology out before he decides to ignore me. “I didn’t mean to disappoint you. I met Ryker before this summer and we had a bit of history. It started out professional. It remained professional for a long time. I tried fighting the feelings, knowing he was my client, but eventually, I just couldn’t.” My words stay strong and confident until the very end. The last sentence comes out quieter than the rest.

“I’ve always only had one fucking rule, Camille. You don’t get involved with a client. Especially not a client as high-profile as Ryker Davenport.”

I nod. “I know. I messed up, but the job still got done. He’s getting approved by the board. Shouldn’t that be what counts? We succeeded, Dad. That’s a good thing.”

He looks back at me with a scathing glare. I try not to back down from it, but I don’t know if he’s ever looked at me with as much venom in his eyes as he does now. “I can’t even celebrate the accomplishment because you had to sleep your way to success.”

I try not to wince at his words. I don’t want him to get away with speaking to me like that. I don’t want his words to have power over me. Not when I know they’re wrong.

I push my shoulders back and take a deep breath. “I didn’t sleep my way there. I put in the work. I could tell you an ungodly number of details about every single member on the Davenport Media board. I worked hard to make sure Ryker had positive media attention and that he put in the effort to earn the confidence of the board. I didn’t sleep my way to success. I earned it.”

Dad scoffs and it’s one of those moments I know I’ll remember forever.

It’s a moment I realize that even though I’ve spent my entire life wanting his respect, I’m not so sure if I even actually respect him. And I don’t even know if I even want to be accepted by him anymore. Who cares about the opinion of someone who talks to their daughter like this?

“You made Vaughn PR look bad. I should’ve sent someone else for the job. They would’ve gotten the job done and wouldn’t have slept with their client to do so.”

I’m normally pretty good at hiding my reaction to things. I’ve learned to have a poker face with this job. But my jaw drops and the smallest gasp passes my lips.

He didn’t just say that. Surely I’m not hearing him correctly. My father can be mean, but that was just cruel. Maybe he’s always been cruel; it just took Ryker pointing it out to me to finally realize it.

“Dad,” I whisper, shaking my head. I stare at him in disbelief, wondering what I did wrong in my life for him to care about me so little. I’m his daughter. I idolized him. My entire life, I’ve done everything he’s asked of me…and now, I can barely even stand to look at the man sitting across from me.

“Don’t use the ‘dad’ card on me. At work, you aren’t my daughter and I’m not your father. You’re just an employee. One I expected better from.”

I nod. Fine. If he wants to treat me like an employee, then he shouldn’t be shocked by my next question. “When can I expect to be made partner?” The question has been at the back of my mind since the moment we left the Davenport beach house. At first, I was worried about my job, but as I had time to gather my thoughts during the car ride to the airport, I realized Dad won’t fire me. He might not admit it, but he knows I’m an asset to the business. I’m damn good at my job. Better than anyone else at Vaughn PR.

I know I still have my job, despite how angry he is with me. What I don’t know is if he’ll hold up his end of the deal now that I’ve succeeded with my half.

He’d been looking at his phone, so disinterested in our conversation that he was no longer looking at me. My question catches his attention, and his eyes immediately find mine as he raises his eyebrows. “Is that a joke?”

I press my lips into a thin line to hide any kind of reaction. “No. I fulfilled my end. I got Ryker his board’s approval. You said if I did that, I’d make partner. I did it. I want to be made partner at Vaughn PR.”

He laughs and the sound makes my skin crawl. It’s condescending and cruel. Nothing about what I said was funny, but the way he throws his head back and claps his hands, you’d think I was a comedian.

Finally, he gets control of himself and focuses on me once again. “Of course not. You’re lucky to still have your job, Camille. You’re not being made partner. Not even close.”

I was prepared for his answer. It’s exactly what I was expecting him to say, but it still stings to hear. I can’t deny there was a small, naive part of me that was hoping that maybe he’d stick to his word.

But deep down, I knew better. I was never going to get the promotion.

Ryker was right. My dad never intended to make me partner. I just made it easy and gave him a way to deny me the position, even after holding up my end of the bargain. No matter how good I’ve been at my job, no matter how much I’ve dedicated my life to Vaughn PR—to him—none of it was enough. It was never going to be enough.

And it was about time I realized that, accepted it, and did something about it.

I refuse to spend the rest of my life trying to accomplish the impossible. I’m never going to earn his respect, and I don’t even think I’ll ever impress him. He’s never going to be proud of me, and that’s something I have to be okay with.

Because it doesn’t matter.

He’s my father, and I’ve tried my entire life to be the perfect daughter so maybe one day, he wouldn’t see me as a burden, but all of it was pointless.

I’ve been the perfect daughter.

But he’ll never be the perfect father.

He’s never really been a father at all.

And it’s about damn time I stop wasting my time trying to pretend that will change.

I put in the work. I became one of the most sought-after publicists at only twenty-four. I’m good at my job. I don’t need him. I’ve never needed anything from him.

I stand up as a freeing feeling takes over.

“Where are you going?” Dad asks, his tone bored and nonchalant, as if he hadn’t just said some of the cruelest things imaginable to me.

“I quit,” I answer, enunciating the two words.

Dad sits up straighter, the hand holding his phone dropping to his lap as he looks at me in shock. “What?”

I shrug. “I quit. I don’t want your stupid promotion and I don’t want to work at Vaughn PR at all. I’m done.”

Dad shakes his head. “You can’t just quit. What are you going to do?”

I laugh. “What I do next isn’t really any of your concern.”

“You can’t quit.”

All I can do is shake my head. My entire life, I’ve wanted to earn the title of having my name up on the wall with his. I felt like I had to earn being a Vaughn, but that’s the furthest thing from the truth. I didn’t need to earn anything from him. “I’m quitting, Dad. I’m done. Good luck without me.”

I stare at him for a few moments before leaving. I don’t know the next time I’ll see him. I hope it isn’t for a long time. Now that I’ve freed myself of needing his respect, there’s nothing I really want from him at all.

“Camille, we can⁠—”

I don’t listen to him finish whatever he has to say. Whatever it is isn’t important. It won’t change my mind. I grab my bags and walk away.

I can’t help but smile as I hurry through the small airport.

I can’t believe I just did that.

I’ve never felt so free.

I’ve spent my entire life trying to make him proud, but now I realize the only person I need to make proud is myself.

And today, I did that.

