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      “Love isn’t always pretty and rich, sometimes it earthy and hard-won.” - Carly Quinn, author of Solitude and Kawaipuna Cottage

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Did we or didn’t we?

      

    

    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

    

    
      
        About Liz

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Did we or didn’t we?

          

        

      

    

    
      That’s the million-dollar question when I wake up next to Kodiak “Kodi” Donovan the morning after a mutual friend’s St. Patrick’s Day wedding.

      Forget that he’s one of the hottest bachelors in Manhattan, a billionaire, and as the founder of the nonprofit ReBuild to Heal, a philanthropist to boot.

      And so we agree to go on with our respective lives and pretend nothing happened.

      Too bad my walk of shame ends up getting plastered all over social media and the next thing I know, I’ve become #walkofshameroxy.

      As if that isn’t bad enough, my job as an ICU nurse is in jeopardy, too.

      Suddenly whether we did it or not is the least of our worries. To save my reputation, the only other question becomes…

      should we or shouldn’t we just take it all the way?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I didn’t mean to catch the bouquet.

      I’m single—have been since Jax and I broke up three months ago just as my best friend Caitlin O’Halloran and her brother’s best friend Campbell Murphy started getting serious. If anyone deserves to catch the bouquet, it’s Caitlin who was standing right in front of me, right in the path of that flying bouquet.

      But, no. Caitlin stepped aside and before I could run as far away as I could, the bouquet landed in my arms and I almost got tackled by three very determined women.

      And now here I am sitting on a chair in the middle of the dance floor while the man who caught the garter sheepishly gets down on one knee in front of me.

      Poor guy. To have to rush to the church because he was one of the groomsmen right as soon as his plane landed at LaGuardia and then this, having to put the garter on my leg in front of all the guests.

      Not that the guests at Addison Rowe and Jordan O’Halloran’s St. Patrick’s Day wedding are complaining… or at least, half of them aren’t. The guests from the groom’s side hoot and holler, cheering their buddy on while the ahe bride’s family and friends, especially her conservative and old-fashioned aunts, are too busy covering their eyes with their hands although they still manage to peek between their fingers.

      It’s going to be a train wreck. I just know it.

      Or maybe not, considering Kodiak “Kodi” Donovan, the guy who caught the garter, is my best friend’s brother’s best friend. Tall with reddish hair and trimmed beard, some posh magazine called Hamptons Live voted him as one of New York’s most eligible bachelors, and his nonprofit organization ReBuild to Heal was listed as one of the most successful organization in the country as of last year.

      He’s also way out of my league.

      I lift my foot a few inches from the ground and as if on cue, he slips the garter up my ankle. His friends yell for him to slide it higher and as our eyes meet, I nod.

      Knock yourself out, Kodi.

      As the garter slowly makes it up my leg, the slit in my dress opens to reveal part of my thigh. Just a peek. Our friends cheer as the music stops and is replaced by something else. Kodi and I look at the each other, surprised at the song choice.

      Whoever picked The Stripper by the David Rose Orchestra needs to burn in hell.

      Higher! everyone yells.

      Ay! Susmaryosep! the bride’s aunts mutter under their collective breath, some of them still covering their eyes yet most of them still peeking. The uncles mostly stand and watch, amused.

      Kodi turns his attention to me and with a wink, he slides the garter just above my knee. An inch, then another inch. He’s taking his sweet time and the crowd is lapping it all up.

      “You better push that thing above the knee or it’ll be five years of bad luck for me,” I say, feeling the slit of my dress slide open even more, my entire thigh now revealed before him. “Unless you’re chicken.”

      It’s a challenge and he knows it. Kodi grins as we lock eyes. We hold each other’s gaze a beat longer than usual and my stomach clenches. I never realized how beautiful his eyes are.

      Kodi’s fingers feel warm against my skin as the garter slides higher, stopping along the middle of my thigh. He bites his lower lip, and it almost seems like he’s about to push it even higher up my thigh but then he stops and that’s as high as he goes. The crowd groans in disappointment. But then, who can blame him. There are children around, after all.

      Everyone cheers as Kodi gets up and holds his hand out to me. The striptease music ends abruptly, replaced by something slow.

      “I heard somewhere that the man who snags the garter is supposed to dance with the woman who catches the bouquet,” Kodi says as I take his hand and he pulls me to my feet.

      “Lucky you,” I mutter, rolling my eyes.

      He grins, guiding me across the floor effortlessly, his mouth in line with my ear. “Just how lucky will depend on you.”
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      A sliver of light shining right in my eyes is what finally gets me to crack an eye open and wake up. It’s coming from a thin slit in the vertical blinds, and of course, it has to land right in my face. I groan, desperate to get away from the freaking sunlight like a vampire who’s about to combust any second.

      Too bad any movement wakes up the percussion band currently residing inside my head. Who’s idea was it to drink so much last night even when I knew I had to be at work the next evening?

      Oh, right. Me.

      I roll onto my opposite side and bury myself in the covers… or try to. Why is there a wall of man-chest in front of me? One that smells so good, too, like I’d just woken up inside a chocolate shop after being locked in for the night. By accident, I may add.

      I follow the trail of skin that leads a neck and a neatly trimmed beard. A ginger. It matches the light scattering of hair on his chest and his arm, the one that’s draped over my waist. His warm breath fans the top of my head.

      Crap, of all the guys I had to spend the night with, why did it have to be Kodiak “Kodi” Donovan, one of the most eligible bachelors of Manhattan? He builds schools and clinics in third-world countries through his nonprofit, working with the local people and businesses to provide education and basic healthcare.

      Did I say that he’s so way out of my league?

      I roll to my opposite side, away from him. I spot my stilettos on the carpet, and next to it, my emerald green bridesmaid’s dress draped over the back of a chair, the matching purse that’s barely big enough to fit my phone and my house key on the seat. The bouquet I’d caught at the reception sits next to it.

      The memories come, like a movie rewinding, trying to find the right section to watch. The wedding and then the ceremony in Manhattan. A presentation from a local troupe that included a Filipino dance called Tinikling that involved two pairs of long bamboo poles they positioned on the floor and the performers danced between the poles as they were clacked together and pulled apart. They even taught us how to do it afterward and it was fun. The cheer from the crowd. Cameras clicking away. The bouquet toss, the garter toss, and then the moment Kodi slid the garter up my thigh. That wink. Him calling me Dark & Stormy. One dance followed by another, then more drinks, and then something about my tattoos.

      And kisses. Lots of kisses.

      With tongue.

      I touch my lips, as if doing so will make the vision clearer, like someone adjusting the screen. But at the moment, my lips are dry and my throat is parched.

      I need to drink water. I also need to pee.

      So does that mean we did it? Why don’t I feel different… down there?

      Great, Roxy. Just great. You can’t even remember if you fucked one of the hottest men in the world last night or not.

      Careful not to wake him, I slowly inch toward the edge of the bed—but not before lifting the sheets to take a peek, my face burning with shame at how shallow I’m being. But considering I don’t remember what happened after all those kisses last night, I need to at least have a look at what I got a taste of. I also need to know if what they say about him is true.

      And… oh my. Yes, it is.

      “Like what you see?”

      I look up and see Kodi watching me, an amused expression on his face. “I’m sorry. I was just getting out of bed.” Yeah, right. “So, um, did we… did we do it?”

      He looks at me, feigning surprise. “Do what?”

      My cheeks redden. “You know what I mean.”

      “No, I don’t.”

      I bury my face in my hands. “You’re making this even more awkward, Kodi.”

      “I’m sorry,” he says, grinning before he looks at me quizzically. “You honestly don’t remember?”

      I sigh. “Well, I remember coming here with you.”

      “Yes?”

      “You wanted to count my tattoos. You wanted back story.”

      He grins. “Yes, and you told me some of them between… between kisses.”

      The vision comes again, clearer this time, of kisses soft and playful. Nibbles along my lower lip. Tongue, too. Maybe a hand on my breasts, teasing, squeezing… but that’s as far as it goes. I do remember he looked tired. And once, he yawned.

      “So did we do it?” I ask again. “Did we use protection?”

      Kodi thinks for a few moments and shakes his head, sighing. “No, I’m afraid not.”

      I stare at him. “We didn’t use protection? How could you? I… I have condoms in my purse. Sure, they’re a few month old but–”

      “No, I meant we didn’t do it,” he adds. “We didn’t have sex, if that’s what you mean.”

      “Oh. You should have said that right away.” I pause, suddenly not sure if I should be more worried that he didn’t make a move on me. Am I not sexy enough? Maybe I was too wild?

      “Actually, you fell asleep,” he replies, as if reading my mind.

      “I did?”

      “Yup. Out cold,” he says. “I was actually making my way down to… you know. But suddenly I heard you snore.”

      I stare at him in horror. “No!”

      “It was a cute snore. I looked and you were out cold,” he says, smiling. I can almost see a mischievous glint in his eye as he continues. “At first, I thought I’d somehow lost my touch with the ladies but… I actually wouldn’t worry about it because I crashed right after you. Jet-lag.”

      “At least, you have a good excuse. I was just too drunk.”

      “Hey, I was drunk, too. We both were,” he says. “You made me a mean Bourbon Sour last night. Two of them.”

      We look at each other for a few moments before I turn away, remembering I have a twelve-hour shift coming up in the evening.

      “I need to leave,” I say, scooting to the edge of the bed and gathering the sheets around me. “I’ve got work tonight so I need to take something for this hangover and catch up on my beauty sleep.” I turn to look at him as I swing my legs over the side of the bed. “Thanks for not taking advantage of me.”

      “You’re welcome, Roxy,” he says as I continue collecting the flat sheet around me, doing my best to cover my ass. “I’ll drive you home.”

      “You don’t have to, Kodi. You’re jet-lagged.”

      “I’m awake and I need to get my body acclimated to New York time.” He sits up, his expression serious. “But I’m serious. Let me drive you home.”

      I glance at the emerald green bridesmaid’s dress on the back of the chair, the stilettos on the floor next to the bridal bouquet I caught. Considering it’s the morning after St. Patrick’s Day, do I really want to make my way to the subway looking like I just spent the night somewhere else? Don’t they call that a walk of shame or something? Besides, even if I called for a cab or an Uber, that’s an easy fifty bucks from Manhattan to Queens.

      Kodi doesn’t wait for me to answer. He flings the covers off the bed and stands up. I can’t help but stare. Even his backside is perfect, like a Greek statue.

      Did the ass have muscles? Of course, it does. Kodi’s ass is perfect along with the rest of his back and his thighs. I bet you could bounce a quarter off it.

      “I’ll take the bathroom down the hall,” he says before pointing to a door along the far wall. “You take the main one over there. There should be a brand new toothbrush in the medicine cabinet, in case you want to use one. Oh, and aspirin, too, for your hangover.”

      As Kodi leaves the room, I grab my clothes from the chair and hurry to the bathroom. Does he keep a stash of brand new toothbrushes in his medicine cabinet for every woman who spends the night?

      The sight of his spacious bathroom and a shower stall that does not have a shower head or nozzle anywhere makes me want to jump in and try it out. I probably need a shower anyway. Last night had been wild. But as much as it would be nice to take a shower, I don’t want to overstay my welcome. I just need to get dressed and get out of here. And brush my teeth.

      As I gaze at my reflection in the mirror, there’s no denying I look like I have a hell of a hangover. My hair is standing up in all weird angles, and my mascara has run to give me the perfect set of raccoon eyes. I may even have lost a few eyelash extensions along the way. I wash my face and do my best to remove any remaining makeup with a tissue.

      I don’t even know how to feel knowing that Kodi and I never had sex. A part of me is disappointed that I fell asleep while a part of me is glad that at least, there won’t be any complications between us.

      The guy’s so out of my league anyway. He’s the type of guy you dream of, classic, handsome, and perfect. I’ve seen many gorgeous men before, but Kodi has something no other man I know has, and last night proved it. Maybe it was that twinkle in his green eyes when he led me across the dance floor so effortlessly. Or perhaps it was his man-smell, one that got me all wet between my legs by the time the dance was over and later when he whispered he wanted to see my tattoos, the ones hidden under my dress.

      But none of that matters now, the morning after when hangovers take over and reality sets in. For no matter what happened between Kodi and me last night, it’s time to wake up and accept reality: guys like Kodi Donovan don’t fall for quirky tattooed girls like me.