I feel so proud of myself. It’s the best feeling in the world, and all I want to do is call Ryker and tell him everything that’s happened, but I hold off.

I want to tell him in person.

I want to see his face when I tell him that I quit. That I finally decided that I don’t need validation from my father at all.

I’d like to think that, no matter what, I would’ve finally walked away from the toxic relationship I had with my father, but I know the timing of this is because of Ryker.

He’s the first person after Mom passed who really believed in me. Who told me I deserved better. He defended me when he didn’t have to. He gave me the courage to stop accepting how my father treated me.

He’s been there for me. He’s shown up for me the way no one has before, and now all I want is to get back to him.

I’ll figure out what I’m going to do about a job later. I know I’m one of the best publicists around. Every single one of Vaughn PR’s competitors will jump at the opportunity to hire me. I have options and things I’ll figure out. But I can make those plans later. Right now, my only plan is to get to the man who has captured my heart.

The feelings I have for him are strong and scary. I’m someone who hates unknowns, and there are a lot of those when it comes to him.

But I have a lot of knowns when it comes to Ryker too. I know I’ve never felt this way about anyone. I know he cares for me. I know he’s been there for me. And I know he’ll stay.

Right now, that’s all I need to know.


FORTY-SEVEN
RYKER


Jude rattles on about something from my side, but I barely hear a word he’s saying. I’m too busy missing Camille. It’s only been a couple of hours since she left with her dad, and I already miss her more than I could’ve imagined.

Pembroke isn’t the same without her here. It’s a thought I never expected to have. At the start of the summer, I hated the thought of her coming to the Hamptons with me. Every time she insisted on tagging along to the club, I hated it. Now I barely want to be here without her.

After our talk, Dad asked if I wanted to spend the day at Pembroke with him. It sounded like a good idea. I thought it’d get my mind off Camille as I waited for a text or call from her. But now that I’m here, I just miss her.

“Davenport.”

I jump, looking over at Jude as he waits for my attention with raised eyebrows.

“Yes?”

“Should I repeat everything I just said? You weren’t listening to me, were you?”

I give him an apologetic smile. “I’m sorry. My mind is elsewhere.”

“Does it have to do with a certain brunette that happens to be missing today?” he asks.

I sigh. When I first got to Pembroke today, I stuck to chatting with my dad and his friends. Eventually, I made it over to my friends, but I still haven’t told anyone that I secured the board’s approval or that Camille left. I didn’t know how to bring up either topic.

“Yes. We got the board’s approval. Both our dads came to the house to tell us of our success and they found us…together.” My cheeks heat and my neck tingles at having to tell Jude these details.

He doesn’t seem bothered by it in the slightest. Instead, his face breaks out into a giant grin. “I knew it,” he calls, his voice a little loud.

My eyes go wide as I look around the gentlemen’s lounge. Luckily, it doesn’t catch anyone’s attention. Everyone’s too locked into their own conversations to really pay attention to us.

“Yes, you knew it,” I mutter.

“So I’m a matchmaker then?” Jude questions, his smile somehow getting even wider.

I roll my eyes at him. “Maybe. I don’t know. Things with Camille happened fast…but also not fast, if that makes sense.”

Jude lifts a shoulder. “Doesn’t have to make sense to anyone but the two of you.”

I let out a long breath before I sit back in my chair. “Well, let’s just say…her dad was beyond pissed.” I shake my head as I think back on Troy’s anger. It took everything in me to even let Camille leave with her father after hearing the horrible things he said to his daughter, but I had to let her go. I know she needed to handle that situation on her own.

Jude lets out a whistle. “Really? Because she worked for you?”

“I think? It seemed like more than that. But anyway, it didn’t go well. He demanded Camille leave with him now that the job is technically done. So, that’s what she did.”

Jude doesn’t say anything for a minute. He stays quiet, thinking about what I’ve told him before responding. “And how do you feel about her dad?”

“I hate her dad. I wish I could just punch the asshole in his face. You should’ve heard the way he talked to Camille. It was bad.”

“And how do you feel about her leaving?”

His question takes me by surprise because I’m not used to Jude being so thoughtful. I didn’t think he’d care about my feelings. I always thought Jude only cared about himself, but if I’ve learned anything this summer, it’s that I was wrong about Jude.

I miss Camille. I really do, but there’s also a sort of peace when I think about her. I was scared to watch her leave, but she made sure to calm every fear I had about us. Now, even though she’s gone and I don’t know when she’ll be back or what happens next, I believe we’ll get it figured out. Because of that, I feel better than I thought I would.

I let out a long breath. “Honestly? Okay. She had to go to figure things out with her dad. It had to happen. We’ll figure out the rest.”

“Yes, you will. You and Camille,” he says, shaking his head with a smile. “I knew it.”

“You were right.” I laugh, remembering the talk at Cal’s pool not too long ago.

“So, are we going to gloss over the fact you got your board approval?” He holds his hand out for me to shake. “Congratulations, man.”

I smile. I don’t know if it’s really hit me that we pulled it off. I won’t be losing my claim to Davenport Media. It feels fucking good. “Thank you. I still can’t believe it. I didn’t think it’d happen so soon.”

I don’t tell him this, but I feel good again. Really good. I like myself and who I’ve become, and it’s such a freeing feeling to finally feel that way again.

Jude looks at something behind me at the same moment we hear a staff member call out, “You’re not allowed in here. This is for men only.”

I turn around, wondering what’s going on, when my eyes meet hers.

Camille.

I blink a few times, wondering if she’s actually here or if I’m seeing things. She left with her dad only hours ago. I didn’t expect to see her again for days, and even that was unknown. But when my vision comes into focus, she still stands there with a smile on her face.

“This space is men only,” a staff member repeats, walking up to Camille. She just glares at the man for a moment before looking back at me.

I immediately push to my feet and close the distance to her.

She’s back. She’s here.

Before I can even get words out, I’m pulling her off the ground and into my arms. She immediately wraps her arms around me and buries her face into the crook of my neck.

“What are you doing here?” I ask, my hands running over her back to check if this is real.

“I came to see you,” she responds, keeping her tone matter-of-fact. She squeezes me tight and presses a kiss to my neck before lifting her head so her gaze meets mine.

“To see me?” I repeat, the words coming out as a question.

She nods. “Yes. I went to the house first, but you weren’t there. So I came here. I’ve been all over the club looking for you.”