      Kodi is already dressed when I emerge from the bathroom. Wearing a white tee and dark jeans, he’s sitting on the edge of the bed slipping his feet into his boots. He doesn’t even have to tie his shoelaces, he still looks more put together than I do. I sigh. Just great. Next to him, I look like I’d just spent the night.

      “Do you have sunglasses I can borrow?” I ask, wishing I had taken that shower. But it’s too late for that. Already the clock on his bedside table says it’s almost ten in the morning.

      “Sure.” He grabs a pair of sunglasses from his dresser and hands it to me. “My car’s parked in a garage a block away. I can walk over there and get it and then drive by and pick you up. That way you don’t have to walk in your…. your high heels.”

      “Do I look bad?”

      He thinks for a moment, then shakes his head. “You look great.”

      I roll my eyes. “Be honest.”

      “You look fine,” he says, a faint smile curling along the corners of his mouth as he pinches my chin. “Cute even.”

      “But I look like I just spent the night in some guy’s bed.”

      He chuckles. “Well, you did, but this is New York. People could care less what we do with our time.”

      “In that case, I’m fine walking to the garage with you. It’s not far, right?”

      “Just a block away,” he says. “But I’m serious, Roxy. I can get the Jeep and–”

      “Oh please, Kodi, what’s the worse thing that can happen?” I scoff. “Unless you don’t like to be seen with me.”

      He rolls his eyes. “You know that’s not true. Come on then.”

      In the living room, Kodi grabs a wool coat from behind the front door and drapes it over my shoulders before getting another one for himself. While my sexy bridesmaid’s dress was perfect for indoors, it’s still March which means it’s biting cold outside. Sure enough, even with a coat to keep me warm, my feet feel the cold as soon as we step outside. I can feel people watching us, the fact that I’m wearing the same dress from last night making me wish I’d taken Kodi’s suggestion to wait for him until he got his car. I slip my arms into the coat sleeves and keep walking.

      We get to the garage five minutes later, and the attendant brings around a red Jeep with black trim. I don’t know, but it’s so like Kodi to get a Jeep instead of a BMW. But as I get in the passenger seat and he shuts the door, I can feel our connection waning, like a fairy tale making way for reality to settle back in.
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      We don’t talk a lot on the way to my apartment. And since I usually take the subway to and from Manhattan, we have to consult the GPS to get there.

      “Just drop me off right here,” I say when the GPS tells us that he’s arrived at his destination.

      “Let me walk you inside.”

      “No, you don’t have to. Just stop right here,” I say abruptly, acutely aware that there’s a stained mattress leaning against the side of the building. Not the best representation of my neighborhood, that’s for sure. “I just need to shower and get into bed so I can make it to work tonight.”

      “You’re a nurse, right?” he asks. “What department?”

      “Intensive Care,” I reply, opening the door and stepping outside. I need to get inside. New Yorkers may not care what the locals do, but around Rego Park, my neighbors love to talk. “Anyway, thanks for driving me home.”

      “Hey, Roxy, I was wondering if we could–”

      “Thanks so much for the ride,” I blurt out. “I had a great time yesterday, but I’ve got to go. Bye.”

      I shut the door and hurry up the steps to the front door. I don’t know what Kodi was about to ask but I also don’t want to prolong an awkward moment longer than necessary. We had our fun last night and now it’s over. It’s easier that way.

      Besides, he’s out of my league and I’m better off not wasting his time.

      At the top of the stairs, I pause, realizing I’m still wearing his coat. I turn around to yell for him to stop but Kodi is already driving away.
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      “Can I speak to you in my office?”

      I look up from the monitor and see Betsy Millner, my supervisor, standing across the nurse’s counter. I’ve just finished a twelve-hour evening shift, and after inputting all my notes into the system, all I want to do is go home. “Sure. Anything wrong?”

      She pauses, a faint smile on her face. “Let’s talk in my office.”

      “Let me just input the last of my patient notes, and I’ll be right there.”

      As she walks away, I glance at my fellow nurses who look at me quizzically. The only other time Betsy called me in was to discuss my tattoos and how it was company policy to keep any markings covered. I’d done my best not to have my tattoos visible, but now and then, parts of it still managed to peek out from under the neckline of my long-sleeve undershirts. Still, I can’t help but worry considering the shift today went pretty smoothly with no problems at all.

      Betsy’s door is partly open when I arrive, and she beckons me to step inside, pointing to a chair in front of her desk.

      “Is something wrong?” I ask when she doesn’t say anything right away, her attention focused on her laptop screen.

      “I wouldn’t say it’s wrong,” she says, hooking her index and middle fingers before the word wrong. “But I need to ask you something.”

      “Sure.”

      She turns her laptop around so the monitor is facing me. It’s almost a dramatic gesture, one I’m not going to dignify with a shocked expression even if the image on the screen warrants one. Someone apparently took a photo of Kodi and me yesterday, and it’s not the most flattering angle. Even though I’m wearing Kodi’s wool coat, I hadn’t yet slipped my arms into the sleeves, and so my emerald green bridesmaid’s dress with its deep V-neckline is visible, and then there’s the slit that goes up to my thigh, exposing my whole leg and a partial tattoo. Next to me, Kodi looks perfect. He’s looking off to the side, at something beyond the camera.

      “Is this you?”

      No, it’s my evil twin sister. “Yes, it is. Why?”

      As Betsy looks at me, surprised, I wonder if she really expected me to lie. But there’s no sense lying about the picture even if I’d wanted to. It reminds me of one of those tabloid pictures of celebrities. Oh, wait… isn’t Kodi essentially a celebrity?

      “This picture was posted on a website called NewYorkWalkofShame dot com as well as other websites,” she says. “We don’t tell how our employees are supposed to conduct themselves outside of this hospital, but I’m afraid this goes against the provision in your employment contract regarding activities that prove injurious to the reputation of Miller General.”

      “Excuse me, what did you say?” I almost sputter out the words. Injurious? Did I honestly injure the hospital because of that a picture?

      “It’s in the morals clause you signed when you were hired a year ago,” she says, tapping the computer mouse so the webpage on the laptop screen scrolls down and I see more pictures of myself and Kodi fill up the screen.

      “How can it be injurious? We’re just walking, minding our own business.”

      The look Betsy gives me tells me she doesn’t find my tone amusing. “You haven’t read the comments.”

      “Why would I read the comments?”

      She sighs. “Are you aware that for the last eight hours since the pictures first showed up on social media, people have been calling the hospital asking if you work here? Instead of the operator handling important calls from patients and staff, she has to field these anonymous calls asking about our employee who was seen with this guy…. Kodiak something.”

      “Donovan. His last name is Donovan.”

      “Are you serious with Mr. Donovan?” She asks. “Are you two in a relationship?”

      “Since when did supervisors make it their business to know details about my love life?”

      “Since your behavior outside of the hospital has become… shall we say, harmful to the reputation of the hospital.” She pauses, taking a deep breath and exhaling. “Miss Porter, I will be discussing this matter with the head of the department tomorrow morning. Until then, I suggest you stay home.”

      My face turns pale as if all the blood just left it. “Wait. You’re suspending me? For a picture that I didn’t ask anyone to take of me?”

      “You were photographed leaving this young man’s townhouse after spending the night with him,” Betsy replies stiffly. “That in itself is not the issue. The issue is the resulting public reaction to the image and the harassment of the hospital staff by anonymous callers demanding to know if you worked here. Not only that but now we’ve got parents who are worried about the behavior of our employees and how it could possibly affect care management.”

      “My behavior outside of work has no bearing with my work performance,” I say slowly. “I’m a good nurse. I’m on time. I go above and beyond the work that’s required of me.” And most of all, I care for my patients, I almost add, but I don’t. Judging from the look on Betsy’s face, I doubt it would have made a difference.

      She swivels the laptop to face her again. “There aren’t any more of these type of pictures going around, right?”

      I sigh, exhaustion hitting me. “No, not that I know of.”

      “I’m glad we’re on the same page regarding this matter, Roxy.” Betsy pulls out a form and places it on the desk between us. “Please read the document and print and sign your name on the bottom line that indicates you and I have discussed this matter.”

      I hold up my hands. “Whoa! What do you mean, sign at the bottom line? What exactly is this? A disciplinary action because some asshole took my picture on the street doing the walk of shame? Why is it suddenly my fault?”

      “I never said anything was your fault. Upon careful consideration and given how departments have to scramble to deal with this social media nightmare, it’s been recommended that you take a few days off,” she says. “Without pay, unfortunately, until the department can figure out how to address this.”

      “Address what?”

      “People have been inundating the phone lines asking about you, Roxy. Even our computer system has experienced a surge in requests,” she says. “The only thing we can think of right now to mitigate the situation is–”

      “–to remove me. Is that it?” I ask angrily. “Because that’s not fair. And to put me on leave without pay is not fair either.”

      “It’s only three days, Roxy. But I do need your signature acknowledging your under–”

      “Signature, my ass! No way,” I exclaim, heading toward the door.

      “Where do you think you’re going?”

      “I’m off the clock, and so I’m going home,” I reply, grabbing hold of the door handle but not pulling the door open. Not yet. “As to that piece of paper you want me to sign, you and I know we should never sign anything that we don’t exactly understand, like this little ‘can-I-see-you-in-my-office’ crap. So, no, I’m not signing it—not without my union rep.”
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      I first heard about the #walkofshame pictures through my dad. As always, he stresses out over everything I do from leaving the country for months at a time to dating the wrong woman—or rather, a woman who isn’t connected to some business associate of his. Of course, pictures uploaded online by a guest at Jordan and Addison’s reception of me sliding a garter on a woman with tattoos set him off big time. And now this.

      What will people think? What about your reputation?

      As if such things matter to me. If they did, I wouldn’t be flying halfway across the world to build schools and clinics alongside locals and volunteers for the third year in a row. Sure, I have my security with me the whole time, some of them right in the thick of it, but that’s about it. I’m also tired and the last thing I need to hear is Dad complaining about the pictures.

      After I hang up with a promise to see him tonight at the party he’s holding for ReBuild to Heal’s donors, I call the head of my security Cayden Grayson. While a part of me wishes my dad is only over-reacting, another part of me knows there’s a social media nightmare in my hands.

      Too bad people have nothing better to do than stalk other people on social media for sport. It doesn’t help that Roxy and I don’t look our best in the pictures either. In fact, we both look hungover, with Roxy still wearing her bridesmaid’s dress from the day before. Why couldn’t I have given her something of mine to wear? A shirt she could tie at the waist and a pair of my running shorts or something?

      But why the vitriol directed toward her by the readers? In fact, there’s more directed at her than at me.

      “That’s the way it is these days, Mr. Donovan,” Caden says over the phone. “I just hope she doesn’t have much of a digital footprint online in case some idiot decides to dox her.”

      “Do you think people will try to find out more about her?” From what I’d heard, doxxing was the practice of revealing someone else’s private information online like home addresses and phone numbers.

      “Maybe. Maybe not,” he replies. “But my concern is you and so far, we’ve locked down all your accounts. The post did state what street you were photographed at, and that’s just like broadcasting where you live.”

      “What about Miss Porter?”

      “As soon as you give me the go-ahead and the information about her, I’ll add her,” he says. “But you’ll need her consent first.”

      After I thank Caden and hang up, my phone rings again. I sigh, knowing with the pictures out there and Roxy and I becoming the butt of Internet jokes, it’ll be ringing for awhile. But it’s not an unknown caller. I know the name that pops up on my phone display very well.

      I tap Answer. “Shouldn’t you be heading to Ireland for your honeymoon by now?”

      “Addy and I are still at the airport,” Jordan O’Halloran replies. “Caitlin is in the domestic terminal and she’s not happy.”

      Shit. Caitlin is Jordan’s sister and she also happens to be Roxy’s best friend.

      “I just heard about it. I saw the pictures, too,” I say, pulling up the pictures online again. “How’s Cait holding up?”

      “She’s pissed,” Jordan replies. “She just told me that Roxy got a warning at work because of the pictures. Something about a… hang on. Addy wants to talk to you.”

      I can hear a female voice on the loudspeaker announcing a flight arriving before Addison, Jordan’s wife speaks. “So I’m thinking this whole thing may have to do with a new clause the hospital added in the last two years or so. A morality clause.”