“What about your dad?” I ask, well aware that people are staring at us, but I don’t care. They can look. She isn’t my publicist anymore. She’s just mine.

Camille smiles. I place her back on the ground, but we still stay in an embrace. “I quit,” she answers, her answer so nonchalant that I wonder if I’m even hearing her correctly.

“You…quit?”

She nods. “I quit. He was never going to give me a promotion. I’m tired of giving my all to someone who doesn’t care about me or believe in me.”

I smile because I’m so fucking proud of her. I know that had to have been hard, but Camille’s strong. Of course she realized she deserves better.

She deserves the world.

“So then you came right here?” I ask, pointing out the obvious, but I can’t help it. I’m in disbelief that she’s here.

Camille nods. “When you realize you’re falling in love with someone, you want to get back to them as soon as possible.”

Time slows as I’m not sure I heard her right. It takes me a moment to really process what she’s told me.

I feel like I’m floating. It feels like my heart might leap right out of my chest in an attempt to get to hers. I can’t believe what I’m hearing.

“Cami…” Her name comes out hoarse and I feel bad that I can’t bring myself to say anything else. I’m just so fucking happy that I can’t form a coherent thought.

She’s falling for me.

She’s here.

She came back.

It’s like she can read my mind. She smiles and nods before lifting to her toes and pressing a kiss to my lips. We’re on full display, but neither of us cares. We’re too lost in the moment, in each other, to pay attention to anyone else.

“I’m falling for you, Ryker Davenport. It’s terrifying and exhilarating and so many other things I’ve never felt before. But this is me trusting you to catch me.”

I grab both sides of her face and pull our heads together. “I’m falling right there with you, princess. I’ll always catch you.”

She smiles and I swear her eyes shine with unshed tears. The smile on her face is the most beautiful sight in the world. “Good. Now, kiss me.”

I lean in to kiss her and I swear Jude cheers in the background.


FORTY-EIGHT
CAMILLE


“Where are we going?” I ask, following Ryker as he leads us through the hallways of Pembroke.

His hand tightens around mine as he continues to guide us through a part of the club I haven’t seen before.

“Somewhere private,” he responds. He looks over his shoulder at me, and before I can get another question out, he’s pushing me up against the wall and pressing his lips to mine.

I laugh as our lips connect. I should be concerned about the public display of affection, but I just can’t seem to care. I never thought I’d be the person openly making out in a hallway of a busy country club, but I also have never felt this way about anyone before.

I’ve never felt happier than I do in this moment.

I don’t care that I just quit my job and I don’t know what’s going to happen next.

I don’t care that my dad may never talk to me again.

All I care about is that I’m with the man kissing me with so much passion it makes my toes curl.

“Say it again,” Ryker whispers against my lips.

“Say what?”

He pulls away and looks at me with an intensity I haven’t seen in his brown eyes before. “That you’re falling for me.”

I smile, my fingers tightening around the fabric of his shirt. “I’m falling in love with you.” It still shocks me to say those words out loud, but it just feels right with him. Now that I’ve fully let him in, I don’t want to pretend that I don’t have strong feelings for him. How could I not? It’s Ryker.

He groans as his gaze heats. His eyes pull from mine as he looks around the hallway. Instead of responding, he pulls me toward a closed door. He hastily opens it and yanks me inside the room with him before closing the door behind us.

I look around. It’s some sort of storage closet. On the shelves are rows and rows of folded-up napkins and towels with the Pembroke logo stitched on them.

“What are we doing in here?” I ask, trying not to moan when Ryker’s lips find my neck. His large hands find my waist as he trails kisses along my tender skin.

“I’m falling in love with you too,” he says, his lips moving against my neck.

I smile because it feels so good to hear him say those words. I’ve spent so long feeling like I was unlovable that it makes my heart soar to hear that I was wrong. I’m not unlovable at all. I just hadn’t met the right person yet.

His fingertips drift underneath the fabric of my shirt.

“Ryker,” I warn, loving the feel of his fingertips against my skin. I felt his touch everywhere on my body early this morning, but that seems like a lifetime ago. After everything that’s transpired since this morning, I’m starving for his touch.

I just didn’t expect to be getting it in a closet at the club where anyone could walk in at any moment.

“I need you.” He pulls his lips from my skin and meets my gaze. “I can’t wait. Not after knowing how you feel. I need you now, baby.”

I can’t help but give him a smile. He’s just so perfect and I can’t believe he’s mine. “It’ll take us ten minutes to get back to your house.”

He smirks. “That’s ten minutes too long. You know all the things I could do to you in ten minutes?”

Wetness pools between my thighs at his words.

“We shouldn’t. What if we get caught?”

He slips his fingers into the waistband of my shorts. “We won’t get caught. You just have to be quiet.”

I close my eyes when his fingertips trail over where I need him most. He doesn’t waste any time. He circles my clit in a way that has my entire body relaxing into his touch.

“How does that feel?” he asks, his voice hoarse as he continues to tease me.

“You know it feels good,” I respond, opening my eyes to find his gaze hot on me. “But we’re in public. Anyone could find⁠—”

He stops my words by kissing me and I moan when he slips two fingers inside me at the same moment his tongue meets mine.

I can’t pretend I don’t want this. The thought of him stopping the delicious torture he’s started is worse than the thought of someone catching us.

Plus, I understand his need. Now that the feelings are out in the open, I need him in a way that I can’t even explain.

This man.

“Fuck, baby, you’re soaking wet,” Ryker points out, pulling his lips from mine and going back to kissing my neck.

“It’s what you do to me,” I confess, my cheeks heating.

He lets out a groan as his fingers pick up speed inside me. He presses the heel of his hand against my clit, making me moan even more from how incredible it feels.

“You’re mine,” he declares, desperation in his tone.

I nod because it’s all I can do at the moment due to the overwhelming amount of pleasure overtaking my senses. It’s the way he fills me and plays with my clit at the same time, the heated look in his eyes and the desperate tone to his words, paired with the idea of getting caught, that makes everything about this moment one of the hottest I’ve ever experienced.

“Say it out loud,” he demands, his eyes hot on mine.

“I’m yours,” I tell him. I don’t know how I could ever be anyone else’s. He owns my heart. He always will.

A growl rips from his throat the moment the words leave my mouth. I don’t know if I’ve seen him this desperate. If I knew telling him I was falling for him would turn him into this, I might’ve told him sooner. Although the events from today are the ones that made me finally realize the feelings I had for the man in front of me.