      “A what? But she’s an employee, isn’t she? A nurse?” I’m familiar with morality clauses. I have one for the nonprofit’s executives.

      “I know but I’m just guessing that’s why,” Addison says. “I mean, the caption says she’s doing a walk of shame from your apartment and she’s still wearing the same dress from the day before. There’s even a hashtag. WalkofshameRoxy. It’s terrible.”

      I sigh. “Can I tell you a secret?” I ask and Addison uh-hums. “Nothing happened between us.”

      “To be honest, it doesn’t look like it to the world, Kodi,” she says. “And even if you came out and said it to save her reputation, would it matter? People will still talk. They’ll still harass her.”

      “So what are you going to do, man?” Jordan asks, taking over the call. “Cait almost canceled her flight so she can stay and help Roxy with damage control. She was talking about hiring a lawyer.”

      “I hope she didn’t cancel her flight.”

      “She boarded, thank God, but that doesn’t change the fact that there’s a lot of backlash against her best friend,” Jordan says. “People are calling her names, man. Have you read the comments?”

      “Tell him to read the comments,” I hear Addison say. “On second thought, maybe he shouldn’t read the comments. Just believe us when we say they’re bad-bad.”

      “Read them and know that I’m serious,” Jordan says. “Look, I’ve known Roxy for about six years, give or take. She’s a nice girl… and I mean, nice. She’s a bit quirky, dresses like she’s stuck in the 50’s and looks like Bettie Page–”

      “Hey, nothing wrong with Bettie,” I say.

      “I’m serious, Kodi. She doesn’t deserve what’s happening right now. Certainly not what people are saying about her,” Jordan says. “It’s one thing if you guys were dating or something, then shame on the public for saying that they’re saying, but you’re not.”

      “I’m sorry, man. I’ll take care of this right now,” I say, suddenly feeling bad for making light of things.

      “I don’t care what happened between you two that night. I really don’t, but no one deserves this kind of treatment, not from some internet mob who has no idea what an amazing person Roxy is. What if they find out where she lives?” He pauses when an announcement comes on. “She can always stay at our place while we’re on our honeymoon. To be safe. I’ll let Cait know so she can tell Roxy.”

      “I’ll take care of it, Jordan. I promise.”

      He exhales. “Our flight is boarding. We got to go. Addy’s so excited she’s shaking. This is her first trip overseas.”

      “You’ll need to buy her a drink or two then.”

      “You bet I am.” Jordan chuckles. “Lots of Guinness for us on this trip.”

      I get up from my chair and look out the window. Manhattan in the springtime is amazing. “Now you two love birds enjoy your honeymoon. Show her what makes Ireland the best country in the world.”

      He chuckles. “Oh, I will. Addy just might even see–”

      “Your lucky charms?” Addison interrupts in the background and Jordan and I burst out laughing at her sad attempt at an Irish accent.

      I grab my keys and my wallet from my desk drawer. “You two have a wonderful time. I’m heading to Roxy’s right now.”
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      I don’t know how I make it out of the hospital without crying, but I do. Besides, I’m too angry to cry that I’m shaking and as long as I keep that emotion going, I’ll be alright.

      At the coffee shop a block away from the hospital, I call my union rep and tell him what happened. He tells me he doesn’t know what he can do from his end to get me back to work but he’ll do what he can.

      On the subway train headed home, I text Caitlin to tell her I’m on my way home from work.

      Caitlin: You should have told me you spent the night with Kodi.

      Roxy: Want to know a secret?

      Caitlin: What?

      Roxy: Nothing happened.

      Caitlin: U serious?

      Roxy: Yup. We fell asleep.

      Caitlin: Like really?

      Roxy: Yes like really.

      Caitlin: That’s not what everyone thinks. They even know where you work and your shift.

      Roxy: The hospital is NOT amused. I’m on leave for 3 days.

      Caitlin: WHAT???? WHY??

      Roxy: Apparently people have been harassing the hospital and all that time spent fielding anonymous callers wanting to know if I worked there and what I did, what department, etc, could have been spent handling real calls from sick people.

      Caitlin: I’m sorry.

      Roxy: Don’t be. Unfortunately I made it worse.

      Caitlin: How could you have possibly made it worse?

      Roxy: I called her a bitch. But in my defense, I was tired.

      Caitlin: I’m sorry.

      Roxy: Not your fault, C.

      Caitlin: So what are you going to do? What if someone doxes you?

      Roxy: What’s that?

      Caitlin: When they post your private information on the internet like your phone number or address.

      Roxy: Some people need to get a life.

      Caitlin: Promise me you’ll stay at my parents’ house if that happens? And put another deadbolt on your door.

      Roxy: I’ll be fine.

      Caitlin: You need to promise me.

      Roxy: Ok I promise.

      Caitlin: I wish I could do something to help.

      Roxy: You’re already doing it. Finish your dissertation and graduate with those honors.

      Caitlin: Hey, my flight is boarding. I’ll text you when we take off.

      Roxy: I’ll be in dreamland by then. My stop is coming up. Have a safe flight.

      I slip my phone into my purse and stare straight ahead. I lied. My stop isn’t coming up, but I didn’t want to keep talking about what happened. I just want to move on from all this and not let myself get paranoid about people looking at me and recognizing me as Kodi Donovan’s “latest fling” or “flavor of the week.” There were other comments in those threads, each one worst than the one before it.

      Oh well. Welcome to the world of the not-rich and infamous.

      I stop at the store for groceries, figuring I might as well hole up at home for the next few days and think about my life. As I walk up to the counter, I can’t help but wonder if people around me have seen the pictures online.

      Did any of them say those nasty things about me? If they managed to track down my work, what about where I live?

      The tears finally come the moment I close my apartment door and make sure I lock it. I barely wear any makeup for work, and so nothing runs, no mascara, no eyeliner. And even if it did, I don’t care. I’m tired, and I can cry all I want, for however long I want. It’s just me and–

      The knock on the door snaps me out of too-brief pity party. I groan, wiping away my tears as I return to the door. Caitlin better not have changed her mind and decided to stay in town and comfort me. It’d be so like her, too, even if she couldn’t have possibly made it here from the airport so quickly.

      “Cait, I can’t believe you canceled your flight and…” My words fade the moment I see who’s standing out the door and it’s certainly isn’t Caitlin.

      He’s also the last person I want to see right now.
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      “What are you doing here?” Roxy asks, her cheeks wet with tears. Without makeup, she’s beautiful, almost innocent with dark brown eyes and a heart-shaped mouth. Her dark hair is pulled in a ponytail, her thick bangs framing her face. She’s still wearing her hospital scrubs, pink unicorns gracing her top and plain lavender scrub pants.

      “I came to talk,” I say. “I heard you got some kind of warning or something.”

      Her face flashes angrily. “Who told you? Caitlin?”

      I shake my head. “Jordan. Cait told him.”

      “Oh well, you really can’t hide anything in this town, can you?” She asks, her eyes flashing angrily. “Anyway, it was just an oral notice. They told me to stay home until after this whole social media thing blows over. The hospital was apparently getting calls from people asking about me, my work, and all that. Basically wasting hospital resources.”

      As Roxy sighs heavily, a door at the end of the hallway opens, and an elderly man sticks his head out. He glares at me through thick glasses.

      “That’s Mr. Reyes,” Roxy says as she waves at him. “He’s like our building Neighborhood Watch.”

      I turn to look at Roxy. “Can I come in before he thinks I’m bothering you?”

      She steps out into the hallway and waves to the old man. “He’s a friend, Mr. Reyes,” she says as he nods and disappears back into his apartment.

      I step inside her apartment, and Roxy shuts the door behind me. Her place is small and neat with a Rockabilly design aesthetic that makes me think I stepped into a 1950’s home. A dark green polka dot love seat graces her living room, and next to it is an old Singer sewing machine cabinet complete with the foot pedal. Her round dining table with its Formica top and aluminum trim looks like it’s been fished out of an old coffee shop and restored. Built-in cabinets above the sink probably came with the apartment but instead of adding cabinet doors to it like my friends or I would have done, Roxy has left them wide open, and I see a collection of retro plates and bowls, cups, and saucers in happy colors of chartreuse, orange, and sky blue. Even her stove is completely retro, baby blue with white and silver knobs.

      “I rented the apartment because of that stove,” she says almost sheepishly. “And the built-in shelves. The rest I added in one by one whenever I found them.”

      The only modern piece of furniture is an Ikea bookcase that separates her sleeping area from the rest of the apartment. An assortment of books, vinyl records, shot glasses and picture frames fill the slots in the bookcase and a record player sits on top, flanked by retro-looking speakers in mint green.

      Beyond the shelf, the retro theme continues with soft white draperies in dotted Swiss fabric. It matches the pillowcases and the embossed white pillow shams. The whole effect is very feminine, very Roxy. I suddenly see us in my mind, snug in her bed cuddling like we did the day before. But I’m kidding myself; I see us doing more than cuddling.

      I clear my throat, forcing myself to focus on what I came here to say. For all I know, depending on how she takes what I have to say, this could be the last time I ever see Roxy again.

      “Roxy, I’m so sorry about the pictures,” I begin.

      “You don’t have to apologize, Kodi,” she says. “It’s not like you had those photographers lying in wait or anything.”

      “I need to make things right, Rox. And I know I can.”

      Roxy laughs. “What? Are you going to pull strings? Because that’s what everyone will think, you know, you being well-connected pulling strings with management.”

      I almost want to tell her, so what? But she’s right. All it would take for me is a phone call to my father to see if he still knows people on the Board of Directors at Miller General. But that would be involving more people… and owing them, too. At the moment, I don’t want to owe anyone, especially not Dad, not when I’m sure he’s probably got another woman he wants to introduce to me like he always does. And as much as I love women, I like being able to pick them myself.

      “Actually, no. I have another idea, but it will only work if you agree to it,” I reply.

      “If I agree? What could possibly make my walk of shame justifiable considering there are pictures of you putting that garter around my leg at the reception, too,” Roxy says.

      “We’ll tell everyone we’re engaged.”

      Roxy stares at me. “That’s a bit extreme, isn’t it?”

      “And Hashtag WalkofShameRoxy isn’t?” I ask. “Come on, think about it. Everything about this whole social media thing is extreme, so why not face it the same way and be done with it? Instead of telling everyone we’re dating, we tell them we’re engaged.”

      “How long will this engagement be for?”

      “Just enough time to get the hospital to realize they’ve made a mistake and have you come back to work,” I reply. “One day, one week or two weeks, we’ll play it by ear. Surely it’s not illegal for an engaged woman to appear next to her fiancé in New York City, right? Then you can officially dump me and move on.”

      “But we don’t even have anything to support that engagement,” Roxy stammers. “No pictures of us dating or anything.”

      “Not everything has to be out in the open.”

      “It is on social media,” she says as I shrug.

      “I’m not on social media. Are you?”

      She shakes her head. “I don’t have time for those things.”

      “So how about this. We’re friends. We’ve known each other for over a year, but we kept our relationship private. I worked abroad for three months, and we texted the entire time,” I say, pausing. “Unless you were dating someone else—or are—then this won’t work, of course.”

      “I broke up with Jax three months ago.”

      “So we dated shortly after you broke up with him, right before I left for Asia,” I say. “Think about it, Roxy. It could work. We’ve been emailing back and forth, texting, sexting… whatever. Then after Jordan and Addy’s wedding reception, I proposed and you said yes.”

      She folds her arms across of her chest, looking at me with one arched eyebrow. “So if I said yes, where’s the ring?”

      “We’ll get one.”

      She thinks for a few moments, the furrow on her brow deepening. Then she sighs, looks down at her unicorn blouse, and sniffs her shoulder. “This is all happening so fast, and I need time to think about this. But I need to hop in the shower first. I just finished my shift.”

      “Go ahead. I’m in no rush.”

      “Make yourself at home then, and I’ll be right out.” She pulls the elastic from her hair and I watch her shake her hair loose over her shoulders. Then grabbing her robe hanging from a hook next to the bathroom, she steps inside and shuts the door. Seconds later, I hear the shower running.

      As I stand in the middle of her apartment, I expect to feel panic hit me, or maybe regret, for my suggestion. It’s so unlike me but it’s the only thing I can come up with to save her reputation. After all, if I’d only insisted on getting the Jeep out of the garage and stopping at the townhouse to pick her up, none of this would have happened.