“I’m always going to be yours,” he says, the pace of his fingers picking up inside me. It feels too good. It’s too much. He’s going to have me coming against his fingers before we have time to do anything else.

“You better be,” I respond, my words hoarse and hurried as I near an orgasm.

He leans in to kiss me once again and it doesn’t take long for him to send me over the edge. I moan, but he swallows my sounds, muffling them so no one can hear us.

The orgasm seems to last forever. His fingers continue to push in and out of me as I ride out every last wave of it. Finally, I grab his wrist and stop him once my body relaxes and I regain my bearings.

“Ryker,” I breathe, not knowing what else to say. There’s an intensity between us now that we’ve confessed our feelings. That orgasm was everything, and I know it won’t compare to the one I’ll have when his dick is inside me again.

“You’re so perfect,” he marvels, his eyes scanning my face.

I smile because this man makes me smile more than anyone ever has before.

“Can you be quiet?” I ask, an idea popping into my head. I bite my lip, watching him carefully.

He cocks his head to the side. “What?”

I drop to my knees, wanting to make him feel as good as he just made me feel. I look at the obvious bulge in his shorts as I lick my lips in anticipation.

“Cami.” My name comes out pained as I undo the button of his shorts.

“It’s my turn,” I point out. I look at him from where I’m on my knees, loving the way he looks down at me. I’ve never felt so powerful in my life. He’s been great at voicing how he feels about me, but even if he hadn’t, I would already know. It’s in every look he gives me, in the way he always needs to touch me.

He’s mine.

And I want to make my man feel good.

I lower his briefs and free his dick, finding a bead of precum already on his tip.

“Remember to be quiet,” I tell him, wrapping my fingers around the base of him. I don’t give him time to respond before I’m wrapping my lips around him.

He lets out a growl as I move up and down his length, making sure to keep my tongue flat as I try to fit as much of him in my mouth as possible.

His fingers wrap in my hair as I continue to work him in and out of my mouth. I keep my fingers wrapped around his base. He’s too big for me to fit every inch of him, so I try to make it as good as I can with a mix of my hand and mouth.

I love the sounds he makes as I continue to give him a blow job. He moans. He groans. He repeats my name over and over again with the sexiest rasp that fuels me to keep going until he comes.

“I’m going to come,” he hurriedly gets out. He tries to push my head away, but I suck my lips around him tighter.

He tries again, but it’s too late. His dick pulses in my mouth and then he comes. I swallow every drop, reveling in the fact that I’m the one who made him feel this way.

“Cami, Cami, Cami,” he rasps, saying my name over and over again like a plea.

I keep my mouth on him until I know he’s done.

When I pull away, I look up at him with a smile before wiping at my mouth with the back of my hand.

Ryker shakes his head. “Fuck, baby, that was…”

“I’m not sure you did very well at being quiet,” I point out, standing up.

This makes him smile. He tucks himself back into his shorts. “With your mouth around my cock like that, it’s impossible for me to be quiet. That was so fucking hot, princess.”

“Good.”

“Now I want to fuck you.”

This makes me smile. “I want that too.”

He wraps his arms around me and pulls me against his body. “Let’s get back to the house. Next time you come, I want to hear you scream my name.”


FORTY-NINE
RYKER


“What are you smiling at?” Camille asks from the passenger seat. She smiles at me and I don’t think I’ll ever get used to her smiling so freely. Her cheeks have stayed pink since the moment we left that closet at Pembroke. I don’t know what came over me, but I just couldn’t wait to have her. She confessed her feelings for me and the only thing I could think about was being as close to her as physically possible.

I’ve never needed someone the way I need her. I’ve never felt the way I’ve felt about her.

Everyone at Pembroke probably thinks I’m crazy with how quickly I pulled her out of the club and to the SUV once we left that closet. I couldn’t look at anyone. All I could think about was finally getting my girl alone and finishing what we started.

“I was just thinking,” I answer, remembering Camille had asked a question. I pull our intertwined hands to my lips and press a kiss to the back of her hand.

“What were you thinking?”

“Now that you’re no longer my publicist, will you be my girlfriend?” I ask, the question coming out rushed and not as smooth as I was hoping it would. I got too excited to ask it. I’m falling for her quickly and without reservation. Nothing would make me happier than to get to call her mine.

Camille stares at me with her big, beautiful aquamarine eyes. I love how her entire face lights up with her beaming smile. “Of course I’ll be your girlfriend.”

I pull the SUV into the driveway and put it in park, twisting my body to face hers. “Really? No argument at all?”

She laughs. “No, boyfriend, no arguments from me. Not this time.”

I lean across the center console and kiss her.

She’s my girlfriend.

And she called me her boyfriend.

I pull away and shake my head. “I really thought you might argue about that one with your history of loving to fight with me.”

“We can fight later about what we’re going to order for dinner. I’m not fighting about being your girlfriend. I want to be yours just as badly as I want you to be mine.”

I didn’t know it was possible to care for someone as much as I care for her. I swear my heart does a flip in my chest at her words.

When I first found out we were forced to spend the summer together, I thought I was going to hate every second of it. I was crushed by her pretending that we never happened, and I was angry with her. I never could’ve expected how the summer would unfold.

But it’s been perfect.

I can’t be mad about the scowls, or jabs, or arguments, because all of it led to this moment right here.

Us together.

I think we’ve both done a lot of healing since we got here, healing we didn’t even realize we needed until we met each other. I take Camille’s hand in mine once again and press a kiss against her knuckles.

“Hey, Cami?” I say, my voice quiet.

“Yes?”

“I’m starting to really like myself again.”

Her eyes soften and her hand squeezes mine. “Yeah?”

“Yes. I mean it. I feel good again.”

She smiles. “That makes me so happy. You’ve worked so hard. I’m so happy you see what I see. You’re an amazing person. Someone your mom would be incredibly proud of.”

I look across the SUV and see so many things as I look into Camille’s eyes. I see my future. I see summers in the Hamptons and winters in Manhattan. I see lazy mornings in bed and late nights tangled in the sheets.

I see it all with her.

I reach out and cup her cheek, loving how she immediately nuzzles into my touch. “I really like my life right now. And I’m really fucking excited about what the future looks like…with you.”

This makes her smile. “Even if I’m jobless and have no idea where I’ll work next?” There isn’t sadness in her tone at all. It seems like she’s actually happy about leaving her job.

I nod. “I think you should start your own PR firm. Spend the rest of the summer in the Hamptons with me. Continue to build relationships with the wealthiest people in New York. By the time fall comes around, you’ll have a full roster of potential new clients.”

She thinks over my words for a moment before slowly nodding her head. “That isn’t a bad idea. If only I had a place to stay…” Her words drift off as she looks at me with a playful smile.

“You’re not staying anywhere but with me,” I tell her before opening the door to the SUV and rounding the front to open hers as well.

She’s smiling at me the moment I pull her door open. “We just became boyfriend and girlfriend and we’re already moving in together? Do you think that’s a little soon?” she asks, a teasing tone to her voice.

I take her hand and help her out of the SUV. We only make it a few steps before I’m yanking on her hand and pulling her body flush to mine. “We’ve lived together for half the summer now. Nothing’s too soon. Not with us. Not with how I feel about you.”

“You sure you want to deal with my plans for the rest of the summer? You have your chance to get rid of me and the binder full of plans.”

I smile before brushing my thumb over her cheek and cradle the back of her neck with my hand. “I want to make plans with you for the rest of my life, princess. Bring on the binders.”

She gives me the biggest smile. It’s radiant. “Good answer.”

Then she rises to her tiptoes and kisses me.

It’s a kiss that promises forever.

A kiss that will stick with me for the rest of my life because I know that no matter what we still have to figure out, we’re going to do it together. How we feel about each other is stronger than anything that life can throw at us.

I started out the summer hating that Camille was my publicist. I was bitter about her not being mine.

Now, I get to enjoy the remainder of summer with her being my girlfriend.

And nothing has ever made more sense in my life than me being hers and her being mine.

We’re perfect.

This summer has been perfect.

I got to keep my family’s legacy and I got my girl.

Yeah, I really like myself again.

I really like this life.

And I really think my mom would be damn proud of me.


EPILOGUE - CAMILLE


The press of lips against my cheek wakes me up from a deep sleep. I smile, reveling in the familiar feeling against my skin.

I stretch underneath the blankets, trying to wake myself up more. We were up late last night for New Year’s Eve. We spent it at a party in Manhattan with our closest friends. I don’t think we got home until around four in the morning.

“Good morning,” Ryker whispers, his words said against my ear.

“Hopefully it’s afternoon with how late we were up,” I respond, opening my eyes to meet his.

He’s perfect. I’ll never get tired of waking up to him. It’s been six months since we were sent to the Hamptons together and I still have moments where I can’t believe he’s mine.

“I want to show you something,” Ryker tells me, tucking a piece of hair behind my ear.

“What is it?”

“Come to the living room and you’ll find out,” he responds, a sexy smirk on his lips.

I love waking up to him every single morning. Since the moment we confessed our feelings, we’ve lived together. We’ve had to spend a handful of nights away from each other because of our busy schedules, but we try to keep it to a minimum. I hate being away from him. He’s become my home. My safe place. I never want to be anywhere else.

“Cami,” Ryker says, pulling me from my thoughts. He presses a kiss against my shoulder, giving me goosebumps.

I smile but push the top half of my body off the mattress. I look around, remembering just last year when I looked around this space and he was nowhere to be found. I thought I’d never see him again, something that broke me in ways I didn’t even want to admit.

Now, I have him staring at me with so much love in his eyes that I can’t help but lean in and kiss him.

One thing I’ve never had to do is question this man’s love for me. He’s constantly shown up for me, every single day. He’s proven over and over again that I’m not hard to love and has made me the luckiest girl in the world.

I’m so happy that this year on New Year’s Day, he’s mine.

“You know it was just Christmas. Why do I have a surprise today?”

Ryker smiles. He holds out his hand for me to take, and I gladly place my hand in his and let him lead me to the living room. “Because I wanted to give you this surprise today.”

I give him a curious look as he leads me out of the hallway and into the living room. On the coffee table is a plate filled with donuts.

“The donuts,” I whisper, remembering the tradition he had with his mom.

He gives me a smile and nods. “This year is a raspberry rosemary old-fashioned donut. Not the most outrageous one they’ve done, but I think it’ll be good.”

I step closer to him and wrap my arms around his middle. I know how important the tradition with his mom was to him. “You should’ve woken me up,” I tell him, feeling terrible he had to go out alone. “I would’ve gone with you.”

He smiles. “I was fine going alone. It was kind of like I could feel her, as weird as that sounds. All I needed was to know that you’d still be in my bed when I got back.”

“I wouldn't dream of being anywhere else.”

I’m about to sit down and grab a donut before Ryker stops me. He holds my hand, but lightly. I swear his hand might be shaking, but I could also be making it up.

“Cami,” he begins, his voice hoarse.

My heart starts to race because of the intense way he looks at me. He always looks at me with so much love, but this look is different. The love and adoration is almost pouring out of him as his eyes stare into mine.

“Waking up next to you this morning, knowing I was starting the year with you, I…” His words fall off for a moment as he gathers his thoughts. “I just have never been so happy in my life.”

I smile because there is something special about knowing that we’re starting the year by each other’s side. We didn’t get the chance last year, but this time, we will.

“I’m so happy too, baby,” I tell him. I truly have never been happier in my life. Everything has fallen together perfectly. Some mornings, I wake up and can’t believe any of this is real.

Ryker’s dad has spent months getting him ready to take over Davenport Media, and he’ll officially step down next week and hand the company over.

I took Ryker’s idea and ran with it. I created some incredible relationships while in the Hamptons. Pembroke had an amazing pool of potential new clients. It was easy to create my own PR firm. Everyone else knew what my dad didn’t. I was a damn good publicist. There’s already a waiting list of potential new clients for me now that my current workload is full.

Life has been crazy, but I wouldn’t have it any other way. Ryker and I have been by each other’s side the entire time. There have been good days and bad days, but we handled it together.

I’m working my dream job, in my dream city, and I have my dream guy. The last six months have brought so many changes, but I’m thankful for every single one of them. They’ve led me to this moment right here.

“I had all these plans on how I wanted to do this,” he begins before taking a deep breath, “but I woke up this morning and didn’t want to waste another second.”

He drops to a knee and all the pieces click together.

“Ryker,” I whisper, emotion already clogging my throat at the sight of him on one knee.

He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a blue ring box. The color reminds me of the hydrangeas at the Hamptons house. The ones planted by his mother.