      But I also know there’s something else, something I haven’t said out loud before. The more I’m learning about the real Roxy, the more I want to get to know her. It was no accident that she ended up in my bed after the reception. Whether we’d both had too much to drink or not, we had a connection, one that started when I first slipped that garter around her leg. One that kept on going long after I kissed her.

      Maybe this is my chance to see where it finally goes.
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      Of course, I say yes.

      Kodi’s idea actually made sense, considering we didn’t have a lot of options. Actually, we didn’t have any. Who knew internet trolls were real? I sure didn’t, and I’d actually resolved to live in infamy as that girl who spent the night with Kodi Donovan after meeting her at a wedding and looked like she got the fuck of her life (she didn’t) the morning after. She didn’t, of course, but who would believe that?

      I was angry, too, angry that faceless strangers who had no idea who I was were spending their time judging me. Didn’t people have lives? Why were they so invested in my life? And why, between the two of us, was I the one who was getting the brunt of the Internet hate? Because I’m a woman? Because I wear my hair like Bettie Page? My tattoos? Or is it because I’m not a man merely sowing his wild oats and thus, perfectly okay?

      No, definitely not okay.

      By the time I emerge from the bathroom half an hour later, clad in a robe with my hair blow dried and accented with a polka dot hair band, Kodi has managed to pick a few records to play on my turntable. The one that’s playing right now is Cliff Richard’s Living Doll, and it’s hard not to miss the way he looks at me as I walk past him. He even bites his lower lip playfully, and in response, my stomach does a flip-flop.

      As if catching himself, his cheeks redden. “Sorry.”

      I laugh, wriggling my hips playfully. “You might as well appreciate your new fiancé, Mr. Donovan. Because this is a limited time offer, you know.”

      His expression turns serious. “Are you serious?”

      “I told you I’d think about it while I showered and I did.” She pauses, her eyes narrowing. “You didn’t change your mind while I was in there, did you?”

      “Of course not,” Kodi replies. “You have no idea how relieved I’m feeling right now. I want to make things right any way I can.”

      “I have to admit this is extreme, but I can’t think of any other way to change people’s minds that I’m not what they think I am.”

      “I know you’re not, Roxy,” he says.

      “So what’s the plan?” I ask, opening my closet and rummaging through my clothes on hangers.

      “We pick out an engagement ring,” he says, pulling out his phone. “Is there any place nearby that you know of?”

      “There’s one on Austin Street. I’ve never been, but I remember Cait telling me it’s where Jordan got his Mom’s engagement ring sized for Addy. It’s not too far from here.”

      While Kodi searches for the jewelry store on his phone, I choose to wear a navy blue shirt-waist dress with a turn-up collar and flared skirt that falls just below my knees. As I pull out a slip from my dresser, I hear Kodi ask someone on the phone about office hours. A few moments later, he clears his throat.

      “Maybe I should step out while you get dressed.”

      “If you want to, although I have to warn you that Mr. Reyes will be checking you out right away,” I reply, chuckling. “Or you can turn around. It will take me a minute or two.”

      He hesitates for a moment, then nods. “I’ll do that then.”

      As I get dressed, Kodi busies himself with the picture frames on my shelf. They’re of my parents and me as a kid in pigtails.

      “Do your parents live nearby?” he asks, not turning to look at me.

      “They used to. They moved to Arizona five years ago after Dad got a new, less stressful job, and so far, other than the heat and humidity, they like it there,” I say, buttoning the front of my shirtdress and draping a scarf to keep my neck warm. “Cost of living is definitely less expensive. They call this place the NYC, the New York Closet.”

      He chuckles. “Hey, don’t let them knock it. You did a great job with it,” Kodi says.

      “Thanks. You can look now,” I announce and when Kodi turns to face me, I see him catch his breath.

      “That dress looks great on you,” he says. “It suits you.”

      I laugh. “It better. I made it myself.”

      Kodi looks at me incredulously. “You did? It’s beautiful!”

      “Don’t laugh but I use that machine right there.” I point to a vintage Singer sewing machine in its cabinet complete with a foot pedal and wheel. “Foot power and everything. I make my own patterns.”

      “Who taught you?”

      “My mother was a seamstress for one of the theaters on Broadway, and so she was really good at getting everything to fit perfectly no matter their body shape or size,” I reply. “She still sews, but now she does it for herself.”

      “Have you ever considered starting your own fashion line? You could totally pull it off,” Kodi says and I laugh.

      “Yeah, right. When? In my sleep? Besides, such things are so expensive to get off the ground.” I sit on the edge of the bed and slip on my shoes, patent leather Mary Janes that’ll go well with my dress. “So, anyway, what happens when we break up? Aren’t we just setting everyone else to be disappointed?”

      Kodi’s brow furrows. “It’s not like we’re taking out a full-page announcement.”

      “I know that. But I don’t want to hurt anyone, Kodi. Whatever happens with my work, I’m a big girl. I can handle it.”

      Kodi gets down on his haunches in front of the bed and holds my hands on my lap. “Yet you were crying when I arrived, Roxy, and I don’t want you to face this alone,” Kodi says quietly. “You put up a good front, but this isn’t your fault. It’s mine. Because of me, you got in trouble at work and that’s not right.”

      “If I get fired, I’ll bring it up with my union rep. They have no grounds to fire me anyway... unless being an Internet meme is a fire-able offense.”

      “We’ll be engaged just long enough to change the narrative about your walk of shame and get people to stop talking about you,” he says. “At least, they’ll stop saying the nasty things they’re saying about one of the most amazing and fun people I know, who can make some mean cocktails, and looks great in everything.”

      I roll my eyes. “You forgot to add beautiful.”

      “I know,” Kodi says, grinning. “I didn’t want it all to go to your head.”
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      Half an hour later and feeling wide awake thanks to a large cup of coffee and pure adrenalin, Kodi and I walk into a family-owned jewelry store on Austin Street to choose an engagement ring.

      At first, I pick out the most modest ring out of practicality, one that features two hands holding a heart that has a crown above it. Besides, this is all temporary anyway. But Kodi chooses a vintage-style platinum ring with a crown of baguette and pavé-set diamonds surrounding a large round diamond. I don’t even want to know the price because there aren’t any listed in the whole shop.

      “If we want everyone to see that we’re engaged, then we need a real ring.”

      “You mean a big one.”

      “Yes.”

      I sigh. “Well, if I’m going to wear an engagement ring for the next two weeks, I might as well wear one I actually like, right?”

      “Right.” Kodi starts to slip the ring around my finger but pauses and looks at me. “Unless you have a better plan..”

      I shake my head. “Not really.”

      “Then I guess the next question is, Miss Roxy Porter, will you marry me?”

      I smile, trying hard not to giggle. “Yes, Mr. Donovan. I will marry you.”

      As the two brothers who own the shop congratulate us from behind the counter, it suddenly hits me that this is real. I’m officially engaged to Kodi Donovan. And from this moment on, it’s show time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The first thing we do to be “seen” is have breakfast in the city. Kodi takes me to one of his favorite places in Lower Manhattan known for serving their eggs en cocotte, where eggs are baked and then served in small dishes together with toast ‘soldiers.’

      The place is buzzing with activity as well as people he knows who apparently come in regularly. Before long, friends wish us congratulations, and I get to show off my ring until our food arrives.

      We talk about his latest trip, the things he did and the things he still needs to do. He’s glad that he’s home and even considers this trip to be his last one in a while.

      “I’ve been traveling for two years straight and honestly, there’s more work that needs to be done here like raising money and awareness,” he says as I take a sip of my second cup of coffee. “Everything else is in place abroad, from the staff to the manpower.”

      “So what are your plans now? I mean, you just got back. Surely you plan on relaxing a bit.”

      “Work is never done,” he replies, chuckling. “What about you? Do you see yourself as a nurse in the next five years?”

      I set down my cup. “I only have a few more months left before I get all my student loans paid off and then I can live out loud and proud. Maybe see the world or something.”

      “Where would you like to go?” He asks. “What’s the first place that comes to mind?”

      “Italy… Rome, Venice, Naples,” I reply. “Did I mention Italy?”

      He laughs. “You did, yes.”

      “And that place with the houses on the cliffs or hills or something,” I reply.

      “Santorini?”

      I nod. “Something like that. I’d like to check that out one day, but until then, I have to work.”

      “Did you always want to be a nurse?”

      “Not exactly, but my parents always told me to major in something useful like Nursing or Dental Assisting. That way, I’d always have a job wherever I went. They said I could work ten or fifteen years or so, save my money and then do what I love after.” I pause. “Don’t get me wrong, Kodi. I love what I do. The job security isn’t bad, too, although it’s a bit iffy right now with this whole viral social media thing. I still can’t believe I’ve become a damn social meme. Hashtag walkofshameRoxy.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Really, it’s not your fault, Kodi,” I say, covering my cup when the server slows down our table with a full pot of coffee. “We all can’t have impeccable records at work, you know.”

      “I like your optimism. It’s refreshing,” he says, smiling.

      “Thanks,” I say, feeling my cheeks warm. “It’s my superpower.”

      For a brief moment, I see a part of Kodi he never shows to many people. A vulnerability almost, like he’s tired. But I bet he’s also adjusting to the time difference.

      “If you weren’t working as a nurse, what do you think you’d be doing? Bartending?”

      “Hell, no, but it breaks the ice at parties.” I laugh, shaking my head. “No, I do it as a hobby, as a way to meet people and have fun. The extra money from working some parties isn’t bad either. But I like making clothes like this.” I run my fingers along my collar. “ I like bringing back the 50’s, that kind of thing. I like the sensibilities of that time.”

      “And Bettie Page?”

      “Can you believe I’ve never seen the erotic pictures she’s known for?” I say, and Kodi’s eyes widen in surprise. “I saw her hairstyle in a magazine and realized I had the face shape for it. It also goes with my outfits.”

      I raise my finger just as he’s about to say something. “But that’s not to say I have no idea what guys think when they see me. I do, and while it can be weird sometimes, I’m sure it makes me interesting.”

      Kodi grins. “You were always interesting, Roxy. And now you’re my fiancee.”

      It feels weird hearing him say the word, stranger still that temporarily, at least, I am his fiancee. “Anyway, I get that you’re doing this because you want to help me but what’s in it for you?”

      Kodi leans back in his chair, cocking his head to the side. “I never really thought about what I’d get out of it, Roxy, to be honest. Besides, it’s temporary.”

      “You’re kidding me, right?” I ask. “You mean you’re diving into this thing head first without any thought about how it could affect your own reputation or your nonprofit?”

      “It made sense.”

      As I look at Kodi, I don’t know what to think. I’ve always known him as this fun-loving party animal who dated only gorgeous women. What would everyone say when they’d see me, the total opposite to every woman he’s been seen with?

      “Chivalry is dead, Kodi. Guys don’t do things like this, not when they’ve got better things to do.”

      He leans forward, resting his elbows on the table. “I saw the things they wrote about you, Roxy, and they weren’t nice. They were downright cruel and for what? Is this what our society does for fun these days? Make fun of people just because they’re brave enough to be themselves? But the thing that got me was that no one said anything bad about me at all. In fact, I was pretty much excused for any presumed bad behavior just because I’m a man. But not you, and that’s not right.”

      “That’s just the way it is these days, Kodi, in case you haven’t noticed.”

      “Just because it is what it is doesn’t mean it applies to everyone, Roxy.” His expression is serious now. “You and I ended up in bed that night, and whether or not anything happened between us, I’m not about to let them ruin your reputation and your future. Your character.”

      “So you think getting engaged and being seen around town together will solve that?”

      “Guess there’s only one way to find out,” Kodi says, grinning. “What are you doing tonight?”
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      Kodi shows up at my door at eight. Wearing a light grey blazer under a white button-down shirt, grey pants and Oxfords, he looks like he just stepped out of a menswear magazine.

      My dress is one I’d made last year, a sleeveless black dress with a fitted bodice and a flared skirt layered with black guipere lace with a sweetheart neckline. The tattoos on my arm seem to clash with the sweet floral design of the tulle, but I don’t care. My makeup tonight is subtle, nothing that will attract too much attention. I want tonight to be Kodi’s night.