“I thought I could wait until this summer when we were back in the Hamptons. I thought that would be perfect since that’s where it all began for us. But then I was thinking this morning, as much as I love how our story unfolded in the Hamptons, our story really began one year ago. On New Year’s Day. Right here. And then I thought about it and I couldn’t wait any longer to ask you this.”

He opens up the ring box and I gasp.

The most stunning ring sits inside. It’s a large, oval-cut diamond on a gold band. I try to look at the ring, but I only glance at it a moment before my gaze moves to Ryker’s once again. I can’t look at anything but him.

“I love you, Camille. I love you in a way that completely consumes me. No one’s ever made me feel the way you do. My heart is yours. It’ll always be yours. I want to spend the rest of my life with you, and I want the rest of my life to start right now. Say yes. Be my wife.”

Tears pool in my eyes before falling down my cheeks. I try to open my mouth to speak, but I can’t even form words. I thought I was prepared for this moment. I envisioned how he’d propose so many different times. I thought I knew exactly what I’d say back to him and how I’d keep it together.

But I can’t.

I cry tears of happiness. I look at the ring—the one I recognize as being his mother’s—and a wave of joy consumes me.

My shoulders tremble and my words come out shaky. “You haven’t even asked the question yet,” I point out, wiping the tears on my cheeks.

He laughs as his eyes go wide. “Fuck,” he mutters, his cheeks turning pink. I love that he blushes for me. I love everything about this man.

He takes my hand. I don’t know if it’s mine or his that’s shaking, but our intertwined hands tremble. “Camille, will you make me the luckiest guy in the world and marry me? Please, baby?”

I smile and nod my head, dropping to the ground with him as I press my lips to his. “Yes,” I mutter in between peppering kisses against his lips. “But just because you said please.”

He laughs and kisses me back with an intensity that I feel throughout my entire body.

I don’t know how long we kiss on the living room floor. Time seems to still and everything else fades away as I kiss Ryker Davenport—my future husband. The love of my life. My forever.

Eventually, he pulls away and slides the ring onto my finger. We both stare at it for a moment, tears staining both our cheeks at this point.

“She really would’ve loved you,” Ryker notes, his thumb brushing over his mother’s ring on my finger.

“She’d be so proud of you,” I respond, something I try to mention often because I know how much making her proud matters to him.

“I love you,” Ryker tells me, the truth of it evident in his voice.

“I love you more,” I respond, leaning in to kiss him again.

“No you don’t.”

“Yes, I do.”

“Are we about to have our first fight as an engaged couple?” he asks, a teasing tone to his voice.

I laugh before pressing another kiss to his lips. This man is mine. My fiancé.

If you had told me a year ago, when I left this condo sad and afraid to open up to anyone ever again, that I’d be back a year later, engaged to the man I swore I’d never see again, I would’ve laughed in your face.

But life has a funny way of working out.

He got brought back into my life and I’m so grateful he did.

He’s my forever.

Falling in love with Ryker might’ve been bad for business, but it was the best thing to ever happen to my heart.

Are you already missing Pembroke Hills Country Club? Pre-order Jude and Charlotte’s book now!

Pre-order here: https://geni.us/MorethanFriends


DO YOU WANT MORE CAMILLE AND RYKER?


Sign up for my newsletter and receive the extended epilogue for Bad for Business!

Join here: authorkatsingleton.com/extras


DO YOU WANT MORE PEMBROKE HILLS?


Pre-order Jude and Charlotte’s book More than Friends now! More than Friends is a billionaire, friends to lovers, reformed playboy romance that I cannot wait to share more about! Jude and Charlotte’s book releases March 24th, 2026!

Pre-order More than Friends:

https://geni.us/MorethanFriends
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There are so many people who supported me while writing this book. Writing it wasn’t easy, and I’m so happy for the team of people I had surrounding me that pushed me to finish Bad for Business. Without them, this book wouldn’t be what it is now, and I’m eternally grateful for their support.

To my husband, thank you for your endless support. From being a supportive husband, a present father, and a business partner, there’s so much you do behind the scenes that I’m eternally grateful for. I love you.

Lauren and Chasity, thank you for pushing me to finish this book when all I wanted to do was quit. Thank you for reading Ryker and Camille’s story in the rawest form and helping me shape it to what it is now. Thank you for cheering me on when I thought the book was horrible. I couldn’t do anything of this without you two and I hope you know you’re stuck with me forever. I love you both so much and am so grateful for you.

Kelsey, thank you for holding my hand throughout the many breakdowns I had while writing this book. I’m so fortunate to be able to work with my best friend and I appreciate everything you do to keep all things Kat Singleton running. I wouldn’t be able to function without you. I love you.

To Rae, thank you for not laughing at me when I asked you to help me with this release. I wouldn’t have been able to organize anything without and I’m so grateful to call you a friend. Thank you for being my organization and AirTable queen.

To Meg, thank you so much for stepping in and taking control with this release. It isn’t easy to keep someone like me organized and I appreciate all your help. I can’t wait for many more releases together!

Summer, my cover queen, thank you for bringing Camille and Ryker to life perfectly. Seriously, we owe all you a massive thank you for Ryker’s impeccable jawline and slutty hand veins and forearms. I’m so grateful to be working with you on this series and I’m blown away with each new cover we create together!

Mikaela, thank you for everything you do to help market my books. I know we ask a lot of you and I’m so grateful for all of your help.

To Maren, who cheered me on and forced me to write this book when I wanted to give up. Thank you for pushing me to meet the deadline and for cheering me on. I love you forever. Let’s never get this close to a deadline again.

To Holly, Salma, and Sandra. Thank you for all your help in making this book perfect for release. You worked tirelessly to help me meet my deadline and never once complained about me being a hot mess. You’re my editing dream team. I appreciate your help so much!

To Nina, thank you for being my agent. Working with you is a dream and I’m so lucky to have you. You’re always championing my books and I appreciate it so much. I can’t wait for all the amazing things we’ll do together!

To Jess and everyone at Entangled, thank you for believing in me and my books. I’m so excited to work on my very first simultaneous book release with Entangled. It’s such a dream to see my book on shelves and I appreciate all your hard work in my making my dreams come true. I’m so happy I found a home with Entangled and can’t wait for everything that’s to come!

To Valentine and everyone with VPR. Thank you for everything you do to keep me in check. It’s not a secret that I’m a constant hot mess, and all of you are the reason I’m able to function. Thank you for making all things Kat Singleton run smoothly and amazing. I’m so thankful to call VPR home and for your help in getting Bad for Business out to the world.