      We make it to his father’s Upper West Side penthouse forty minutes later. Throughout the whole drive, we talked about what we’d say to people who’d ask about engagement.

      Where did we meet? At one of Kodi’s summer parties. I mixed drinks for everyone. How did he propose? While we were in bed after the reception but we only bought the ring the next day, after I got back from work. How did we manage to keep our relationship secret? We texted each other while he was abroad.

      Two truths and one lie. All in all, not too bad.

      His father lives one block away from Central Park, just across the street from a private museum. Kodi tells me he spent half of his childhood here.

      “Where did you spend the other half?”

      “With my mother in the Hamptons,” he replies. “My parents are divorced.”

      “How old were you when they split up?”

      “I was about fourteen,” he says, driving the car to a nearby garage.

      A tall man with gray hair combed in a classy side part greets us at the door. He pulls Kodi in a long embrace before stepping back to admire his son’s tan. When he sees me, a frown replaces his broad smile and he steps away.

      “You didn’t tell me you were bringing anyone with you,” he says. “Melanie’s here. She... she wanted to welcome you back.”

      “I’ll speak to her,” Kodi says as he gently pulls me next to him. “Anyway, Dad, this is Roxy Porter. Roxy, this is my dad, Franklin Donovan.”

      As he shakes my hand, his eyes narrow. “You’re the woman from the pictures,” he says. “The ones online.”

      “One and only,” I say, forcing myself to be cheerful. “It’s very nice to meet you, Mr. Donovan.”

      “How come I’ve never heard of you?” Franklin says, smiling broadly. “Where has Kodiak been hiding you all this time? Did you happen to travel with him on this trip?”

      I shake my head as Kodi takes my hand.

      “Dad, I’ve known Roxy for about a year and we started dating around the time I left for this last trip,” he says. “I also asked her to marry me and she said yes.”

      “Excuse me?” Franklin looks at Kodi, shock evident on his face. “That’s a huge step, Kodiak, isn’t it?”

      Kodi nods. “I know it is, but I wanted to surprise you.”

      “Does your mother know?”

      “Not yet,” Kodi replies. “We want to make a formal announcement in the next few days.”

      I can’t blame the look of shock on his father’s face. He’s apparently not happy about the development, and I wish I could tell him that I’ll be breaking up with his son in two weeks or as soon as the talk about me dies down and my job at Miller General is secure. Whichever comes first.

      Franklin blinks a few times, as if trying to regain his composure while staring at me. Then he clears his throat and stars walking toward the living room. “Why don’t I introduce you to the rest of our guests? Marshall from Hamptons Live is here, by the way, Kodiak. He’ll be featuring your presentation in tomorrow’s Society Talk section.”

      “That’s great,” Kodi says as he winks playfully at me.

      As Kodi and I follow his dad to meet the rest of the guests, all I can say is that the place screams old money. Rich wood paneling, Persian rugs, and the rich smell of leather from the couch and arm chairs assaults my senses. And then there are the guests, an older, more classic crowd than the ones I’m accustomed to. The men wear suits and the women simple classic dresses. But as soon as Franklin starts introducing everyone, I forget all about the crowd. I’m too busy matching the names to their respective faces.

      Dermot, the financier, has that Robert Redford vibe, Clint the developer is a dead ringer for the late Alan Rickman complete with dark-rimmed glasses, and Laurel, the wife of some clothing designer who’s talking business with his buddies in the corner reminds me of Grace Kelly. I hate matching them with famous people, but with so many people introduced to me in a short time, it’s the only way I can remember who’s who.

      Kodi introduces me to everyone as his fiancee and more than once, I hear Melanie’s voice mentioned although she apparently left shortly after Kodi and I arrived so I never get to meet her. The pictures come next. Kodi even makes sure my ring is visible in all the photographs from the way I hook my arm with his.

      “I checked out Prince Harry’s engagement pictures,” he murmurs in my ear as if we’re sharing an intimate joke “Each picture showed off her ring, so I thought, why not do the same thing?”

      I chuckle. “I never thought you were a fan of the Royal Family.”

      “I’m not,” he says, grinning. “But I had to be prepared. We only have a few days to pull this off, remember?”

      As I study his handsome face, the pang of disappointment that hits me takes me by surprise. I always knew about the deadline—two weeks at the most, he’d said—but I just never considered how I’d find myself wishing some parts of this charade were real.
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      An hour later, Kodi begins his presentation. Pictures project on a screen behind him as he talks about the latest school he and the volunteers had helped build in the Philippines. He talks about the local organizations they’ve partnered with and future plans for the nonprofit. He includes personal stories and anecdotes, like one group’s excitement over a shipment of books and other supplies donated by some guests at the party. Kodi plays videos, too, and there’s no mistaking how happy he is out there with the local people. It’s so different from the image of Kodi the tabloids and social media still cling to, of the womanizer and party animal.

      “Never in a million years did I ever think he’d pop the question, certainly not to someone I don’t even know,” says a voice next to me and I look up to see Franklin. “I’m sorry for being blunt but how did you two meet? Besides his friend’s wedding this past weekend?”

      “I’ve known Kodi for at least a year. I met him at one of his parties last summer,” I reply.

      “He was with Melanie then?”

      I nod. “I met her, too. She’s nice.”

      “She was pretty torn up when Kodiak ended their relationship.

      ”We started dating after they broke up,” I say, forcing a smile as he studies my face.

      “Don’t get me wrong, Miss Porter, but I’m just concerned, and a bit offended. Kodiak normally tells me everything, and suddenly this happens.”

      “Like he said, Mr. Donovan, he wanted to surprise you, and I guess he succeeded.”

      He sips his drink slowly. “That’s my son for you, very impulsive when it comes to love, just like his mother.” He pauses. “Nothing wrong with that, of course. It happens to all of us.”

      I wish Kodi were right next to me, but he’s busy talking animatedly to a group of people. He stops only when the photographer walks by and asks them to pose in front of a backdrop with his organization’s logo.

      “This is his moment, his time to shine,” Franklin continues. “I’m grateful you’re letting him have that.”

      “I never planned on taking the spotlight away from him, Mr. Donovan,” I say. “I know how important the nonprofit is to him and I’m here to support him.”

      “What do your parents do, by the way?” he asks. “Do they live in the city?”

      “They used to. They live in Arizona now,” I reply.

      “What did they do?”

      I can feel him studying me carefully. “Mom made costumes for the theater and Dad was a family and marriage counselor.”

      He takes a sip of his bourbon. “That must have been stressful, counseling couples.”

      “Isn’t everything? He once said to me that when a couple usually showed up at his office, one of them has already checked out of the marriage. The other one just doesn’t know it yet.”

      “So what do you do?” he asks. “Do you work?”

      No, I lounge around sipping tea and eating crumpets. “I’m a nurse.”

      “Where at?”

      “Miller General. I work in Intensive Care,” I reply as his expression remains the same. Surprised.

      Franklin thinks for a few moments. “Do you know Maxwell George, by any chance? If I remember correctly, he’s on the Board of Directors, and he’s here tonight. Let me introduce you.”

      Before I can reply, Frank steers me toward the other end of the room where three men are standing next to a giant sculpture. They’re in the middle of a discussion about capital gains but stop when they see us approach.

      “Maxwell,” he says as a gray-haired man turns to look at us. “Did you know that Miss Porter here works for Miller General? She’s a nurse.”

      “Why, no I don’t,” Maxwell George says as he shakes my hand. “What department?”

      “Intensive Care.” I try my best not to feel intimidated, but it’s too late for that. Franklin Donovan made sure of it. As I stand before the four men, I feel like a small fish that suddenly finds herself in a bigger pond teeming with bigger fish.

      “Oh, that’s very sweet, dear. We always need people like you,” he says before returning to his conversation with his two friends about some hedge fund.

      And just like that, I’ve been dismissed.

      “There you are. I wondered where you disappeared to.” Behind me, Kodi warps one arm around my waist. I can smell the scent of his cologne and I almost wrap my arms around him and never let go.

      “Your dad was just introducing me to Mr. George. He happens to be on the Board of Directors at Miller Gen, where I work.”

      “Really? Small world,” Kodi says as we exchange glances.

      I turn to Kodi and smile as sweetly as I can. All I want to do is get away from his father who clearly does not like me being here. “You never really showed me around this place. Do you think you can give me a tour?”

      He nods. “Sure, I’d love to.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I can tell Roxy is feeling uncomfortable around my dad and I want to ask him what he told her. I know he doesn’t like her. He made that perfectly clear from the way he never even congratulated us on the engagement. Real or not, a little courtesy goes a long way.

      But no, based on her body language—arms crossed with her body facing away from him—Dad must have made sure to let Roxy know he wasn’t pleased with the news. And I’m not surprised. He’s always wanted me to date someone of my status, preferably someone who had some connection with his circle of friends.

      That’s how I met Melanie Lichten, the daughter of one of Dad’s business partners who is also one of my top donors. Introduced to me just before my nonprofit began, she was, in many ways, perfect for me. Blond, beautiful, and smart, she and I traveled in the same circles. We went to the same schools and knew the same people. She was familiar with the world I grew up in, the lavish parties, the yachts, the front-row seats at polo and tennis tournaments, rubbing elbows with the rich and famous. She was the perfect girlfriend… and one day, Dad hoped she’d be the perfect wife.

      Too bad she hated getting her hands dirty or traveling to the countries my nonprofit served. She told me once it didn’t help her image to be seen traveling in a rickety sidecar even if there was nothing else available to get to the next town. Sometimes, there were just no roads for our fancy SUVs to drive on.

      Soon, she got anxious every time I flew to Asia, citing kidnappings and worse things. She had a point, of course, and I never traveled without Caden and his team anyway, and they even ended up building houses with me. But with each school or clinic my nonprofit helped develop with the locals, I realized I needed someone who would actually feel proud of the things I did beyond the lavish fundraisers and board meetings.

      When Melanie gave me the ultimatum six months ago—it’s either me or your stupid nonprofit, she’d said—that was it. I still had a lot to do with ReBuild to Heal. Things I’d set in motion three years earlier were finally coming to fruition, and there was no way I was turning my back on that. Partnerships with other organizations to provide access to clean water, pens and paper, books, and teaching materials. The work had to go on—even if I had to do it without her.

      “I apologize for my dad’s behavior,” I say when I guide Roxy down the hall. “He’s never done that before.”

      “That’s because you never brought some tattooed chick with a pink collar job home before.” When I look at her quizzically, she adds, “That’s what people who work in a care-oriented field are called. Or rather, what they used to consider women’s work. Florence Nightingale, that kind of thing. Not exactly white collar but not blue collar either.”

      We stop in front of one of the bedrooms away from the rest of the guests. “I don’t care about those things, Roxy. As long as you have a job you love to do, that’s what matters.

      She sighs. “Two weeks of this or when I hear from my union rep and then we go our separate ways.”

      I want to tell her I want to get to know her better but I don’t. Instead, I open the door to one of the bedrooms, usher her inside, and turn on the light. The room is small and comfortable, with wooden paneling and a Persian rug on the floor. Harvard pennants still hang on the wall above a full-sized bed, built-in shelves on both sides holding my collection of travel books and an old handheld video controller. On the dresser are two framed pictures next to a ball and a baseball mitt.

      “Your old bedroom?” She asks as she walks to the dresser and looks at the framed photos. One of them is of Mom, Dad, and me, and the other is just of Mom and me when I was a teen.

      I watch her pick one of the frames and look at it. “I stayed here for a few days last summer when I had my kitchen redone.”

      “Is this your mother?” she asks, and I nod. “She’s beautiful. You have her eyes.”

      “Thanks.”

      “May I ask you why they’re not together?” She asks. “You don’t have to answer if you don’t want to.”

      “Dad had an affair,” I reply, looking down at the rug at my feet. “The other woman was a mutual friend, a recent divorcee, and they used to play tennis at the club together. There was no way Mom was going to let that go, and I don’t blame her.”

      Roxy stares at me. “Wow, that must have been such a betrayal for her.”

      “It was. I don’t know what Dad was thinking then but clearly, he wasn’t thinking with his head.” More likely his dick. “ I used to think the other woman came onto him, but I’ve since learned it takes two to tango. They were both adults. They knew what they were doing.”

      I’d been at the country club when it happened, Mom losing it when she saw the other woman in the lobby wearing a pair of earrings she knew Dad had bought. Dad told me once that a woman of status would have handled such things behind closed doors, but not Mom. She was a firecracker and still is.

      “When it went down, it was crazy. For months, it was the only thing people could talk about at the country club,” I continue. “My mother confronted the other woman, and by the time I got to the lobby, Mom and the other woman were on the ground, pulling hair, kicking, scratching. Dad came out of the handball court, and he pulled the other woman away from Mom. Then he told Mom and me to go straight home.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “No reason to be sorry. It was so long ago,” I say, shrugging. “Anyway, I went home with Mom and Dad didn’t come home that night. Apparently, Mom had pulled the woman’s earrings and she needed stitches or something. She even threatened to sue, but that never happened.”

      Roxy sits on the bed. “What happened afterward?”

      “They tried to work it out by going to a marriage counselor—Mom’s idea—but Dad was against it. He went twice, I think, before he decided it was useless. After that, Mom filed for divorce and moved Upstate, taking me with her,” I reply, sitting next to her. “I joined Dad in the city during the weekends.”

      “And the other woman?”

      “They didn’t last long. Probably three months until she realized she didn’t want to be a stepmother to a wild boy who kept acting up whenever she was around,” I reply, chuckling dryly. I remember how angry I was then, angry at Dad for having the affair and at Mom for refusing to reconcile. I’d find out later that Dad had been having affairs for years and Mom knew he’d never change even if they got back together. “Anyway, you’re right about Dad not liking people who don’t belong to his inner circle. Ironically, Mom didn’t belong to his circle originally.”

      “How’d they meet?”

      “She was working at one of my grandfather’s stores,” I reply, grinning. “Dad was there to look at the books, and he met her and had to find a reason to keep coming back. The fourth time he showed up at the store, he asked her out, and the rest is history. Well, except for the divorce.”

      For the next few minutes, we stand in front of the dresser without saying anything else. I watch Roxy return the frame back in its spot.

      “I like you, Roxy,” I murmur as I face her. “You’re different. You’re comfortable in your own skin.”

      She smiles. “Given the context of tonight’s events, I’ll take that as a compliment.”

      “It is a compliment.”

      I turn to face Roxy and cradle her face in my hands. She’s beautiful, her gaze lowering as her cheeks turn red. I lower my face toward hers, my kiss soft at first, just a brushing of our lips. I feel her mouth open slightly as I lean in, my tongue grazing her lower lip and I hear her sigh.

      As I press a kiss to her lips, she tastes of vanilla and a sexy innocence I want more of. My tongue coaxes her mouth apart, my thumb stroking her cheek, my fingers curling along the back of her neck. I can feel her body melt into mine as my tongue slips between her teeth, tasting her.

      Suddenly Roxy pulls away. She takes my hand and interlaces our fingers together. “I really like you, Kodi, but I don’t belong here.”

      “I think you’re a breath of fresh air, Roxy.”

      “To you, I am. Not to your father or his friends,” she says. “Anyway, I know it’s early, but I’d like to go home. I know this party is sort of an accounting of what you did back there, and so you have to be here, but I can get an Uber.”

      “No, I don’t have to be here,” I murmur. “This is just another one of my dad’s parties. He enjoys hosting them.”

      “I’m happy for him. But I’m probably better off heading home.”
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      Roxy doesn’t object when I park the Jeep and walk her up to her apartment. I wish the evening didn’t end too soon but I can’t blame her for feeling the way she does. Dad’s behavior surely didn’t help.

      The buzzing of my phone yanks me out of my thoughts. I answer the call as I follow Roxy up to her floor.

      “You asked me to monitor the social media posts regarding those pictures, Mr. Donovan,” Caden says. “Miss Porter lives in Rego Park, correct?”

      “Yes, she does.” As I speak, Roxy slows pauses on the first landing, frowning. “Why?”

      As Caden tells me Roxy’s street address and apartment number, I feel my jaw clench.

      “She’s been doxed?” I ask, my throat tightening.

      “I’m afraid so, Mr. Donovan. They already know where she works but the home address popped up online this evening,” he replies. “I’ll text you the screenshots. We’ve submitted requests to have the posts removed but so far, they’re still up.”

      And even if they’re taken down, people have seen it, I almost add. “Thanks, Cade,” I say. “I’ll let her know.”

      “I wouldn’t recommend she stay by herself,” he adds. “Not unless she’s got good security. We can start with a few things on our end as long as both of you are okay with it. Secure her apartment, install cameras and a security system, and also monitor her incoming phone calls, in case strangers start texting or calling her.”

      I don’t argue with Caden. I know the drill because they’d given Melanie the same security as well. It just came with the job and I have to stop pretending it doesn’t.

      “Yes, do all that,” I say before hanging up.

      “What is it? Roxy asks. “Is anything wrong?”

      The screenshots arrive seconds later and I show them to her. Her address on the screen for all to see. Roxy covers her mouth with her hand, her face turning pale.

      “Why would anyone do that? All I did was… sleep in the same bed with you. We didn’t even…” Her voice fades when the front door below swings open and she recoils against the wall, staring at the bottom stairs.

      I should have expected this, the double standard of shaming Roxy for her so-called walk of shame while cheering me on resulting to this. And while I pay close to a million dollars a year for my security, Roxy has none. Anger rises from deep within and I want to beat the crap out of the idiots who posted her address for all to see. I can feel Roxy shaking as I continue to hold her hand, not wanting to let go.

      “I’ll take care of this, Roxy,” I muter as I pull her to me. “I’ll make things right.”
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      I don’t even argue with Kodi when he tells me I should stay at his place. With my address posted out there for all to see, I don’t have much of a choice. Even Mr. Reyes comes out of his apartment with his wife to tell us that there’d been two pizza deliveries earlier, something he’s never seen me order in the eight years I’d lived there. But since I wasn’t home, the men left.

      We wait until the head of his security detail arrives, a tall and heavily muscled man named Caden Grayson, along with two other men who, with my permission, set up an alarm system for my door including a camera where my peephole should be.

      While they’re busy with that, Kodi helps me pack my things and load them in the Jeep. When I tell him that I want to bring my electric sewing machine and my turntable, he doesn’t object. He’s probably relieved to know I have a lighter sewing machine in addition to the original one in my living room that weighs a ton. I feel silly wanting such things with me but I want to keep myself busy. I don’t want to just sit around in Kodi’s house doing nothing.

      It takes Caden and his men an hour to get everything set up and by then, I’ve recovered from my shock. We don’t talk on the drive back into the city. I don’t even know what to say. Luckily, there’s a parking spot right in front of his townhouse and it takes him two trips to bring my weekend bag, sewing machine, and turn table inside.

      “So much for our plan, right?” I say, chuckling dryly as he hands me a duplicate key to his townhouse.

      “Our plan is fine,” he says. “We can’t control anything that happens beyond that, whether it’s my dad’s reaction or the Internet mob who thinks it’s funny to broadcast a young woman’s address.”

      I sigh. “Thanks for being there for me, Kodi.”

      “I’m glad I was,” he says, guiding me away from the front door and deeper into his townhouse. “Why don’t I show you around first?”

      As he gives me a tour of his townhouse, I’m grateful for the distraction. Kodi’s three-level townhouse has five spacious rooms and three bathrooms. One of the rooms is his office and another is his entertainment room with a big-screen TV, a large leather couch and giant bean bags. The other three are bedrooms, two guest bedrooms and the main one where I spent the night after the reception.

      It has a gorgeous living room and a dining room, a fully stocked bar and a deck where I first met him during one of his summer parties. Except for the absence of anything retro, probably my favorite room in the townhouse is his kitchen which has everything one could possibly need to prepare a five course meal, from a large oven to a three-door refrigerator and more counter space I could ever ask for.

      I take the bedroom next to his and as he sets my weekend bag on the chair, I can’t help but chuckle.

      “What’s funny?” he asks, smiling.

      “Not funny. Just… interesting or ironic, depending on how you look at it,” I reply. “I mean, here we were thinking just a simple announcement of our engagement would solve all my problem but it hasn’t. Instead, here I am, crashing your place.”

      “You’re not crashing at all, Roxy.” He takes a step toward me and strokes my cheek. “I’d rather you be here with me than anywhere else.”

      “This will be over before you know it,” I say. “Who knows? Tomorrow, my union rep could call me and tell me that the whole thing was all one big mistake and that the hospital acted prematurely. Then life will go back to normal again.”

      “Except for that asshole standing outside your door tonight and my father being a jerk, I like this new normal,” he says, smiling. “I like you, Roxy.”

      I chuckle. “I think we’ve established that earlier tonight.”

      “I’d like to establish it again,” he murmurs as his face dips lower, his lips brushing against mine.

      I close my eyes, shutting out the rest of the world that seems to be against me and welcoming only this, the feel of Kodi’s gentle kiss. This time, there are no people outside the door talking about money and investments, no father judging me for the way I look and believing me not good enough for his son. There’s just us.

      As his tongue coaxes my lips apart, the kiss feels like a culmination of everything that’s happened between us since he slid that garter up my leg two days ago, sending the guests into a cheering frenzy. If he only knew how he’d done pretty much the same with my heart.

      I just didn’t want to admit it then.

      But life has changed since then. Right now, everything is simple, boiled down to a look, a touch, a kiss. Besides, after everything I’ve been through tonight, from Franklin believing I’m not good enough for his son to having my home address broadcasted to the world, I need a break.

      As our kiss grows deeper, Kodi pulls me closer, my breasts pressing against his chest. I bring my arms around his neck, feeling his hands rest on my back. We’re still dancing though our tongues are doing most of it, tangling and tasting.

      Kodi pulls back and studies my face, his finger tracing the outline of my cheekbone. Then he dives in again, his kiss deeper this time, his mouth moving down to the side of my neck, lingering in the soft hollow of my collarbone. As I feel his erection pressing against my belly, I can’t deny the ache growing between my legs, a hunger I haven’t felt in a long time.

      I want more.

      As if reading my mind, Kodi pulls away. He takes my hand and guides me up the stairs to his bedroom. The moment we walk through the door, he pulls me to him and crushes his mouth against mine. It’s deep and passionate, making my stomach clench.

      All thoughts of not being good enough fly out the window as Kodi’s heated tongue dances around my mouth, making me moan. As his hands drag down the zipper of my dress, I let my hands travel down h is taut stomach before tugging at his shirt. He pulls away, slipping the shirt over his shoulders and I catch my breath at the sight of his broad chest and muscled shoulders.

      “Wow,” I breathe as Kodi grins.

      “That’s from three months spent building schools without power tools plus a little sunburn, thanks to my Irish skin.”

      “I like your Irish skin,” I whisper as he kisses me again, his hands sliding my dress off my shoulders, revealing my slip.

      His nostrils flare as he lets his gaze rake down my body. “God, you’re so fucking sexy, Roxy.”

      I melt under the warmth of another deep kiss, feeling his thumb trace my hard nipple through the silk slip.

      “Are you sure about this, Roxy?”

      I nod. After everything I’ve been accused of being by an anonymous online mob who even felt the need to publicize my home address, I need this.

      “I’m sure,” I whisper as Kodi pushes the strap of my slip off my shoulders and takes a hard nipple in his mouth. I suck my breath as he teases it with his warm tongue before moving to the other one and doing the same. As he pushes my slip off my body, it drops in a heap on the floor at my feet, revealing my garter belt and stockings.

      Kodi grabs my ass with both hands, pulling me toward him. His lips blaze a trail of kisses down my belly and I suppress a giggle as he presses his mouth above my hipbone, his beard tickling my skin. I rest one hand on his shoulder and the other behind his head as he slides his mouth lower, just over my mound and kisses it. I shiver in anticipation as he slides my panties down my legs, leaving me with only my garter belt and stockings.

      “You’re so fucking sexy, Roxy,” he whispers, gliding his hand up and down my leg. He pulls me toward the bed and onto my back.

      Kodi slides over my body, kissing me again, his fingers finding me so wet as he brushes between my wet folds. He nudges my thighs apart with his knees, his fingers circling and pressing my sensitive nub. I moan against his mouth, our tongues tasting and tangling until I pull away, needing to catch my breath.