To the content creators and people in this community that share my books, I’m so eternally grateful for you. I’ve connected with so many amazing people since I started this author adventure and it means the world to me to have all of you to connect with. I’m appreciative of the fact that you take the time to talk about my stories on your platform. I notice every single one of your posts, videos, pictures, etc. It means the world to me that you share about my characters and stories. You make this community such a special place. Thank you for everything you do.

To the amazing humans on my own personal content team, thank you for making every release amazing. You babes are forever blowing my mind with the unique content you create based on my words and I’m so grateful to have all of you on this journey with me. I love and appreciate you so much.

I have the privilege of having a growing group of people I can run to on Facebook for anything—Kat Singleton’s Sweethearts. The members there are always there for me, and I’m so fortunate to have them in my corner. I owe all of them so much gratitude for being there on the hard days and on the good days. Sweethearts, y’all are my people.

And last but certainly not least, thank you to you, the reader. Whether this is the first book you’ve read of mine, or you’ve been around for many releases, your endless support means the world to me. It is you who is the lifeblood of this community. It is you that keeps me going even on the hard days. You’re the reason I get to wake up every single day and work my dream job, and for that, I’m so freaking grateful. Thank you for choosing my words to read. Thank you for supporting me. You’ve given me the greatest gift by choosing my book to read. I love you so much. I hope I made you proud with this book.
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BLACK TIE BILLIONAIRES

Black Ties and White Lies: https://geni.us/btwl

Pretty Rings and Broken Things: https://geni.us/prbt

Bright Lights and Summer Nights : https://geni.us/blasn

PEMBROKE HILLS

In Good Company: https://geni.us/InGoodCompany

Bad for Business: https://geni.us/badforbusiness

More than Friends (coming 3.24.26): https://geni.us/MorethanFriends

SUTTEN MOUNTAIN SERIES

Rewrite Our Story: https://geni.us/rewriteourstory

Tempt Our Fate: https://geni.us/temptourfate

Chase Our Forever: https://geni.us/chaseourforever

THE MIXTAPE SERIES

Founded on Goodbye: https://geni.us/foundedongoodbye

Founded on Temptation:

https://geni.us/foundedontemptation

Founded on Deception:

https://geni.us/foundedondeception

Founded on Rejection: https://geni.us/foundedonrejection


KEEP READING…


Keep reading for the first chapter of Cal and Lucy’s story from In Good Company…


LUCY - 1


I forgot how much I despised cooking for Laurent Hughes. When he asked me at the last minute to work the private dinner party he was hosting tonight, my first thought was to say no. I needed the money—desperately—but I knew preparing a meal for him would come with many challenges.

The main one being he might be the biggest douche in the Hamptons. Which is really saying something because this place is filled with pretentious assholes.

“When will the food be done?” Laurent comes stomping into his kitchen, his angry voice booming against the walls.

I take a deep breath and plaster on a smile, internally scolding myself for agreeing to be his chef tonight. “The main course will be done at the time I told you it would be. I will have the food ready for the staff to bring out at eight.” My words come out rather tight, but they’re still polite. It’s all I can muster when dealing with a man like him.

He lets out a disgruntled sigh.

My smile remains stiff as I wipe my hands off on my apron and give him my full attention. I try to blow a piece of my long brown hair out of my face, but it does nothing. The stray piece falling over my eye annoys me almost as much as Laurent. “Has your party finished the prepared appetizers?”

Laurent shakes his head. “No. The guests are still eating.”

I blink, at a loss about how to respond. I still have thirty minutes to get the main course ready to serve to his guests. I told him when he asked me yesterday that eight in the evening was the earliest I’d be able to serve the main course. I needed time this morning to hit the farm stands to pick up groceries and prep for the six-course meal he’d insisted on for the evening.

I bite my tongue, wanting to ask him if the four courses that I’d already served weren’t enough.

Luckily, Laurent decides pestering me about the food isn’t worth his time anymore. He turns on his heel and disappears from the kitchen, his heavy footsteps making it clear he’s aggravated with me.

The moment he’s gone, I let out a sigh of relief. The meal is almost over, and I’ve done my best to clean up after myself tonight. Hopefully, I won’t have to stay long after dessert is served. The paycheck for the night will be great, but no matter how badly I need the money for me and my family, I make a promise to myself to never agree to work for the Hughes family again.

With Laurent gone, I’m able to return to finishing up the main course for the evening. He demanded the protein be lamb chops and that I serve it with some sort of potato dish and a salad.

I carefully place the lamb chops on a serving dish, garnishing the top with a sprig of rosemary. I kept the rest simple by roasting the potatoes and garnishing them with freshly grated parmesan and more rosemary. The lamb chops with the balsamic reduction sauce I made were supposed to be the star of the show. I wanted the sides to enhance the dish but not take away from the protein.

After plating the lamb chops, I work on finishing the salad. I stopped at my favorite farm stand this morning to pick up fresh tomatoes for the occasion. I was able to grab a few different varieties to make a beautiful tomato salad I hope everyone enjoys.

I continue to get everything ready for the meal. Soon, Laurent’s staff will be back to grab all the food, and I want to make sure everything is perfect before they do so. Even though I regret saying yes to Laurent, I still want to give him and his guests a main course that wows them all.

I’ve been too busy preparing each course to greet anyone attending the dinner party, but Laurent is highly connected. There’s always the chance that someone here could enjoy my food and decide to book me for their own private events.

The idea makes me smile. This summer is my last chance to make as much as I can before I return home to Virginia. It’d be huge if someone out there was impressed by the food tonight and offered me more dinner party gigs. I’m trying to pick up as many shifts as I can at Pembroke Hills, the country club where I wait tables, but being a waitress isn’t my passion—making food is.

Kacey, one of Laurent’s full-time staff members, walks into the kitchen. She huffs loudly, her palms hitting the granite countertop with a loud smack. “I wonder if Mr. Hughes has been in a good mood once in his life.”

I rub my lips together to hide a budding smile. Judging by my interactions with Laurent Hughes, I don’t think he’s ever been in a good mood. I can’t even picture it.

Lewis, another one of Mr. Hughes’s staff members, walks into the kitchen with a wide grin. “You know, I’ve actually seen Laurent in a good mood.”