      As it begins to rain outside, Kodi’s lips leave mine and move down my neck, my breasts, my stomach. He nudges my thighs apart with his hands, his mouth finding my heated core and I gasp as his tongue slides between my folds and presses against my clit. I clutch the sheets, moaning, my hips bucking against him.

      Kodi grips my hips, pinning me in place as his tongue flicks my clit from side to side, the sounds of my breathing filling the room, joining the rapping of raindrops against the windows. My legs tremble as the first wave of my orgasm hits me hard. My body bucks against him but he keeps my hips pinned on the bed, his mouth and tongue driving me to the edge and back again and again.

      When I can’t take anymore, I feel him slide off the bed. I watch him unzip his pants and step out of them. He’s big, just like I’d heard everyone say he is and this time, I’m not catching a quick glimpse like I did the morning I woke up in the same bed. As I stare at his cock, Kodi pulls out a condom from his wallet, tearing the wrapper open. He returns to the bed and kneels between my legs, rolling the condom over his cock. I reach for him, our fingers intertwining as he kisses me again. I’m shaking with anticipation as he presses the head of his cock against my opening.

      I groan as he slides his cock into my pussy, his movements slow at first as I get used to his size. As Kodi begins to push, my pussy throbs around him, each thrust deeper than the one before it. Kodi grinds his hips against me, the pressure inside me building and building until I can’t take any more. My walls begin to spasm around him, a feeling so intense I can’t think of anything else but letting go.

      “Look at me,” he groans and I meet his gaze just as my orgasm hits me. As I cry out his name. Kodi captures my mouth in a deep kiss, groaning as his own release comes, his arms holding me close.

      Minutes later, as I catch my breath, I’ve never felt so bared to anyone before tonight, so naked… yet so safe.
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      The buzzing of my phone wakes me up the next morning. As I steal a glance at the phone display, I can see the congratulations coming in one after the other. The Hamptons Live feature must have gone live.

      “What time is it?” Roxy murmurs, her voice thick with sleep.

      “Ten,” I reply, setting my phone to silent before resting my head back down. I can’t believe we went through two rounds last night, getting a second wind at three in the morning that lasted two hours. By that time, I could barely keep my eyes open.

      “I should probably go to my bed in the next room,” she says sleepily. “That way you can do your stuff.”

      “I want you here with me, Rox,” I say, kissing the top of her head. The room smells heavily of sex, the floor littered with our clothing.

      “This is kinda where we started, isn’t it?” She asks when she notices me studying the room. “Minus the sex.”

      I pull her closer to me, feeling her nestle her face in my chest as I lay on my side facing her. “We took care of that part though, and I have no regrets.”

      “Me neither,” she says. “So are you always this popular? Your phone buzzing off the hook?”

      “Only because of Dad’s party.” I reach for my phone again. I really want to go back to sleep but I need to go to the office and get some work done. I also have interviews to do after lunch. As I go through the messages of congratulations, I know right away that something is not right. Every message congratulates me on the completion of the three schools the nonprofit built during this last trip.

      No one has mentioned my engagement to Roxy. Not one.

      And wasn’t that the whole point for all the pictures?

      I tap on the browser and pull up the Hamptons Live website. ReBuild to Heal is the first story in the Society section complete with the photographs of the volunteers and me hard at work building a school. There’s one of me at the groundbreaking ceremony, another one featuring volunteers working on the roof, and the third picture showing the finished structure complete with chairs and desks and a blackboard. The feature is followed by five pictures taken with the donors at Dad’s party.

      But as I scroll through the pictures, it becomes clear what else is wrong. Not a single photograph includes Roxy at all. Instead, she’s been cropped out of every picture, the spot where her hand would have rested on my elbow Photoshopped out. One picture where she’d been standing in the middle of the group has been split into two pictures, each one featuring only the people on either side of her including myself.

      It’s as if she wasn’t even there.

      “What’s wrong?” Roxy asks as I turn off my phone and set it on the bedside table.

      For a moment I almost tell her—you don’t exist—but it’s not like she doesn’t already know it, thanks to my dad. Why rub it in?

      “Nothing. Just another work day,” I reply. “What about you? What are your plans today?”

      Roxy thinks for a moment. “I’ll probably check out the vintage stores in the area. Maybe I’ll find fabric to make a dress with. Maybe find a record or two. But I have to call the hospital to see if maybe people have stopped harassing them.”

      “No matter what happens, will you wait for me?” I ask. “I should be back by five or six. I was thinking we could go out to dinner.”

      “What if they want me to go back to work?”

      “So soon?”

      She shrugs. “My union rep is handling things so… you never know. I just think it’s unfair that I get the blame for those pictures. It’s one thing to do something you know is unethical on purpose, it’s another to be walking down the street minding your own business and knowing you did nothing wrong.”

      “We’ll get this fixed soon, Roxy. I promised you that and I don’t back down on my promises.”

      She sighs, tracing circles on my chest with her finger. “But it’s not for you to fix, Kodi. I lost my patience in my supervisor’s office. I could have easily told her calmly that I needed my union rep there before I was going to sign anything but I didn’t.” She pauses, biting her lip. “Instead, I lost my temper and that’s what she wrote me up for.”

      “Do you really want to return to work so soon?”

      “Not really,” she replies. “But I’ve got bills to pay, specifically my student loans. I’m paying them off as fast as I can and I’m almost done. That’s why I do bartending. The tips can be amazing especially when I put on my Bettie persona.”

      “Well, there is that,” I say, grinning. “And can I add that you rock the look like no one I know? In fact, you make it your own and it’s sexy as hell. I can’t get enough of it.”

      She bursts out laughing when my hands find a ticklish spot, and then another. Soon, we’re wrestling on the bed until she ends up straddling me trying to get her fingers along my sides. Within minutes, we’re both panting and out of breath, in need of a break.

      I run my fingers along the large tattoo that covers her right thigh and hip with my fingers. I trace the large magnolia petals, the leaves, and branches. Roxy’s body is a perfect canvas, her tattoos stark against her creamy white skin. I let my other hand drop to her pussy, my fingers finding her soaking wet.

      Roxy lowers her head toward me, her lips brushing against mine. Her breasts press against my chest, her nipples hard.

      As she continues to kiss me, moving down my jaw, my neck, my collarbone, I’m aching for her, my whole body coming alive with every brush of her lips, every slide of her fingers over my skin.

      My head falls back and my eyes close as Roxy slides down my body, settling between my legs. Her hand grips my shaft, her mouth wrapping around the tip, enclosing me in its warmth. I gasp as she flicks her tongue along the underside of my shaft, playfully alternating between long and short strokes before soaking my length with her lips.

      A deep shudder races through my body as she takes me deeper in her mouth, pumping up and down. It doesn’t take long before she drives me almost to the edge, pressure building at the base of my cock and I’m about to lose it. But not yet.

      “I want to be inside you,” I groan, reaching for a condom on the bedside table. This time she helps roll it over my throbbing cock before straddling me, angling her body just right.

      I grip her hips as she slowly slides down my shaft, taking her time. She circles her hips, her pussy lips swirling against the head of my cock until I can’t stand it. Gripping her hips, I push her down, guiding her movements as she moans, her eyes shut. As she starts to ride me, I reach my hand between us and find her clit, playing with her nub.

      Outside the world could go to hell, but in here, this is all that matters, the sight of Roxy with her eyes closed, lost in her pleasure, the feel of her pussy clenching around my cock, driving me to the edge. She whimpers, her walls contracting around me as her orgasm comes, squeezing me, milking me. It’s more than I can handle as I feel my own release building, my balls tightening. Every muscle in my body tenses as heat rushes through me and I groan, letting myself sink inside her, feeling her still pulsing around me.

      As Roxy collapses over me, I catch my breath, my hands sliding down her back, feeling her softness and her warmth. As we lay catching our breath, I want to drift back to sleep and keep her next to me for as long as I can, push away the world that wants to destroy everything we’ve created since this all began. For as much as I want Roxy to get her job back, I don’t want to lose this connection between us… even if its foundation is based on a lie.
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      With reporters arriving to interview me in an hour, Roxy picks out my outfit for the day, a navy blue two-button suit with a solid brown grenadine silk tie.

      As she sits on the bathroom counter knotting my tie, it takes her only one pass before she nails it perfectly. There’s something about a woman who knows the cut and fit of a man’s suit and if I didn’t have the interviews, I’d have let her strip the suit off me for another round of sex. But I don’t. We’re both tired and as she crawls back into bed for another hour of sleep, Caden arrives to take me to the office.

      Inside the car, I pull up the pictures of the party again, every one of them missing the woman I’d wanted to show off to the world. Maybe getting engaged wasn’t the smartest idea, but it was better than not doing anything. I could easily blame Marshall for the oversight but he’s not the one who objected to her presence at the party.

      Dad is waiting for me at the office when I arrive twenty minutes later. I pretend nothing’s wrong, not wanting to give him the satisfaction of knowing the removal of Roxy from the photographs annoyed the crap out of me.

      Besides, it’s just like Dad trying to run my life as usual and with those viral pictures still circulating online, he probably thinks it’s his job to fix things.

      “So you’re giving me the silent treatment,” he says as he settles in the chair in front of my desk.

      “I am? I didn’t even notice. I thought I was working.”

      He exhales. “Oh, Kodiak, one day you’ll understand the reason behind my actions.”

      “Really? Like why Roxy isn’t in any of the photographs from your party?” I ask. “Did you tell Marshall to have his staff remove her?”

      “What if I did?” He clasps his hands in front of him. “That party was to celebrate your recent accomplishment and your return after three months spent overseas. Instead, what do you do? You walk into my house and announce to me that you’re engaged to a girl you had a one-night stand with, a girl I’ve never heard you once mention to me.”

      “And your point?”

      “I get that she’s different. Maybe she’s excellent in bed, who knows? But those aren’t reasons you marry someone,” he says.

      “You forgot to add that she’s not like us,” I say. “Wasn’t that what you made sure she’d remember from your conversation with her?”

      Dad shrugs. “If that’s all she took from my talk with her, then obviously it’s a trigger for her. But she also knows I’m right.”

      “You made her feel like she wasn’t good enough for me,” I say, reminding myself not to lose my temper. “But guess what, Dad, she is. Right now, Roxy is more than good enough for me. She’s perfect.”

      Dad gets up from the chair and stands in front of the desk. “When I first saw the pictures online, I wanted to believe that jet-lag led you to make one bad decision after another. First, the wedding reception, then the one night stand. But getting engaged to some tramp who’s only after your money? It’s not like you, Kodiak.”

      “You know nothing about her, Dad. She has a job, and a good one,” I say through gritted teeth.

      “A job that’s also in jeopardy after those pictures popped up online,” Dad says. “What happens if she gets fired?”

      “Then she gets another job if she wants to,” I say. “You don’t even know her, Dad, and already you’re passing judgment. And for what? Because she’s different, she’s got tattoos, or she wears her hair like Bettie Page? Or is it because she’s her own person and she’s comfortable in her own skin? I don’t know. Pick one.”

      Dad doesn’t speak right away. But when he does, I’m not even surprised. “She’s not like us, Kodiak.”

      “Was Mom like you when you met her?” I ask as Dad frowns. “Did Granddad tell you that she wasn’t good enough for you because she worked behind the counter of one of the stores you guys owned?”

      “Don’t talk to me like that, Kodiak.”

      “Yes, I will talk to you like that, Dad, because I want you to hear how you sound right now,” I say, rising from my chair. “I didn’t volunteer to build schools abroad to come back here and pretend that I’m better than them. Roxy is a good person. She’s hardworking, honest, and right now, she makes me happy. But if you can’t see that, then we’ll simply have to agree to disagree.”

      “You barely know her and suddenly here you are, announcing you guys are engaged,” Dad protests. “That’s crazy.”

      “You barely knew Mom when you asked her out and then three weeks later, ask her to marry you,” I say. “I know you liked Melanie but she didn’t get me, Dad. She didn’t get what I liked or why I liked things, especially when it didn’t fit into her world. Your world. She was perfect wife material, as you always told me, but not my wife material.”

      “Are you honestly saying you’re going to marry this woman?”

      “I’m saying I’m going to see her—maybe we’ll work out or maybe we won’t—but I won’t know that unless I get to know her better,” I say, pausing as my secretary lets me know on the intercom that the first reporter has arrived and is in one of the conference rooms.