Kacey dramatically gasps. “Really? When?”

Lewis props his elbows on the counter as he stealthily looks over his shoulder before looking back at Kacey. “His mistress comes over while Mrs. Hughes is at her golf lessons. Mr. Hughes is always smiling after that.”

My eyes go wide as I try to pay attention to plating the skewers of jumbo shrimp next to the serving dish of lamb chops. The Hamptons feels like a small town, especially with the gossip that comes with working at Pembroke Hills Country Club. I’m used to the whispers of how the rich like to misbehave, but I try to stay out of it. Here, it’s hard to tell the truth from rumors.

However, Lewis seems pretty confident that Laurent is, in fact, having an affair.

“I can’t believe he invites his mistress to his house. That’s diabolical,” Kacey responds with a hushed voice. She shakes her head as she takes a step closer to me.

“It really is,” Lewis agrees. He follows Kacey’s lead, the both of them stopping next to me.

“Are these ready to go out?” Kacey asks, lifting her wrist to check the time on her watch. “We have two minutes to get these out before Laurent comes marching in here, all red in the face, accusing us of ruining his dinner party for serving the food late.”

Kacey’s comment makes me laugh. I take a step back and wipe my hands on my apron, giving the dishes a quick once-over. “They’re good to go.” I smile, letting out a small sigh of relief that I got the meal done in time. For pulling the meal together at the last minute and not having a lot of time to prepare, I’m impressed with how everything turned out.

“Hopefully it tastes as good as it looks,” Lewis remarks, carefully picking up the plate filled with the lamb chops.

“You know it will,” Kacey pipes up, grabbing the bowl with the tomato salad and the basket of fresh bread I prepared. “Lucy always makes the best dishes.”

I place my hand on my chest as I give her an appreciative smile. “That means so much to me. Thank you.”

Kacey smiles before spinning carefully on her heel and walking right back out of the kitchen. I’m not close with Kacey or Lewis, but the few times I’ve cooked for Laurent, they’ve been incredibly kind to me. I make a mental note to wrap up the extra food we have from tonight and place it in containers for them.

I’m busy preparing a cherry tart with fresh cherries I picked up from the local market when Kacey comes hurrying in.

“Everyone is marveling about your food, Lucy. They’d like you to come out and introduce yourself.”

There’s a loud clanking noise as I drop the spoon I’d been holding. “Surely I don’t need to introduce myself. Are they not all from the club?” Suddenly, my nerves take over at the prospect of going out there and speaking to everyone. Making connections with potential new clients is the main reason I accepted this last-minute job to begin with, but now that I’m faced with that opportunity, I’m overwhelmed with nerves. I’ve always been terrible about talking about myself. I’m even worse at accepting compliments—something that might have stemmed from growing up with two brothers who made it their mission to always humble me.

Kacey shrugs. “Even if they’ve met you before, they want to tell you how much they enjoyed the meal. Go talk to them.” She waves her hands through the air to hurry me along, but I stand frozen, unsure of what to do.

Kacey snaps her fingers to get my attention. “Lucy.” There’s more snapping, this time her fingers even closer to my face.

I jump, my heartbeat speeding up. “Yes?”

Kacey’s hands fall to my shoulders. “You’re going to go out there and own that you just blew their fucking socks off. Now, go snag some more clients. All of them are nicer than Laurent, which is a total win for you.”

I nod. Kacey has a point. Word of mouth is how to get new clients in the Hamptons, and anyone dining with Laurent Hughes can pay big money for meals. I need to own that I’m a damn good private chef and go make some connections.

I just might throw up first.

Kacey must see the fear in my eyes because she gives me a soft smile. “Laurent has dinner parties all the time. You’re a far better chef than anyone else he’s hired. Although, if you repeat that, I’ll deny I ever said it until I’m blue in the face.”

Her words make me laugh, easing some of my tension. “I guess I should get out there.”

Taking a deep breath, I step around her. I give Kacey a nervous smile over my shoulder as I leave the kitchen, internally praying I don’t make a fool of myself in front of Laurent’s guests.

KEEP READING HERE:

https://geni.us/InGoodCompany


LINKS


Playlist: https://geni.us/badforbusinessplaylist

Pinterest Board: https://geni.us/bfbpinterest


[image: ]


Kat Singleton is a USA Today bestselling romance author best known for her Black Tie Billionaires series. She loves writing elite banter and swoon-worthy men that bring the heat. Her readers enjoy the authentically raw love stories she pens and know to expect a romance filled to the brim with heartfelt emotion and sizzling spice before a happily ever after.

Kat lives in Kansas with her husband, her two kids, and her two dogs. She recently built her dream office, spending her days writing love stories and pinching herself that this is her job. When not writing, you can find her surviving off iced coffee and sneaking in a few pages of her current read off her never ending TBR. She is very active on her social media platforms and loves connecting with her readers.

[image: Facebook icon] [image: X (Twitter) icon] [image: Instagram icon] [image: Amazon icon] [image: BookBub icon] [image: Goodreads icon] [image: Pinterest icon] [image: TikTok icon]

OEBPS/image_rsrc405.jpg





cover.jpeg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3ZK.jpg
KAT SINGLETON





OEBPS/image_rsrc404.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3ZH.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3ZT.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc40A.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3ZG.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc407.jpg






OEBPS/image_rsrc406.jpg





page-map.xml
 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   




OEBPS/image_rsrc3ZW.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3ZN.jpg






OEBPS/image_rsrc409.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3ZY.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc408.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc400.jpg
ALSO BY





OEBPS/image_rsrc40B.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc402.jpg
Qbeil The Qidheer





OEBPS/image_rsrc3ZR.jpg
CHERRY - LANA DEL REY
CAN'T TAKE MY EYES OFF YOU - FRANKIE VALLI
HEAVENLY - CIGARETTES AFTER SEX
STATE OF GRACE (TAYLOR'S VERSION) - TAYLOR SWIFT
IMAGINATION - SHAWN MENDES
THERE SHE GOES - THE LA’S
YOU'RE GONNA GO FAR - NOAH KAHAN
FLICKER - NIALL HORAN
THIS - ED SHEERAN
WILDEST DREAMS (TAYLOR'S VERSION) - TAYLOR SWIFT
SUMMER LOVE - JUSTIN TIMBERLAKE
BEWITCHED - LAUFEY
HIGH - STEPHEN SANCHEZ
FALLING - TREVOR DANIEL