      Dad’s eyes narrow and I realize what I’d just said. But it’s too late. “You don’t have to be engaged to someone to get to know them better, Kodiak… unless the engagement serves a whole different purpose.”

      My throat tightens. I slipped and he caught it. “I don’t know what you’re talking about and nothing you say will make me change my mind right now,” I say. “I’m sorry you don’t like her but that’s out of my control. Anyway, I need to go. I’ve got an interview to do.”

      As I watch Dad get up and step out of the office, I realize I didn’t really have to say a lot to get my point across but somehow I felt I did. Then it hits me. It’s in every word I’ve uttered so far about Roxy.

      I’m falling for her, and I’m falling fast.

      Maybe too fast.
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      The moment I see him standing outside Kodi’s front door, I know that some things are simply too good to be true. I want to turn around but I can’t, not when he sees me the moment he turns away from the door. There’s also no way I’m going to run like I’m guilty.

      “If you’re looking for Kodi, he’s at his office,” I say as I make my way up the steps. “He left just before lunch.”

      When I reach the top of the landing, I let Franklin Donovan take the bags I’m carrying filled with fabric from the vintage shop and two records I think Kodi will like, Dinah Washington and Nat “King” Cole.

      “I was actually hoping to speak with you,” Franklin says. He’s dressed in a classic three-piece suit, salt and pepper hair slicked back. “Can we talk?”

      I pull out Kodi’s key and unlock the front door. “Sure. Why don’t you come inside?”

      Franklin follows me inside and sets the bags on the floor. He looks around, his gaze settling on the turntable, an amused expression his face. Before Kodi had left for the office, he’d set my sewing machine in the guest room and my turntable on the coffee table. I had managed to hook it up to the stereo before I decided to head out and do some shopping.

      I set my purse on the table and eye him curiously. He clasps his hands in front of him, his coat still on. “What would you like to talk about?”

      “I heard that you got into some sort of trouble with Miller General,” he begins. “Quite unfortunate given the circumstances of that viral picture of you and Kodiak, I’m afraid.”

      I cross my arms in front of my chest. “Yes, it is.”

      “You might remember Maxwell George at the party?” He asks, not waiting for me to reply. “He tells me you might start working again, starting tonight. You do work the evening shift, yes?”

      “You didn’t have to do that for me. I didn’t ask you to,” I say, frowning. “Besides, my union rep was taking care of that.”

      “And how long do you think it will take him to get that taken care of? A week? A month?” he scoffs. “Because that’s how long these things take without any additional help.”

      “But that’s the thing. I didn’t ask for your help, Mr. Donovan. I need to go through regular channels like regular people.” I’m also having a damn good time with your son, I almost tell him but it would have probably made things worse.

      “Ah, like regular people,” he repeats thoughtfully. “You know what regular people would do when they find themselves in your situation, when they’re told to wait out a hospital decision?”

      I shake my head.

      “Regular people wait it out. Sure, they may call their union rep but that’s pretty much it. Then they wait.”

      “What’s your point, Mr. Donovan?”

      “People like my son are not regular people,” he says, his mouth almost frozen in a grimace as he says those two words. “They don’t wait for someone to tell them it’s okay to go back to work. Instead, when there’s a problem, they do something about it. And maybe that’s what Kodiak did when he heard you were in trouble after you spent the night with him. Maybe you told him you got suspended and he truly felt bad. Maybe you told him it would be a good idea if you two got engaged... just temporarily, mind you. Just enough time for you to work your way into his life–”

      “That’s it. You can stop there,” I say, the words coming out before I can stop myself. “I’d like for you to leave, Mr. Donovan. I think you’ve made your point very clear.”

      “I hope so,” he says, walking toward the front door. “Don’t get me wrong, Miss Porter. Kodiak founded his nonprofit because he wanted to make his mark in this world without accepting a handout from his father. And as much as he is making a huge difference in this world, I hate seeing his generosity being taken advantage of–”

      “–by regular people like me?” I ask.

      “It doesn’t matter by whom. What matters is that it’s happening at all,” he says, pulling the door open as my phone buzzes from inside my purse.

      “He’s not a child, you know,” I say through gritted teeth. “Kodi can make up his own mind.”

      “I’m sure he can, Miss Porter, but I hope you understand where I’m coming from as well.” He steps out and nods. “Have a good day. And I hope your work situation works out.”

      I shut the door behind Franklin a little too hard but I don’t care. Through the window, I watch him get into his limo and drive away, realizing I’m holding my breath the entire time until the I lose sight of him in the traffic.

      My phone buzzes again and I retrieve it from my purse. The moment I see the hospital’s phone number on the display, I know everything Franklin just told me is true thanks to his buddy Maxwell.

      I sigh, and tap Answer.

      Everyone seems happy to see me back on the Critical Care unit and I’m actually happy to back. It’s as if my day off spent with Kodi becomes just that—just another regular day off.

      If anyone wanted to mention #walkofshameroxy and its consequences to my face, they can’t because the unit is full and there’s no time to do anything else but do our job and care for patients. I’m sure people are talking about me behind my back but there’s nothing I can do about that. At least, I’m back.

      Besides, wasn’t that what I wanted out of this whole thing—to get my job back?

      I just never counted on falling for Kodi, not when I knew his reputation long before he slid that garter up my leg... made me feel so beautiful with just a look, a touch, a kiss.

      But Kodi never did promise me anything more than a pretend engagement to help make sure I got my job back. Two weeks or until the hospital called... wasn’t that the deal?

      And he delivered.

      Or rather, his father did.

      I’m just upholding my part of the deal.
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      I knew the moment I entered my townhouse that Dad got to her. Why I couldn’t have excused myself from my interviews and meetings the rest of the afternoon I can only blame on the work ethic I’d learned through the years.

      But I also never expected Dad to stoop so low as to intimidate Roxy into leaving... in my own home. What he said to her, I don’t know but it was enough to get Roxy packing her things and loading them in a cab. She even took her sewing machine with her, leaving only her turntable and two records. The engagement ring she left on the kitchen counter next to a note that simply said two words.

      Thank you.

      Thank you for what?  For giving her her own hashtag and allowing me to make a fool out of her? Or is it for allowing my father to intimidate her with his threats?

      I admit my plan was crazy. “Let’s fight fire with fire, Roxy Let’s get engaged!”

      Maybe it was my jet lag talking or maybe it was me saving face for putting her in such a predicament. Why couldn’t I have insisted she stay in the townhouse while I picked up the Jeep? Then her so-called walk of shame could only have extended a few steps from the front door to the Jeep.

      But if I did, then none of this would be happening. I wouldn’t be standing in my own living room staring at the turntable with the two records she’d wanted to play for me. Last night wouldn’t have happened either.

      I try calling Roxy but my call goes straight to voicemail. Did she get her job back? Is that why her phone’s off? Of course, I’m not about to go to the hospital and see for myself. I can’t even call, not when I’ll probably be just another anonymous caller looking for #walkofshameRoxy. I also don’t want to scare her any more than my father already did.

      So I text her. Just three words which is all I need to say to her right now.

      I miss you.
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      “You never even said goodbye.”

      Roxy removes her earphones and looks at me as I get out of my Jeep. She’s wearing purple scrubs under her coat and after spending the evening at hospital, she looks tired. There are bags under her eyes.

      “What are you doing here?” She tucks her earbuds into her purse.

      “We need to talk.” I can almost feel Mr. Reyes glaring at me from his window. He’s only been watching me since I parked my car in front of the apartment building twenty minutes ago.

      As if noticing Mr. Reyes, Roxy waves at him and wishes him a good morning before turning to face me again, her smile disappearing.

      “I got my job back,” she says. “It only took twenty-four hours, which I think is a record.”

      “Because my father pulled some strings.”

      She shrugs. “Does it matter if he did or not? I got my job back. That was our deal.”

      “What my father had no right to wait for you in my apartment and talk to you the way he did,” I say slowly. “I don’t even know what he said but the end does not justify the means.”

      “Does it really matter, Kodi? I got my job back and that’s what this whole thing was all about.”

      “Your reputation was what this whole thing was all about, Roxy,” I say. “But even with that, you and know things have changed between us.”

      “We agreed to pretend, Kodi,” she says quietly. “And that’s what we did.”

      “Not the other night we didn’t.” My voice turns hoarse when I speak, the memory of her kiss coming back to me, the feel of her body against mine, the moment when we both shattered together... both of us vulnerable, open.

      Her shoulders sag. “That’s the thing, Kodi. We may not have pretended then, but we come from different worlds. Sooner or later, it’s not going to last.”

      “Says who? My dad?” I ask. “Of course, he’s going to say that, but that’s him. But I don’t want to hear about what he thinks. I want to hear what Roxy Porter thinks, the woman who’s comfortable in her own skin, the one who’s not afraid to be herself.”

      “Oh, really? You mean the woman they call Hashtag WalkofShameRoxy? Or the one that goes by Hashtag OneNightStandRoxy?” She looks away. “I just want to go on with my life and pretend none of this happened.”

      My stomach clenches. “You mean us, too?”

      “You barely know me, Kodi,” she says. “You know nothing about me.”

      I take a step toward her, grateful that she doesn’t step back. She’s already skittish as it is. It’s as if the last eighteen hours since I left her undid everything that came before.

      “I know this much.” I cradle her face in my hands and lower my head, pressing my mouth against hers gently. The kiss is hesitant at first, but I feel her lips part. A sigh. A tear.

      “Give me a chance, Roxy,” I whisper as I pull away, brushing the tear away with my thumb. “I know things happened so fast between us but that doesn’t mean we simply throw it all away just because one person doesn’t approve. Or the world, for that matter.”

      “I guess I’m just tired, that’s all.”

      I swallow hard. “You mean, of me?”

      She sniffs, then chuckles. “No, I meant I’m just tired, Kodi, like tired-tired. I’ve been up for twenty-four hours straight.”

      “Oh.” I step away, suddenly feeling like an idiot even if it makes two of us. I barely slept last night but then, I wasn’t saving lives like Roxy was. “I should let you sleep then.”

      She holds out her hand, cocking her head toward the front door. “You can always keep me company,” she says softly, “in case some idiot decides to order me pizza or something while I’m sleeping.”

      I exhale in relief before taking her hand and bringing it to my lips. “In that case, I’d love to.”

      As we make our way to her apartment, Roxy pauses in front of her door.

      “Maybe you can even stay in my place until this all boils over for good,” I say as I peel away the two failed delivery notices from her front door.

      “Maybe.” She unlocks her door and walks in, quickly turning off the alarm system on the wall next to the door.

      “Sorry about that,” I mutter as I shut the door behind me.

      “Considering rent in this place is pretty cheap, you’d think someone important lives here,” she says wryly.

      “Someone sure does,” I say, gathering her in my arms. “And I hear some guy’s crazy about her, too. He can’t stop thinking about her.”

      I let out a pent-up breath as she wraps her arms around my neck. “Really?”

      “Yeah. Really,” I say. “Only she doesn’t believe it one bit.”

      Roxy’s expression turns thoughtful as her gaze moves down my face and settling on my mouth. “Do you think you can convince her?”

      “I’ll sure try.”

      “That’s good to know.” Her gaze moves back up and we lock gazes. “When does he plan to start this... convincing?”

      “Right now,” I reply as her lips widen in a smile, her eyes sparkling. “Right this very minute.”

      She stands on her tiptoes and kisses me, her lips soft and warm. “You really do like me, don’t you, Kodi Donovan?”

      I kiss the tip of her nose. “Oh, yes, I do, Roxy Porter.”

      “Then you better get started convincing me then,” she says, giggling. “We’ll work on the rest later.”
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        Thank you so much for reading Her Lucky Charm which I wrote for Steamy Sensations Holiday Love (Ten holidays. Ten Authors. Ten Steamy Romances). Check out the other stories in this collection by clicking on the image below.
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        Like the rest of my characters in A Different Kind of Love series, Roxy and Kodi will be popping up in other books in the future just like Caitlin, Campbell, Jordan and Addison!

      

        

      
        If you’d like to learn more about my upcoming books, please join my mailing list at lizdurano.com/subscribe

      

        

      
        And if you’re on social media, check out my Facebook Reader Group: https://www.facebook.com/groups/librarycafereadergroup/
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